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On my travels through Canada, I met a lady in Bella Coola. On the banks of the river, she told me about the wooden carving that watches the water. I remember standing there under a grey, drizzling sky as the eagles looked on with indifference. It was only a moment in time, but her words stayed with me long after I returned home. Fallen Moon exists because of that chance meeting. A story evolved from fragments of another. 







I dedicate this book to her. The kind woman from Bella Coola whose husband came from Glasgow.
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Nakut’s Dream




Before the feathers of the eagles painted the sky, the land was barren and grey. Risen from slumber, Nakut, the Great moon, observed the desolation. It was not befitting its love. From its soul it called forth a song, and it sang to the broken world. Awoken by the singing, the deepest seeds unfurled, reaching with green fingers toward the warm sun. Trees grew, and forests quickly covered the bare earth. Plants and flowers blossomed, calling the bees to drink their nectar. The mountains, overjoyed by the vibrant colours of life, cried, and rivers of tears flowed through the valleys, giving birth to the ocean. To tend the land, Nakut sent forth the animals, and the stories they told one another restored the Great Order. Only then did the first ancestors set foot upon the earth, ready to serve the will of Nakut. Pleased by what it saw, and assured the time was right, Nakut opened its heart and released the first children into the world. It put a fragment of its ancient soul inside each, giving them their human names. The ancestors came to guide them and taught them their ways. How to fish. How to hunt. And how to live in the world Nakut created. At night, the children of the moon celebrated Nakut’s gift, and tired from their long dance, lay down to sleep. They dreamed of the world Nakut gave them and understood their place within it. Dreams of harmony brought them joy. Dreams of struggle brought them purpose. When they woke, they were strong. When they woke, they were the X’Hult. This is their awakening, but it was not the first sleep. Theirs was not the first dream. 

Before the Great moons ascended to the cosmos, the children of the earth inherited a paradise. Gifted to them by their creator, the world was plentiful and beautiful. They needed nothing, for they had everything. But the first dreams knew no bounds. The first dreams brought visions of more. The children reached out, clutching for what was not theirs to take. With the poison of greed pumping in their withering hearts, they took everything they could. Coveting shiny trinkets and childish treasures, they burned paradise until it was ash and cinder. They wanted more, and so they marched on, trampling the earth from which all life came. Blue and green became black and grey; the oceans bled, and the skies cried sickly tears. They ignored the signs as their arrogance pushed them into darkness. Balanced on the edge of the end, they reached out, grasping at the bright stars. To feed an impossible desire, the Great moons rose above the broken Earth. They knew the Great Leap would shatter our mother’s soul. But as they prepared to abandon the world, our Great moon heard a song. Mesmerised by the words, it dared to believe there was another way. It turned to its kin and shared its bright new dream. It spoke of the song, and they saw the power of its heart. The Great moons bowed before their kin and lay down, setting beneath the new dawn. Under the shadow of hope, darkness fell across the world, and the longest night began.

This is the first dream. It has an echo which ripples on the breeze and stirs in the oceans. A song of slumber. Nakut listens to it, wondering when the fallen moons will awaken. It fears what desires remain inside their cold hearts. When the time comes, and the first moon rises, Nakut will be ready with its last song. 

The song to end all dreams. 








  
  
Rabbit Chasing Fox




A scent of pine and damp earth. A chill in the air. The rains are coming to bring autumn. Among the towering red pillars, under the shade of a thousand needles, she runs. Small and wily, her bare arms reach out, slapping the rough bark as she leaps over rock and root. Her breath is mist left in her wake, flying as the eagle between the looming giants. Her hunter is far behind; she knows it. He might be fast, but she is faster. She slows her pace, bare feet coming to a halt in the yielding earth. Hazel eyes, wide and alert, staring all around. With a grubby hand, she flicks the mop of raven hair from her face. This young girl freezes—fearful of what she sees. She shouldn’t be here. The wisp of breath disappears as she becomes still as the forest. She mustn’t see it. The wall; it is forbidden. 

Nemiah’s flight has brought her far from the village. Too far. In front of her, the slab of worn grey rock carries a story too old to tell. Moss and lichen take root in deep scars gouged by human toil. Swirls of drab colour whisper ageless secrets. They make pretty patterns, but her young eyes can’t understand the silent sounds. Above the hushing chatter of the talkative trees, the ancestors are calling. It is their wall. Nemiah paces backwards, but her hand reaches forward. All along the grey, where nature hasn’t taken root, the carvings are precise. Perfect circles, wandering lines, and shallow holes speak the names of her tribe. Flecks of dulled mica obscure the rarest glyphs. Careless new strokes cover the old. Secrets lost in stone and time. 

Curiosity compels her forward, fighting the instinct to run. She closes one eye and squints. Her tongue pokes out as she concentrates, tracing the shapes in the air. What have they hidden? Who? Closer—one more step—and Nemiah touches the forbidden. Ice cold. The rock. A puff of mist escapes her lungs, and she retracts her hand. It’s as though she’s touching fire. She can still run. A shake of her head and she frowns. A frightening wisdom etched in her young brow. What she sees is certain. Every hidden name is the same. There are so few, but surviving the dull blows, identical scars appear. The same curves. Her frown deepens and her eyes narrow. Peering closer, fear forgotten, Nemiah traces the marks. She brings her finger to her mouth, licking away a bead of moisture. On her slim neck, she tilts her head. The old glyph revealed. Can it be? The moon on fire? 

‘I’ve found you!’ The victorious roar shatters the silence.

Nemiah squeals, turning to face the hunter. The boy grins. Her hammering heart thunders inside, but Nemiah wildly shakes her head.

‘But you’ve not caught me,’ she says and runs. The hunt is back on, and, as the eagle, Nemiah flies free again.


      [image: ]‘I would have caught you.’ Junat’s voice is confident. He has to be. Nemiah knows he’ll face the trial of Nakut in seasons to come. All the boys in the tribe do.

She frowns. ‘Is Nakut hard?’

‘Too hard for you.’

‘Why?’

Junat’s breath slips from his lips. Fleeting, it fades above the babbling stream. On the other side, the tall Hemlocks reach out with their soft needles, casting dancing shadows across the rippling water.  

‘Why?’ she asks again. ‘I’m a girl?’

Junat dips his head. He sighs. ‘I know you’re faster than most.’ He laughs. ‘More stubborn than all of us, but it’s how it is. It’s the rule of Nakut.’

‘It’s not fair.’

Junat squirms on the pebbles, digging his heels deeper into the pile of smooth grey shapes. ‘I think you’d do fine; you know that?’

She does. Junat doesn’t treat her the way father does. Junat’s kinder than most every other man and boy. Except X’Anahei, the elder. Thinking of him, she smiles. ‘Did X’Anahei pass Nakut?’

‘The ancestor who walks among us?’ Junat lifts his head, a scowl contorting his face.     

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Dunno.’ He pauses. Just long enough for Nemiah to form a shape with her lips, ready to speak. But Junat continues, cutting her off. ‘All boys have to. I know he’s old, but he was a boy once.’

‘How tall were those trees when he was young?’ Nemiah points to the mature Hemlocks across the water. They cast everything in their shade.

With a laugh, Junat shakes his head. ‘I think the river bank was bare; just seeds in the ground.’

She giggles, thinking how old that would make X’Anahei. ‘As old as the forest?’

‘Maybe older.’

Nemiah imagines what Junat will face when he is older. The trial of Nakut; named after the creator. The rite of passage can be dangerous. It has to be. The X’Hult must be strong. Nemiah’s young life has taught her this. She scrutinises Junat’s frame, still too scrawny for the test of adulthood. Scrunching up her face, she says, ‘Does it frighten you?’

‘Nakut?’

She nods, flicking away her hair as it falls in front of her eyes.

Junat frowns. ‘Of course not. Nothing frightens me.’

‘My father does.’

One finger raised, and with a stern stare, Junat says, ‘He frightens everyone.’

Even though his temper is short and his reach is long, Nemiah knows father loves her. She rubs her cheek, recalling the last time his hand caught her. It was her fault; whatever it was she had done. Texalt wouldn’t hit her otherwise; he isn’t a bad man. She has to be stronger; she has to be tougher than the rest. That’s what he says. 

‘Does your father hit you?’ she asks.

Junat nods without hesitation. ‘Sometimes.’

‘Oh. I thought it was just me.’

He appears surprised. ‘My father hits you?’

Nemiah shakes her head, ready to correct Junat, when he smiles at her and gently slaps her arm. She squints, offering a growl at his tease. ‘No, silly. What do you do? To be hit?’

Junat shakes his head and stares at the pebbles. He moves them around with his heel, making a little mound. ‘When he finds out I’ve been hunting with you.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’ Nemiah asks.

Junat snorts a breath through his nose and turns to her. His laugh is brief. ‘Because he knows Texalt will have harsh words with him if he finds out we’ve been playing.’ 

She sighs, nodding because she knows how strict her father can be. Texalt doesn’t allow her to play. Not really.

Junat hums, turning his body to face her. ‘When I think about it, he treats you like a boy. None of the other girls work on the axe heads. They forage while you work the stone.’ He reaches across, gently grasping her hand to turn it over. There, on her palm, fresh scratches age her young skin. ‘See. You’ve got boy hands.’ Junat points at her fingers. ‘Like roots they are.’

Nemiah knows her hands are tough. She curls her fingers and makes a fist. Texalt often looks surprised when she lashes out at him. She asks Junat, ‘Do you hit your father?’

He stares at her with wide blue eyes. Junat has the strangest appearance. Nemiah doesn’t know another boy with jet black hair and eyes as blue as a lagoon. He might even be handsome if he were a man.

‘Do I hit my father?’ he asks, the sides of his mouth creeping upwards.

She nods.

Junat’s smile grows under his frown. ‘Do you?’

She nods again.

His laughter erupts and fills the air, echoing in the shallow valley. Nemiah can’t stop herself from joining in, even though she doesn’t know what’s so funny. The sound is wonderful, and she doesn’t care. Junat’s laughter fades and, still smiling, he shakes his head. Warm blue pools stare at her and he says, ‘Nemiah. You are something special.’








  
  
Whispers under the Moon




Among the cedar trees, the women work with flints as sharp as wolf’s teeth to scrape at the bark. They slice away the rough outer skin and peel away the fibrous innards, careful not to damage the tree’s inner flesh. The forest provides for the tribe: baskets, mats, and medicine. Nemiah doesn’t know how to do it, but she tries to copy them. Texalt won’t show her; he says it’s not her place, but she knows it is. All the other young girls follow their mothers to the forest. She once asked father why he didn’t allow her to join them? Was it because she killed Anax’Hult? Was that why she wasn’t with the other girls? His hand, hard and fast, caught her unaware. Sharp. It stung more than normal. She didn’t ask again, but in rare moments free of chores, when father isn’t watching, she tries what is unknown. What would mother do? 

Her fingers grasp the flint she found on the forest floor, and she stares at the women and girls. She wants to be like them. If she does what they do, perhaps they’ll see her? Her teeth biting her lip, concentration furrowing her brow, she drags the shard of grey stone across the bark. She moves her hands up and down. It seems easy. Focused on the women, copying their movements, a fly stings her hand; it’s sharp and hot. But she doesn’t look. She’s concentrating on the women and girls. Something tickles her wrist. Perhaps the fly crawling down her arm, seeking softer skin? She takes a moment to swipe it away, but her hand slips across bare flesh. Slick and damp. It’s not sweat—scraping bark isn’t as hard as working the axe heads. 

It tickles her again. Curious, Nemiah stops moving the flint and glances at her arm. A ribbon of red runs from her fingers to forest floor. On the back of her hand, a wide gash oozes the blood from her body. A lot of blood. She stares at it, wondering how much there is inside her little frame, wondering how much is feeding the shrubs at her feet. Junat once said there are plants that eat meat. She glances down at the pretty purple flowers surrounding her toes. Was he teasing? She shuffles her feet away.

‘Nemiah!’ A woman calls out. Nemiah smiles at her, but the woman’s face is red and her eyes are wide. It is Neho’s mother. She shakes her head as other women from the tribe stop to stare. Neho’s mother waves, ushering them to continue scraping.

‘Nemiah!’ She calls out again, but this time it is a loud whisper. 

Nemiah doesn’t want to call back. If she does, Texalt might hear. She smiles again and holds her hand toward the woman. A trophy to show how hard she is trying to copy them. How hard she is trying to be a little X’Hult girl. The blood is pumping down her arm. It doesn’t hurt. The body doesn’t hurt; that’s what Texalt says. Only the heart can truly feel pain, only the soul can shed tears. It’s why she doesn’t cry when he hits her, because she knows she has to be tougher. He said so.  

Neho’s mother is coming toward her, eyes darting to the side. Nemiah knows she’s looking toward her house, the little log hut where she lives with father. He won’t be there. She needn’t worry. He’s down near the river with the other men, preparing the boats. The grease fish will soon swim upriver and the girls have mended last season’s nets. Nemiah doesn’t know how to do that either. While the girls weave the strands of hemp, father makes her carry the logs they store for the fire. It’s why her legs are thicker than Junat’s. It’s why she runs and leaps as the wolf. 

‘Show me your hand,’ the woman says.

With a shrug, Nemiah offers it to her. There is a strange noise in her ears, as though a mosquito buzzing inside her head. The forest appears bright under the shade of the cedar trees. Brighter still, as Neho’s mother fusses over her bloodied hand. Her eyes seem so wide, and again she glances at Nemiah’s hut. 

‘Father’s not there,’ Nemiah says.

Neho’s mother nods, but she frowns, peering down at her. ‘Nemiah?’

The mosquito is louder now, drowning out the woman’s voice. What’s she saying? Why does she look so worried? It’s just a cut. Sweat drips into Nemiah’s eyes; something new to sting. It’s not warm out. The scraping wasn’t hard. 

‘Why is it so bright?’ Nemiah asks, the sun blinding her vision. ‘What’s buzzing so loud?’

Neho’s mother doesn’t reply. The mosquito’s song is all around and the forest is awash with a harsh, cold light. Everything is… 


      [image: ]Nemiah stirs from slumber, greeted by the scent of a familiar comfort. Her belly rumbles. Father’s fresh broth; a stew of roots and herbs, sometimes flavoured with chunks of rabbit meat. She opens her eyes to see Texalt crouched over the fire with his back toward her. It’s a wide slab of broad dark skin, knotted and gnarled like the roots of trees. Nemiah hopes to be as fast and strong as he is. It is why she tries so hard at everything she does. Thoughts of flint scrapers, blood, and mosquitos come to her. Sometimes she tries too hard. She lifts her hand to see bright green broadleaves bound in hemp string tied tight around it. A fist made of the forest. A pungent smell of bitter resin comes from the bundle. Medicine gifted from Nakut. In the small hut, the flickering fire causes the shadows to dance. Outside, through the open doorway, it is dark. Where did the day go?

‘Are you angry?’ she asks.

‘Numa stitched your skin together. She put a salve on it and bound it tight.’ His voice is gruff and flat. Numa? Nemiah remembers now. Neho’s mother. 

‘Did you hit her?’

The shadows across Texalt’s back stop moving, but he doesn’t reply.

‘Have you hit me yet?’

Texalt’s broad back widens and his breath is deep and long. He exhales so hard the steam from the broth twists and spirals in all directions. Nemiah can’t remember her punishment. 

‘Will you hit me now?’

Careful not to disturb Numa’s work, she leans on the mat, which is her bed, and pushes herself up. Her back straight, sitting tall and brave, she waits to be scolded. Then she can have the broth. 

‘Father?’

Texalt doesn’t reply, but the shadows on his back move again. Back and forth in little ripples. His powerful shoulders fall and rise in shuddering jolts. Although he is facing away, she can hear the noises he makes. The same noises when he drinks the fermented juice of the fallen fruits. The sounds he makes when she apologises for killing mother.

Nemiah reaches out with her bare hand, her fingers touching his skin. ‘Father?’

The shuddering stops. She retracts her hand, bringing it close to her chest.

‘Go to sleep, Nemiah,’ Texalt says, facing the fire. ‘There’ll be broth for you in the morning.’  

Nemiah nods and lies down, keeping her eyes on father. One day she’ll be as strong as he is. She needs to be; she knows it. The day has been strange, and tiredness quickly comes. Her eyelids too heavy to keep open, she closes them, thinking of the broth and savouring the smell mingling with the medicine wrapped around her fist.

Texalt whispers something. It doesn’t sound like him; so sad and weak.

‘I can’t do this anymore,’ he says. ‘I can’t do it.’


      [image: ]There are whispers in the darkness. It’s why she opens her eyes, even though Texalt asked her to sleep. Beneath the broadleaves wrapped around her fist, her skin is throbbing. It is a good feeling; it means her body is healing. The quicker she heals, the sooner she can sneak out and play with Junat. That can wait. For now, the whispers beyond the beams of the small hut are drawing her attention.

Careful not to make a noise, she rises to a crouch, wincing just once when she pushes on her bad fist. In silence, she waits, holding her breath and listening to the sounds all around. Outside, the whispers continue without breaking; whoever is speaking, they haven’t heard. With soft steps, and moving on three limbs, she approaches the doorway. The fire is smouldering, and the embers cast off a meagre glow. In the cover of generous shadows, she peers out at the two figures under the moon.   

Texalt is sitting on his favourite stump. A seat he carved for Anax’Hult. Mother. It makes him sad, but he insists on taking his place on it. Sometimes, when he thinks Nemiah is asleep, she watches him on it. He just sits, facing the gap in the trees and stares at the moon. Nemiah knows not to ask about it—what he is thinking. She knows; he blames her. It’s her fault Anax’Hult doesn’t take her place on his favourite stump. The spirits took her away when she was born.

Under the glow of the full moon, Texalt is speaking to a tall man. A very tall man. Nobody in the tribe is as tall as X’Anahei. Like a giant spruce, he casts all others in his shade. Junat joked about his age, but Nemiah can see his years in his stance. Proud and strong. Ancient and noble. The whispers no longer obscured by the beams of the hut, it is his voice she hears.

‘It is not just for her, Texalt. You must be brave.’

Father’s head hangs low. ‘She’s just a girl. My little girl.’

‘Nakut marked her when she was born.’ X’Anahei raises his hand and gestures to the moon. So tall is he that his hand becomes a silhouette against it. A raven. His long fingers become its wings, his thumb its wise head. ‘The spirits took Anax’Hult under the blood moon when the song called for her.’ The elder lowers his hand and places his fingers across his chest. ‘Her name is on the wall of the ancestors.’

‘They made a mistake.’ Father raises his head and stares at X’Anahei. ‘She’s a girl. Nakut only chooses boys.’

‘There is no mistake. She may be your daughter, but Nakut has chosen her. You only see the outside skin, but Nakut knows what is beneath. They saw the words of the last song in her inner spirit. She carries the future within. She must be ready.’

Texalt shakes his head. His voice is firm. ‘She deserves love.’

As fast as a striking snake, X’Anahei reaches out and grabs father by the jaw. Nemiah’s muscles twitch and she lurches forward. She wants to protect him, but instinct holds her back. She retreats into darkness and watches as the elder releases his grip. A hand to her face to stifle the sound, she exhales a sigh of relief.

‘Texalt! You must be stronger than this. You will not disobey Nakut.’

Father doesn’t answer. He lowers his gaze and stares at the ground.

X’Anahei says something she doesn’t understand. Something unfamiliar, but he continues speaking words she knows. ‘The child cannot rely on love. She cannot know comfort.’ He kneels down, slowly lowering his body and coming face to face with father. ‘Look at me, Texalt.’ 

Father does as X’Anahei asks.

The elder says, ‘In time we will know if her song is called upon. Until then, you must persevere.’

Father nods. ‘How many more seasons must pass? When will Nakut return my daughter to me?’

X’Anahei stands up. He looks at the moon shining down through the leaves. ‘Persevere, Texalt. You must ignore your pain. The tribe has much to lose if Nemiah does not grow stronger. You must be braver.’

‘It is not brave to hit a child.’  

X’Anahei’s face changes. Harsh lines and deep wrinkles disappear, the contours softening under the illuminating moon. He smiles and shakes his head. ‘She is not just a child.’ The elder leans forward, placing his open palm on father’s shoulder. ‘Nakut is watching, Texalt. She must grow stronger. If you give up now, she will not survive what lies ahead. You have no choice; you will make sure Nakut’s song is ready, or you will have no daughter at all.’

The elder turns and walks away, disappearing into the dark of the forest. Father remains on his favourite stump, staring at the ground. She wants to go to him. She wants to praise him for his bravery. Texalt is strong. Nemiah tries to remember what X’Anahei called her. A word she doesn’t know; it’s too difficult to remember. She stares at father from the safe shadows of the hut. She would ask him, but he would know she wasn’t sleeping. He would know she was listening to a forbidden conversation. He would need to hit her again. She smiles, thinking of what father said to X’Anahei. Texalt loves her, but he is following the will of Nakut. She can see how much pain it causes; she sees how brave he is. Braver than all. Nemiah crawls on her three good limbs and returns to the mat. Warmed by the embers glowing in the dying hearth, she closes her eyes and forgets the words X’Anahei spoke.








  
  
The Season’s Scars




The first snow of winter has come, and soft white mounds conceal the ground beneath. A rolling landscape, as though meadows of white capped mushrooms, spread as far as the forest allows. The upturned boats, protected with fish grease, sit idle on the pebble shore. The men, all dressed in their heavy furs, inspect them with their eldest sons by their sides. They still fish in winter, but they travel farther downstream. Next spring Junat will join his father. Next spring, he will be closer to Nakut. Beside her, on the opposite side of the river from the men, he points at her hand. 

He pokes it and hums. ‘It’s healed well.’ 

It doesn’t hurt; the moon has twice grown full since she cut herself. Nemiah closes her fingers into a ball, making a tight fist. She relaxes it and studies the red ridge running from the base of her thumb to the knuckle on her forefinger. 

‘Numa weaves the strongest baskets.’ She flexes her fingers into a fist again. ‘Nobody holds a bone-needle like she does. Father said so.’

‘Does it work?’

‘Huh?’

Junat points at her fist. She frowns and pummels it into her open palm. ‘I think so.’ To make sure, she turns to face Junat and jabs him in the chest. Beneath his fur, there is a solid thud. He’s sturdier than he was at summer’s end.

He nods and rubs where she hit. ‘Feels strong.’

Junat turns his attention to the men across the water. Nemiah follows his gaze to his father, working with another man and his son. She knows how much it will mean to fish with him. She picks a smooth pebble from the shore, tossing it into the icy river. The men won’t be fishing today, but Nemiah imagines Junat on his father’s boat, paddling with powerful strokes. He is handsome and brave, fast and strong.

‘The fish will fear you.’ She laughs. ‘They will leap out of the water to escape you and land in your boat.’

He nods under his frown. All knowing Junat.

She smiles, wondering if Texalt will let her fish, or if X’Anahei has other duties for her. She never said to father she heard him that night. Junat doesn’t know. She feels guilty keeping a secret from him, but to share it would anger the spirit ancestors. All the bands of the tribe know it is wrong to hear what is not theirs to know. They call it Sah’maha; it is forbidden. X’Anahei, the oldest elder, carries their message, and his word is sacred.

Junat sighs, interrupting her thoughts of X’Anahei. He waves at his father and the other men and boys. They’re leaving the boats, having checked them over. Grabbing their spears, they move away, disappearing into the forest.

‘Are they hunting now?’ she asks.

‘Father said there are boar near the gorge, come down from the hills.’

‘Not deer?’

Junat shakes his head. He holds his hand out as though grasping a long branch. Nemiah thinks it might be a spear, but he’s holding it wrong. She knows because she’s seen the men hunt. Something else Texalt hasn’t taught her. It bothered her, but not anymore. Now she knows he is preparing her for something better. Though it confuses her; he hasn’t sung to her yet. X’Anahei spoke of the song. When will she learn? She flinches as Junat throws his air spear. She watches it fall into the water, landing without a splash, but Junat seems to think it has flown farther, and he tracks it into the sky.

‘I’ll be able to strike the deer when it’s time,’ he says.

Nemiah doesn’t want to tell him; not without another season of practice. She smiles and nods. ‘Yes, you will.’ She frowns, realising she hasn’t tasted venison in Texalt’s broth for a while. ‘Where are all the deer?’

‘I heard Neho’s father talking to mine. He said this year has been too generous. Our stores are full of dried meat, fish, and berries. Nakut will test us this winter.’

‘Nakut will take away our food?’

Junat nods and draws a circle on the damp sand between the pebbles. It doesn’t seem to mean anything, and he spoils it with his palm. ‘Nakut gives and Nakut takes. You know how it is.’

She does. When she was small, too small to understand, father told her. As she grew, she understood, watching the seasons pass. Times of hardship followed times of plenty. People would struggle, and not all would survive the long, harsh winter.

‘Why does it have to be this way?’

Junat draws another circle on the little island of sand. It’s smaller than before. ‘If we can survive on this,’ he says, then draws another circle, ‘do we need this?’

She doesn’t understand. She hopes Junat sees that in her frown.

He draws another circle. ‘Do we have to hunt if we have three seasons’ worth of meat?’

‘I suppose not.’

Junat shrugs. ‘So what do we do? If the men don’t hunt, do they just sit around the village? If the women don’t need to weave, what do they do?’

She stares at him. She’s not sure she understands. ‘Is that bad?’

‘Father said it is in the Hunter’s Song. The one the village elders teach them, not the one they tell the children. He said when there is nothing to do, we get greed.’

‘Greed?’ Nemiah shakes her head. ‘What is greed?’

Junat’s frown becomes a stern scowl. He looks offended and spits on the ground. ‘It is a sickness that twists our insides. When we have greed, we can’t stop ourselves. We eat until our bellies are full.’ Junat’s hands move to his stomach, where he cradles an unseen mass. It could be a woman with child, but greed looks dangerous and unnatural. His face puffs out and his eyes squint. His hands expand outward from his belly. ‘Greed fills you with poison, and you burst and die. Then others catch it from your rotten guts, and they die too.’ He stares at her, those intense blue eyes sparkling. ‘Nakut keeps us safe from it. Keeps us from catching greed.’

The air escapes from her mouth in a sudden whoosh. Junat’s story is frightening. ‘I don’t want to catch greed.’ 

He shakes his head. ‘No. You don’t. The struggle keeps it away. As long as we struggle…’

‘We’re safe from greed?’

Junat nods with confidence.

‘That’s why there’s no deer?’

‘Boar is harder to catch. More dangerous. It is Nakut’s way.’

Across the river, from within the forest, Nemiah hears the men calling to one another. It is carefree and confident, not the sound of the hunt. Soon, though, if Junat is right, they will face a challenge. 

‘They’ll be safe?’ 

Junat nods. ‘Your father’s gone with them. He’ll look after them; he always does. Then, my father can bring back the boar.’

Between the pillars of the tall pines, Nemiah can’t see the men. Their voices are quieter as they travel away. She doesn’t want to think about Junat hunting boar. On the pebbles, she shuffles around to face him. She doesn’t want to offend him, but she says what is on her mind.

‘I hope you hunt deer.’


      [image: ]She can’t hunt, weave, or scrape the bark. Left alone, Nemiah is doing what she does best. Outside the hut, with snow falling all around, she focuses on the tools. With one hand on the rounded pebble, the other holding the unfinished axe-head, she looks up at the bright white sky. Between the needles and branches, the snow appears as though feathers shed from an unseen bird. She imagines it could be a white raven, but she’s never seen one. She watches the flakes settle and merge with the winter blanket. A snowflake is a miraculous thing. So pretty and fragile, but where they gather, they can collapse the strongest of branches. They can cause thunder in the mountains. Wrapped in her thick fur, she is warm, but she knows it will be an unforgiving night. She glances at the side of the hut where the firewood she dragged from the forest lies neatly stacked. She would light the fire now, but she needs to preserve what they have. It will burn until dawn to keep them warm. She’s stored a lot of timber, but she knows it won’t last a long winter. 

Texalt is with the hunters, and Junat returned to his mother to watch her prepare a salve. It is something he will need to learn for his Nakut. The trial is hard and many boys will suffer injury, but to pass, they must endure and continue. The medicine the mothers make is essential. Nemiah doesn’t know how to make the balms. Another thing mother would do. She looks at the sharpened flint in her hand and strikes the edge at the angle father showed her. It is magical to see it spark against the white. She can make fire with ease, even when she doesn’t try. It is why she makes the axe-heads outside. With care, she puts down the hard stone and holds the flint close to her eyes. It is sharp as a ray of light. Even Texalt looks surprised by the ferociousness of the axes she makes. It is one thing she does better than anyone in the village. She traces the edge of the dark flint with her finger, wondering how many hunters use her work? Father always carries them. He says it saves energy; he uses fewer blows to bring the animals down. She frowns, trying to remember the last time he hit her. She must be doing better; Texalt hasn’t struck her for a while. He still growls at her, and his eyes are fierce, but Nemiah prefers it this way. 

A cry echoes in the forest. It is far away, though it sounds familiar. Nemiah raises her head and stands, turning toward the river. Down the steep slope from the hut, the ribbon of blue weaves through valleys of white. The noise comes from the other side. The hunt. She hears it again. Have they caught a boar? Have they caught many? She wants to run down. She’ll see Texalt with a boar slung over each wide shoulder. Only he could carry two. But the striking stone is cold and heavy in her hand. It weighs her down; she knows she must stay. She sighs and blows her warm breath into the air and sits back down on the stump.

‘Nemiah!’

It is Junat’s voice calling from nearby. She’s on her feet again, placing down the tools. ‘Junat?’

‘Come, Nemiah. Come!’ His voice is urgent. She peers down the slope to see him waving at her. ‘Nemiah, come!’ 

He is excited. His words leap with energy, but his face is pale.

‘Junat? What is it?’

‘Didn’t you hear?’

She heard the voices. ‘I heard calling.’

‘They’re calling you. They’re calling for you, Nemiah. It’s your father.’

She doesn’t wait to hear more. Little feet thrust hard against the ground and Nemiah flies down the slope, charging past Junat, who joins her. Strong thighs launch her across fallen tree and stubborn boulder. Behind her, Junat is already trailing. Near the bottom of the slope, she trips and stumbles, but rises to her feet, carried by the momentum of her tumble. Nothing will slow her down. She must be faster.

Blinded by the rush, she charges, flailing headlong into a soft wall of fur and arms. The women waiting on the riverbank. They bundle her around, turning her this way and that as she seeks father.

‘Texalt?’ she cries out. ‘Texalt?’

Steadied by what feels as though a thousand hands, she faces the river. There, the men are ploughing through the water, dragging a boat across. Stern faces peer at her; frightened eyes glance down at the boat. She can’t see. She can’t see what’s inside.

Nemiah calls out, but a woman hushes her. Not scolding. Something she doesn’t know. A warm anger holding her; clutching at her. It feels secure, so she grasps the arm wrapped around her shoulders. 

‘Be still, Nemiah,’ the woman says. ‘Be strong.’

She nods. She is. Nemiah waits, watching as the boat comes closer to the shore. The hunters rise from the river. Spray and foam kicked high with their powerful strides. The pebbles crunch under their feet, and they haul the boat ashore.

One of them signals her forward, and the woman releases her. Something is wrong. Her legs won’t move. Frozen and still as the mountain peaks. She wants to walk. She wants to see what is inside the boat. Nemiah searches the faces of the men, seeking Texalt. She knows he’s in the boat, but she won’t look. Her legs are rocky roots bound to the earth.

The hunter waves her forward again. Gentle hands push at her back. A thousand strong; they force her forward and the roots break. Each step is heavy. Her feet stuck in river mud. The same river mud cut and sliced under the boat. Nemiah dreams, and in the dreams, she knows she is asleep. She wants to wake up. Will she wake up now?  

Her arms rise, hands lifting toward the boat. Strong little fingers grasp the edge, but she looks up. All the hunters gaze down at her. Their eyes guide hers. They tell her to look down.

Texalt’s face is white. Eyes tight shut. The noise is thunder breaking overhead. 

‘He fought it off.’

‘There was no boar. It had taken them.’

‘It was the largest bear we’ve seen.’

‘No bear is so huge!’

‘He fought it off—he saved the hunters.’

‘What did Nakut send to us? Why?’

Nemiah can’t see what makes father’s face so pale. Pale as snow. She looks up at the men and asks without words. The thunder dims and clouds obscure the sound. Mumbles and rumbles to replace the fervour. But none speak to her.

‘What happened?’ she asks.

One of them holds something out to her. It is Texalt’s axe. The wooden shaft is slick and dark, and the head is shattered and dull. 

Junat’s father steps forward, kneeling down and taking the axe from the hunter and offering it to her. He smiles. ‘No other axe sliced through its hide. None of us could harm it, but he did. Your father and your axe kept the hunters safe.’

Nemiah stares at father’s axe, but she doesn’t reach for it. She looks at Texalt lying there with his ghost face mask. She is still staring when the men call out for salves and medicine. The women chatter and turn, and blown as leaves in the autumn wind, they scatter. The men surround her father as the women drag her away. Her eyes on the hunters as they pull the boat to the village, Nemiah hears the song of the ancestors. It is water drops falling in a crystal cave. It is ice falling down the frozen fall. A song without words; a pulse without blood. Everyone stops to turn and look. X’Anahei is coming.


      [image: ]She’s so small beside him. Her hand in his, it is tiny; she stretches on the tips of her toes to reach. X’Anahei leads her away from the hut where father lies on the mat. The women have wrapped and bandaged his body in leaves and salves. All bound tight with hemp string. Only father’s face is visible, cocooned in his protective shell. Warmed by the fire. He will emerge when he is ready. X’Anahei says he will awaken when the spirits have healed his body. Nemiah knows he’s telling the truth; she can hear the soft song above the whispering wind and the rustling leaves. The music of the forest. Their music.

X’Anahei releases his grip and points to her mother’s seat. Texalt’s favourite chair. She’s never sat on it before, but she won’t disobey. She knows her place. Once settled under the stars and the moon, Nemiah looks at the elder, who squats down and crosses his legs, sitting on the snow on his textured skirt. Colourful beads wrapped in leather string hold back his long white hair. His eyes look so wise. So kind. Seated on the ground, he’s taller than she is, even though she’s perched on mother’s stump. Nemiah can’t imagine being so big; he must bang his head on every branch in the forest.

X’Anahei smiles. His face emanates warmth. It reaches inside her soul. She can’t help but smile back. He nods and says, ‘Texalt will live.’

She stares at him. Notices it for the first time—the ember that burns on his right temple. A halo of the full moon, bright as the sparks when she makes the axe-heads. She frowns. She cannot imagine what dye he uses to paint it on. X’Anahei points to it.

‘This?’

She nods. She doesn’t know if she’s allowed to speak.

He points to his tribal markings. They frame his old face; lines as straight as a spear that follow the shape of his jaw, running along his chin. Under his lips, the line splits and moves upward to meet his mouth. Such strange straight lines. The villagers don’t have them. Not even the bravest hunters or best weavers wear the mark of the ancestors. They have their own markings, but not like the ones on X’Anahei’s skin. It is how the tribe knows when the voice of Nakut is among them. 

X’Anahei says, ‘One day you will wear them.’

A cold flush inside. A prickly pain as her skin rises in a thousand bumps. She rubs her arms hard to chase away the unnatural chill. Frightened by his odd words, she glances to the hut where father rests.

‘He knows,’ X’Anahei says. ‘One day you will wear the mark.’

She shakes her head. She’s not even allowed to face Nakut. Just a girl.

‘Speak, child. I ask for your voice.’

‘I’m a girl. Just a girl.’

X’Anahei nods. ‘Yes.’

She’s confused. She huffs and hopes her frown will make him speak sense.

The elder’s eyes track up to the moon. She can see its bright reflection twinkling in his dark eyes. It is pretty. He says, ‘The sons of the tribe all face Nakut, but the tribe cannot deny the will of the creator. Nakut has chosen you. Your father knows this. He is the only one.’

His words make no sense, but she says, ‘And you?’

He nods. ‘And me.’

She points to his face. ‘Why will I wear the mark? What does it mean?’

X’Anahei smiles. ‘It means you are special, Nemiah.’ He taps his long, bony fingers against his chest. ‘Nakut’s songs are inside all the X’Hult. Every man, woman, and child. In some, they are more complete, and in others, the words are weak. Your father’s songs are loud. Anax’Hult’s heart knew almost all.’ 

‘Mother?’

X’Anahei nods. 

‘And in me?’

His face becomes stern, and his eyes focus on her with grave intensity. The ember on his temple flickers through yellow, amber, and red. ‘You all carry fragments of different songs, but you carry every word of a song no other heart can sing. Yours beats with force and Nakut hears it.’ The elder’s face softens again, and he waves his hands in the air. ‘When Nakut sings in spring, it listens for the echo of the last song.’ X’Anahei points at her. ‘You have the last song within you. Nemiah. The most important song of all. It is why you will wear Nakut’s mark.’  

‘What is the song?’

She’s not sure what any of this means. It seems it will stay this way because X’Anahei shakes his head. ‘In time. In time, you will learn, but for now, you must look after your father. When he wakes, you must continue on the path he has set, and do as he says. I will stay close if you need me.’

He rises without effort and looms above. Nobody in the village with so many wrinkles can even sit as he does. X’Anahei is a strange old man, but his words are even stranger. Nemiah knows the answer, but she asks anyway. ‘This is forbidden? This is Sah’maha?’   

The elder nods. 

She watches him walking away, wondering how close he will stay while father heals. Nemiah thinks about the day and how it started with Junat. She wants to share what she knows, but she’ll not betray X’Anahei. He has guided the tribe for as long as she knows, though she doesn’t know how long that is. His words are sacred. They were for her alone. She frowns, standing from the stump and moving back inside the hut. The warming flames and potent odour of the salves greet her. It is comforting. Nemiah lowers herself down and sits close beside Texalt, putting one hand on the leaves that bind his arm. Outside, she hears the faintest chime of distant crystals and wonders if her heart is singing back, and if it is, what are the words?








  
  
A Forbidden Name




The first thaw of spring has come, but winter has been cruel. The animal Texalt fought off hasn’t left the tribal lands, and the hunters say it stalks in the shadows. Without father to protect them, the hunt is more dangerous than ever. It has cost the tribe three brave hearts. The village suffers their loss. Nemiah sees it in the faces of the X’Hult women. There is a sadness in their eyes, and their cheeks are slender and hollow. Everything seems ragged and tired. The furs wrapped around Nemiah’s shoulders are tattered, and holes poke through in places. She knew it would be this way; didn’t Junat warn her about greed? Nakut keeps them safe. Nakut’s hardship keeps the disease at bay. The X’Hult will see a good summer. Nemiah tries not to think about what will follow. It seems to be the way. A season of plenty before the season of pain. 

She sits on the damp earth on one of Numa’s woven mats. It keeps her dry as she works the flint. Since father’s injury, she tries to make the axes sharper. She offers them to all the hunters. Under the struggling rays of a rising sun, she chips away at the keen edge. Sometimes she can make is so sharp that she can’t focus on the cutting blade. It will chip too easily on bone, but it will slice through an animal’s hide as a spear through water.

‘Nemiah?’

It is father, standing in the hut’s doorway. She puts her tools down and stares up at him. He has healed, but he is slower than he was. She doesn’t know what injuries the animal gave him, but they left him weaker. Nemiah doesn’t know any man as strong as Texalt—even with his frailty. But she sees it in his eyes; she knows he struggles.

‘It is early,’ he says, waving at the low sun.

‘I wanted to make more.’

‘You’ve made enough.’ Texalt points to the pile of sharpened flint heads she has piled in a neat bundle. He smiles. He smiles more since his injury. ‘You’ve made more axes than we have hunters. We have enough.’

She shakes her head. ‘They break faster because they’re so sharp. You need to hunt with two or three axes.’

He nods, then looks over the edge of the slope toward the river. ‘When you were with Junat yesterday, X’Anahei came to see me.’

Nemiah nods, but doesn’t ask what he said.  

‘He asked me to show you something.’

‘What is it?’

Father scowls, but she doesn’t think it’s her fault. He says, ‘Your name. He asked me to take you to the wall.’

She stares. Texalt doesn’t know she’s seen it. ‘The wall of the ancestors?’

He nods, but the scowl remains.

Nemiah can’t help it; she doesn’t like to keep secrets, especially since the animal attack. ‘I have seen it.’ She thinks he will hit her, although he hasn’t all winter. Texalt stares at her. ‘I didn’t mean to. I was running in the forest and I didn’t know where I was.’ Nemiah knows not to tell father she was with Junat. Not in that sacred place. ‘I didn’t stay for long.’

Texalt moves from the cover of the hut. He limps without complaint and lowers himself down on Anax’Hult’s seat. ‘Probably with Junat?’

She doesn’t know what to say. Her silence seems to say enough.

Father leans forward. She doesn’t flinch; she knows to be brave. He reaches out and his hand rests on top of her head. Is it a new punishment? His fingers spread across her scalp and he rubs her hair. It’s already hanging in front of her face, but his movements send it cascading across her view. When it’s over, he leans back and nods. It is the strangest scolding. Perhaps she’s stronger than she knows; she thinks she enjoyed it.

Texalt says, ‘When the animal attacked the hunt, I thought of you, not the other men. I couldn’t let it kill me. After I scared it away, I lay on the cold earth and I knew I had to survive. Do you know why?’

She nods. ‘You need to keep protecting the tribe.’

‘No.’ He lifts his eyes from hers and stares at the sky. He speaks again, but his breath carries his voice in wisps of cloud that escape to the treetops. ‘All of this world is a mystery to me. All of it but you.’ 

There is silence, and father keeps staring at the sky. Nemiah waits for him to speak again. She doesn’t have words to fill the quiet space between them. After a while, Texalt brings his focus back to her.

‘You are all that matters to me.’ Father looks around at the trees, as though he thinks they might be listening. ‘I don’t care what your name is. I don’t care what they call you. You are my daughter, and I love you.’

She shakes. Words never spoken to her come as boulders rolling down the mountain. She always knew, except she didn’t. It was what she told herself to make it all better. All the beatings. Even when she heard father’s forbidden words to X’Anahei—he didn’t say them to her. Those words were Sah’maha. 

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before.’ Texalt shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry I’m telling you now.’

Nemiah doesn’t understand why he is sorry for saying such warm words. She smiles at him; a grin so wide she can feel it hurting her jaw. He smiles at her, but his eyes are pools of reflections and the tears roll silently down his face.

‘Father?’

‘I’m sorry, Nemiah.’

She reaches to him and clutches at his hand. ‘It is alright. I understand.’

Texalt shakes his head. ‘No. You don’t.’

She frowns, but she is happy he hasn’t rejected her hands. Father holds them tight. 

He says, ‘The wall.’

Nemiah nods enthusiastically. ‘The wall, you’re taking me there.’

‘Yes. And you will see.’


      [image: ]The forest changes every time the wind blows and the sun moves across the sky. The shadows thrown from the trees never seem to be the same. It is why the X’Hult leave marker stones spread across the land. They have many names, but Nemiah likes what father calls them. Inukshuk. The word sounds as if it belongs to the X’Hult, but Texalt said not all their words are their own. Some words come from long ago, before even Nakut gave them their land. She never knew there could be such a time, but in rare moments, Texalt shares his wisdom. He says the cycle of life carries over many things from the past. Words are such a thing.

‘Inukshuk,’ she says, pointing at one as they pass. ‘What does it mean?’  

He shrugs. ‘Some are guides, others are guardians. I know this one warns us away from the wall.’

Nemiah stops to look at the little pile of stones built on top of a mossy boulder. There are two upright blocks of stone. A slab lies across, joining them, and on top of that, a longer one pokes out to the sides. The last stone is a smaller piece set carefully in the middle. It looks like a little human head on a squat body. Nemiah waves at it and runs to catch up with Texalt.

She glances around, trying to make sense of the pillars of trunks lining every horizon. She can’t remember running through here, but she knows she did last season with Junat chasing behind. It all looks different; even the trees seem new. But that can’t be. Nemiah thinks about the dangers of the deep woods—she’s more aware of them since father’s injury.

‘Are there bears here?’    

‘Yes.’

‘Aren’t you afraid?’

Texalt stops and looks down at her with a frown. ‘Why?’

She points at his body. ‘Will they not attack?’

He smiles and shakes his head. ‘Bears don’t attack. They only defend.’

‘But?’

Father kneels down to her. ‘The other animal, the one your axe scared away, it covets the hunting grounds. It is not here. We are safe.’

‘Other animal? The men said it was a bear.’ She tries to remember, but she can’t be sure she heard things properly. It was the start of winter. All she can recall is the confusion and fear. 

Texalt looks over her shoulder and squints, but she knows he’s not looking at the forest. It’s his inner gaze. ‘You will learn things I can never know. X’Anahei told me as much. Everything he asked me to do will take you to a place I cannot go. Perhaps there, you will learn what attacked us?’ 

‘Where am I going?’ She stares at father.

‘For now, only to the wall.’

She’s not easily fooled. Nemiah shakes her head. She’s confident Texalt won’t strike her. ‘Where am I going? After?’

Texalt stands and turns. He walks away in silence. She watches and imagines letting him carry on while she runs back to the village. She’ll find Junat and they can play together; he can practise his Nakut and she can help. With Junat, she can be just a girl. She’s not ready to be anything else. But she knows she needs to be stronger. Father keeps walking, disappearing behind the swaying branches, obscured by the dancing shadows. 

‘Father?’ 

‘Come, Nemiah. Don’t be afraid.’

The sun moves behind a cloud, and the forest slips into darkness. She feels the chill in her bones, but she knows a way to stay warm; she runs. Nemiah chases after Texalt. She catches up and skips at his side.

‘I’m not scared.’

He doesn’t answer.

‘I’m not,’ she says to his silence, though she is.

‘You’re allowed to be afraid of the unknown—it is what keeps us safe. Curiosity without fear is stupidity. Remember that. Only the most reckless hunters chase the prey into darkness.’

‘Is that why you don’t hunt at night?’

He laughs. ‘That’s not what I mean.’

‘Then what?’

Texalt scolds her again by rubbing her head. She suspects it might not be what she thinks it is. Before she can ask, he points ahead of them.

‘No more questions, Nemiah. We’re here.’

The shadows shift under restless clouds, and the sun’s rays stab like slow lightning. It’s not how she remembers it from her only visit. Perhaps because standing in front of the grey slab of rock, X’Anahei is waiting. Winter is ending, but it is still cold, yet he stands in just his leather skirt. It covers his thighs, but his wrinkly brown knees are bare. Loops of shiny beads hang around his neck and cover his chest, and a band of leather across his crown keeps his white hair from his eyes. In one hand, he grips a long staff planted into the earth. It could be a branch from any tree, although it is the straightest she has ever seen, with no gnarls or burls to show where twigs once grew. The colour isn’t from any type of tree she knows; it reminds her of the smoothest ice covering the shallowest rock pool. 

Nemiah can’t take her eyes from the staff as X’Anahei greets them. She doesn’t hear his words. Her curiosity is captive to the strange long stick. A soft slap on the back of her head returns her focus to the elder. It’s the gentlest tap, but she pretends it is harsh and winces. She remembers X’Anahei telling father he had to obey Nakut’s will. Nemiah won’t let the elder see he has changed. 

‘X’Anahei,’ Texalt says, nodding his head to the elder. Nemiah copies his movements, but the old man with the amber halo on his temple grumbles and squints. 

He nods at Nemiah, then dips his head to the staff. ‘You see it, don’t you?’

Nemiah frowns. What does she see but a staff of wood that doesn’t seem to be made from the forest? She shakes her head. ‘I see an odd stick.’ 

‘Hmm.’

She squints, expecting the elder to explain, but he doesn’t.

‘Your father told you why he brought you here?’ X’Anahei asks.

Nemiah nods. ‘My name.’

He beckons her to come closer. She hesitates, but she’s not afraid. Not of the elder. Father’s hand on her back pushes her forward, and X’Anahei points to the wall. His finger draws a path across it, and her eyes follow. Nemiah inhales and paces closer. She sees the engravings on the stone. The moss and lichen fill the deeper cuts and grooves, creating a visible pattern of shapes. None of them mean anything to her. She exhales.

X’Anahei says, ‘These are the formal names of the X’Hult. All of your people recorded in stone.’

Nemiah nods. She knows. Curiosity leaps from her lips. ‘Why?’

The elder’s eyes widen and he leans forward. ‘Why?’

‘Why carve them? We know them.’

She thinks her question might anger him, but X’Anahei smiles and points to another carving. This one she remembers. There is a jumble of scrapes and gouges across it. She looks at the elder, trying to see the words she knows are hiding inside his eyes. He’s saying something without speaking. She can feel it. Her skin tingles and she focuses on the marks. The elder’s finger points at the spoiled stone. The name someone has hidden so that nobody can see. 

‘Is this my name?’

X’Anahei nods.

‘Why is it covered with scrapes?’

‘When your father was healing, I told you about the song.’ He seems to wait for her to respond. Nemiah nods, and the elder continues. ‘These names are all part of it, although the song has more words than the tribe has names. Your father’s is here.’ X’Anahei points to a circle missing its lower edge. A waving line cuts across the right side of it. She thinks it looks like a rising sun with a blade of meadow grass silhouetted in front. It is pretty. The elder points to another. It is more complex. A crescent moon with a central circle within. Three straight lines cut across the top, and each with a gap along its length. ‘Your mother.’

Nemiah steps closer and reaches toward the stone. She pauses and looks up at X’Anahei. He’s so close she has to arch her back to see his face. He nods to her, and she places her finger on the carving. She traces the lines and her fingertip dislodges old remnants of grey-green lichen. It’s not as pretty as father’s name.

‘This is Anax’Hult?’ she asks.

‘First Born of the Moon,’ X’Anahei says, nodding. 

She frowns and switches her focus to the rough marks covering her own name. Nemiah reaches to it and asks, ‘Why?’

‘The damage?’

She nods. 

‘It isn’t what you think.’

She frowns. She doesn’t understand. ‘Is my name not allowed?’

X’Anahei spreads his arm toward the wall. ‘This is Sah’maha to all the villages. These are the formal names of the tribes. They have a special meaning.’ He taps his finger from the wall to his chest. ‘This is the language of our creation. Old words Nakut calls code. Their true meaning must be hidden from the tribe. It is our wall; the wall of the ancestors.’

He hasn’t made things clearer. She asks again. ‘Is my name not allowed on it? Is Destiny not a good name?’

The elder frowns. ‘Destiny?’

‘Is it not Destiny? Junat said my name sounds like destiny.’

X’Anahei shakes his head. ‘Nemaha. A child with strong destiny.’

Nemiah turns to look at father. He hasn’t come closer and remains at the edge of the clearing. He looks disinterested, but when he sees her, he nods and smiles. But he feels distant.

X’Anahei points to her spoiled name. ‘The symbol of Nemiah has an older meaning, but to the tribes, it is just a pretty word, misunderstood as destiny or flower. But your ancestral name contains shadows of the past.’ He shakes his head. ‘Shadows our people must not fall under.’ The elder walks along the length of the wall. Every so often, he stops and rubs the stone where the spoiled name appears. ‘Nakut made the word obsolete by creating the seasons of hardship.’

Nemiah remembers Junat’s story on the river bank. ‘As Nakut spares us from greed?’

The elder smiles at her and nods. ‘Yes. You do not know greed, because you do not know excess. Your name is similar. Its true form is unknown to the X’Hult, because Nakut’s path spares you from it. Words can carry power, and sometimes they are dangerous. They can be wielded like a hunter’s spear. But words become empty vessels when there is no use for their meaning. And when there is no meaning, there is no word. No danger.’

She thinks of the three hunters who died this winter. This season of hardship. It doesn’t seem fair, but she knows not to question Nakut’s wisdom. ‘My name isn’t greed, is it?’

X’Anahei chuckles. ‘No. Your name bears Nakut’s last song. A song that is yet to be sung. Many have carried the name before you.’ He waves his hand at the wall. ‘As you can see. But it is different now. Nakut feels the world changing and knows the time is coming.’

‘For the song?’

‘For the song.’

Nemiah has listened to many forbidden things today, but few of them make sense. She knows father brought her here to see her name, but she is more confused than ever. With a shake of her head, which sends her raven hair across her eyes, she says, ‘I still don’t understand.’

X’Anahei raises his head and looks at Texalt. Nemiah turns to see her father nodding at the elder. There is sadness in Texalt’s eyes, but his stance is proud and brave. She turns back to the elder, who is kneeling down to face her.

‘Te’ set an Nemiah,’ he says, holding out the staff. 

She understands her name. Nothing else. X’Anahei is speaking the strictest form of their language. The elders in the big house use it to tell stories of the past. They dress as the animals and dance in their patterned blankets. The villagers understand the dramatic expressions and the tone of the story. The words sound like music. A song of unknown names. X’Anahei nods at the staff, and she feels compelled to grasp it. The strangest tingling spreads through her fingers and down into her arm. It isn’t unpleasant, but it’s not something wood does. She notices the halo on his temple shifting from the colour of fire to that of a clear sky. Nemiah hears the chiming of ice in crystal caves. It isn’t coming from the forest. It’s coming from within. 

X’Anahei nods at her and repeats his strange words.

‘Te’ set an Nemiah.’

There is a gentle whisper in her mind, an echo of something she doesn’t understand. She stares into X’Anahei’s eyes and says, ‘Ne’ si an Nemiah.’

He stands up and looks at father, giving him a single nod. To Nemiah, he says, ‘You are Nakut’s last song. The song of war.’

‘War?’

‘You are Nemiah.’ He points at the spoiled carving. ‘This is your ancestral name. You are the Warchild.’

She squints at him and shuffles, turning to glance at father. He drops his gaze and looks at the ground. She wants to walk to him and hold his hand. Take him back to the hut and stay there until summer makes the world warm again. 

X’Anahei says, ‘Texalt. The next blood moon. It will be time.’

Father nods. What does it mean? She turns to ask X’Anahei, but he is already walking away. Nemiah stares at the wall of the ancestors. She steps to her name and traces the cuts and sharp grooves. She doesn’t know what it means, but she knows she doesn’t want to be the song of war. Texalt has changed. All she wants to be is his daughter.








  
  
Blood Moon Rising




Nemiah knows the blood moon is coming. After X’Anahei’s words at the wall of the ancestors, she looks for it in the evening sky. It is nearing. The moon is fatter every night, and the colour is shifting from blue to amber. Soon it will be full and red—the blood moon. She doesn’t speak to father about it. Nemiah knows he’ll not talk about what it means; she thinks he might know less than she does. He has changed. Not once has he punished her since his injury. Not once has he raised his voice. He only scolds her by rubbing her head and smiling. She understands what it means. These days are precious and short. Texalt hasn’t shown her any of the skills mother would, but he lets her run free with Junat and play as a child. The few words he speaks about the coming blood moon are sad and lonely. She knows it’s going to take her away; as it did mother. 

The snows have retreated to the mountains, and the forest is reclaiming the land. Among fresh shoots, poking out from the brown earth, she walks with Junat along the river bank. The boats are ready for the new season and the men are hard at work greasing the hulls. Farther downstream, the fish have returned, and soon they will reach the village. The cycle of life continues.

Nemiah hasn’t told Junat about the blood moon. Her knowledge is Sah’maha; it is not his to know. Her stomach is uncomfortable, as though she has eaten roots. Knotted and gnarled inside. It grumbles with an angry roar, and she holds it with her hands, trying to quell the unruly voice.

Junat looks at her and squints. ‘Haven’t you eaten?’

She shakes her head. ‘It’s not that.’

‘Are you with child?’

Nemiah doesn’t think so; she’s not even sure how that happens. She shakes her head again, peering down at her flat belly.

Junat says, ‘You don’t look with child. Are you ill?’

She doesn’t want to lie, but she can’t tell the truth. ‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Tell me what? That you’re ill?’

‘No. I’m well. I am… It feels as though butterflies are inside my belly. Their wings are fluttering against my insides.’

‘They’re noisy. Did you eat some?’

He doesn’t seem to understand what she means. She’s about to say so when he grins at her. Nemiah smiles back. ‘I’m unsettled.’

‘Mother sometimes looks like you do. When father goes to hunt. She calls it nerves. Are you nervous?’

She nods her head. ‘Perhaps.’

Junat frowns. ‘Is it Sah’maha?’

‘Yes.’ She replies with enthusiasm. If Junat knows what ails her is forbidden, it makes it easier to keep from him. ‘I’m not allowed to say.’

‘I understand. Father tells me things he probably shouldn’t—about the hunt. He doesn’t want me to get hurt during Nakut. He says all the fathers tell their sons secrets to help with the trial.’ Junat laughs and looks at her with his perfect blue eyes. ‘Everyone is bound to some sort of Sah’maha.’ He stops walking and leans in close. His voice is a whisper. ‘Whatever it is, Nemiah, I’ll help you if you need it. You’ve helped me with my Nakut; you’ve made me faster. I’m more agile, not like you, but better than I was. You’ve helped me, and I will return your gift. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. I promise. Just ask.’

She nods and smiles. ‘I will.’

Junat continues along the riverbank, and Nemiah skips to catch up. She thinks it might help him if she can offer one more chase. Perhaps he will run faster if, just for once, he is the hunted?

‘Will I chase you, Junat? I’ll see how fast you’ve become.’ 

He scowls at her. ‘That’s not the way. I’m the hunter.’

‘Imagine how fast you might run, if the wolf chases you.’   

Junat pauses, and his scowl softens. 

She knows what will work. ‘You’re afraid I’ll catch you?’

He smiles. ‘Perhaps the wolf isn’t angry enough to chase the hunter.’ 

Nemiah doesn’t know what he means. She frowns when, suddenly; he thrusts his hand toward her. It catches her unaware, and she stumbles backwards, tumbling onto her bottom. Junat roars with a victory laugh.

‘Wolf won’t catch me!’

He turns and runs as fast as Nemiah remembers. She smiles, rising to her feet. It won’t be fast enough.








  
  
Fields of Heartless Bone




Nemiah stands beside father, staring up at the blanket of night. Countless bright stars are glittering against the veil of dark, and the ghostly trail of the Spirit Smoke splits the sky in two. Between the gaps in the trees, the blood moon creeps across it all. Father has been brave. She knows how much he wants her to stay. He knows how much she doesn’t want to go. She doesn’t even know where she’s going. Texalt hasn’t told her anything. Beside him, staring at the cosmos above, she feels closer than ever, even though his hands are by his side. 

‘Is it now?’ she asks.

‘Yes.’

‘Do I need to take anything?’

Not looking down, he says, ‘You have all you need in your heart.’

Nemiah nods. 

Texalt sighs. He turns to face her and kneels. He reaches out and spreads his arms wide, closing them around her. It is like when the woman held her on the shore, the day the animal from the hunting grounds attacked. Inside his arms, she feels safe. His heart thuds with a steady beat, strong and proud. She feels it juddering against her chest. Nemiah wants to be brave. She doesn’t want to lift her arms to hold him. She thinks they wouldn’t reach far enough around. Her arms by her side, held tight in father’s grip, she stands there, hoping he’ll never let go. Nemiah knows he must. She will be brave for him.

‘It’s alright, father. Whatever is to come, you have made me strong.’

His breath is warm in her ear. His words are warmer. ‘All we ever wanted was a healthy child. Your mother and I; all we dreamed of was a child to survive the night. The X’Hult life is hard, but you survived. You were born strong. Everything the ancestors asked me to do, I have done for you. It has made you the strongest.’

Father releases her. She says, ‘I am strong for you.’ 

Texalt smiles and stands. She thinks he might hold out his hand as X’Anahei did, but he doesn’t. He nods and says, ‘Remember, Nemiah, whatever the ancestors say, this is your home.’ He lifts his hand toward the little hut. ‘Now, we must go.’

Father walks away, and she follows, although she doesn’t know where he’s going. It is dark, but she knows it isn’t brave to walk at night—not in the forest. It is foolish. But tonight is different. She feels safe beside father. More, she knows she is safe because X’Anahei summoned her. The ancestors will make sure she comes to no harm.

In silence, she follows father. They travel across stream and glade, journeying in and out of the trees. At each clearing, she turns in circles to stare at the beauty of the sky. Father calls her onward every time, but there is no punishment. Just the long walk. They come to a small grove, and even though it is dark, she knows the trees are not ones she’s seen before. She touches them to feel the bark, to remember the texture. A flicker of amber light distracts her. In the middle of the grove, X’Anahei is waiting. 

Father greets him by name, and the elder replies. ‘You have done well, Texalt. I know the sacrifice the ancestors ask of you is great.’

‘If it is Nakut’s will, it must be done. For our people.’

X’Anahei steps forward and places a wrinkled hand on father’s shoulder. The elder looks down at him and smiles. His face is kind and warm. ‘You are a father first. Your duty to the tribe is always second. You have excelled, and I am proud that you are X’Hult.’

Father nods but doesn’t reply.

‘And you,’ X’Anahei says, turning to her, ‘You have endured a hard journey for a child. The hardest, but you will soon see; the struggle you have known serves the greatest purpose.’

Nemiah thinks Texalt deserves more praise. ‘I didn’t want to disappoint father.’

‘And you did not.’ X’Anahei looks at Texalt and his smile fades. He nods at father and says, ‘It is time. Return to the tribe. Tell them the spirits have taken Nemiah under the blood moon, as they took Anax’Hult.’

The butterflies return, but they have more energy, more urgency. It’s painful inside. Nemiah looks up at father. He is being brave for her, but she can see the struggle as the stars reflect in the pools welling in his eyes. He clenches his jaw. Staring down at her, the tears roll down his cheeks, falling free like rain. She reaches out, catching one, clenching her first around it. A father’s tears. They hurt her more than any scolding. More than any flint stabbing into her skin. She tries to speak, but father frowns and shakes his head. She understands. Now is the time to be the bravest. Nemiah nods, and Texalt turns around and paces away. She watches him leave, striding with poise across the earth. Texalt, the hunter. Her brave father.

‘Nemiah?’

She turns to face X’Anahei. 

‘It is time.’


      [image: ]She thought X’Anahei was going to take her somewhere, but he beckoned her to sit, and she did. Alone in the dark grove with X’Anahei sitting opposite, she isn’t afraid, but she is curious. He has stared at her for a while, and she has kept her silence. Overhead, the blood moon is passing, and it has almost reached the horizon. Soon the sun will chase away the dark, and she still waits for the elder to speak. She almost jumps when he does.

‘At dawn you will walk.’

She nods. X’Anahei smiles.

He says, ‘You don’t ask where?’

Nemiah shakes her head. ‘I do what I’m told.’

His face is stern. ‘The spirits will come for you. You’ve not seen them before.’

The spirits. She’s heard tales. They are the ghosts of Nakut’s first children, and they rarely show themselves to the tribe. They only come to take away. Like they came for mother. 

‘Do not be afraid when they appear. They are different.’ X’Anahei bangs his chest. ‘Not like this.’

Nemiah bangs her chest. ‘Not like this?’

‘They appear as though smoke. They won’t speak to you, but when they come, you will follow. Do you understand?’ 

It sounds very easy. She’s not sure why she had to be treated differently just to follow smoke. She frowns, and the elder nods.

‘That will be the beginning of your trial. You will walk through the fields of Tah-hei.’

‘Tah-hei?’

‘The fields of heartless bone will test you. The longest walk. You cannot stop when you are tired, nor will you sleep.’

‘How far is it?’

‘Days far.’

Nemiah frowns. She’s never walked for days without stopping. She nods. ‘I will follow. I will pass Tah-hei.’

‘If you do, you will see what you are. The ancestors will show you what Nakut has planned since the dawn of our time.’

She knows not to ask X’Anahei what he means, even though his words confuse her. The spirits will tell her when it is time. Nemiah nods.

X’Anahei smiles. ‘I can see it in you. What you are.’ He shakes his head. ‘Even to me, it makes no sense. You are brave, child. You are loyal. Your inner spirit is the hope of your people; a hope they do not even know they need. But they will soon enough. Yet, to look upon your young face, I cannot understand how you will be what Nakut forbids your people to know.’

‘My name? The song?’

‘Warchild.’ X’Anahei nods. ‘You will become Nakut’s last song.’

She remembers fragments of conversations. ‘To protect the X’Hult?’

‘To protect our people, but there is more. You will protect the world from itself. You alone will become what we mustn’t be to keep everyone safe.’ The elder frowns. ‘Nemiah, your truth will be forbidden to your own.’

‘Forbidden?’

‘If you survive Tah-hei, Nakut will show you things that they can never know. You will change.’

Two faces appear in her mind. One is a boy. One is a man. She frowns, uncertain if she understands the elder’s words. She opens her mouth to speak when X’Anahei lifts a finger to his lips. His eyes direct her to look left. She does, and she sees them.

X’Anahei rises and says, ‘The spirits have come.’

They’re not what she thought. He said smoke, but smoke is without form and it moves in wisps and trails. There is a breeze, and smoke would blow away. The spirits do not. There are four of them. Two men, two women; she thinks. It is hard to tell. Through their grey shadow bodies, she can see the outlines of the trees. The stars twinkle through their heads. They are here, but they are not here. They are real, but they are not real. Nemiah clenches her fist and taps it against her chest. She understands what X’Anahei meant. It’s probably rude, but she stares at them; curious and unafraid. They stand still and stare back. Their clothing is like that of the tribe, although the patterns are different, and they decorate their long hair with eagle feathers. They shimmer. It looks like rain falling inside their souls. In the dim light, they seem to alter shape, stretching taller and leaner. It is brief, and afterwards they become more solid again. As solid as smoke can be.   

‘The spirits,’ she whispers.

‘Stand, Nemiah,’ X’Anahei says.

She rises as quietly as the elder did, trying to show her strength to the spirits. She glances at X’Anahei to see his eyes fixed on them. ‘Do I go?’

He nods, and she notices the spirits are turning around. Without ceremony, they are leaving. ‘Tah-hei is harsh, Nemiah. Be strong. Never stop.’

‘I will be brave.’

X’Anahei looks down at her and smiles. ‘I know you will, for Texalt. Now go.’

The spirits haven’t waited for her, nor have they looked back. How long will she follow them? With a growl of confidence, she glances at X’Anahei and paces after the ghostly forms. She does as they do, and once away from the elder, she doesn’t look back. She wants to, but what she wants has never been important. 


      [image: ]Nemiah doesn’t know where she is. The forest is thinning, and the trees are spindly. It’s already morning again. Underfoot, the ground is harder, and it causes her feet to throb. Her leather soles protect from the sharp flints and the needles from stinging plants, but it doesn’t stop the harsh stones poking through. She’s lost count of how many nights she’s followed the spirit ancestors. Where she can, she’s licked water from the leaves, but now it is drier and the colours have paled to sandy hues. The few trees that take root in the parched earth offer nothing to quench her thirst. It is better this way; there is nothing left in her bladder. She can focus on walking. 

Not once has she called out for help. Not once has she cried out when her legs have collapsed beneath her. It is hard. It is desperately lonely, but she will not give in. Every step she takes in this unknown place, she does for father. Everything he gave up to make her strong, she will repay with success. But it is so hard.

She stumbles under the brightest morning sun, this time letting out an angry howl. How much farther? Nemiah rises on shaky legs and powers forward, but she is so tired. Ahead of her, the spirits continue on without a care. She struggles across the fields of Tah-hei, and she understands why it is called heartless. Bright white shapes litter the cracked earth. Nemiah doesn’t want to look because she has seen them before. A wolf carcass. A bear. Even the eagles have them. But these bones don’t belong to the animals. A clean, cracked dome with two eyeless holes stares at her. Its mouth says nothing. It doesn’t need to. Nemiah understands this place is death.

Ahead, the shimmer of heat distorts her vision, but she is nearing a mound in the earth. A gaping darkness sits inside. The spirits have stopped their trek. In the bright light, they are almost invisible. They are waiting for her. Is this it? Nemiah pushes hard, but a familiar buzzing sound rings inside her head. The sun is blinding, and the sweat drips into her eyes. She must be close. With a ragged growl, Nemiah pushes on, even as the world turns to white and a crashing thunder fills her ears. She can’t feel her legs. Is she still walking? Something hard hits her. It hits all of her body at once. She can taste dirt, inhaling it with every wheezing breath. She has failed. All she can think of is father. She would cry if she had tears. She thinks death has come as the buzzing dims, but she hears a woman’s voice. It is gentle, and it carries her as she slips into darkness.

‘Te’ set an Nemiah. Ne’ si an Anax’Hult.’
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