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Chapter 1
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From far above, the bundle of bodies rolled, fell, struck a ledge, bounced in a fog of red, and plummeted toward Danijel before bouncing again. Various appendages jutted from the mass of human flesh, torn and battered by the relentless impacts against the canyon wall.

The fall had begun a half—mile up. A young girl, inches from the summit, had stretched toward her father... and missed. For a breathless moment, she hung, weightless, before tilting backward. Horror flashed across her father’s face as she tumbled. Her mother lunged, desperate. She missed too—and fell. Below, climbers flinched, hands reaching, feet slipping. In an instant, chaos cascaded downward. By the time the dust settled, ten had fallen.

The tangled bodies formed an imperfect entanglement, shedding one climber after another as they collided and collected. The horror spread down the column with one climber after another, each trying to cling to the wall, only to become ensnared in the deadly collapse.

Danijel, the group’s leader, was last in the column. A calm voice from the device implanted in the bone behind his ear warned him he was next. He lunged forward, grabbing Maxtla, causing her to drop the heavy package she had been struggling with.

It would be a long drop. No one caught up in it would survive. They were screaming, though Danijel heard nothing. It was happening too fast for sound to keep up.

He wrapped himself around Maxtla, pressing them both under an outcropping. A thick storm of dust mixed with the metallic tang of blood enveloped them. Above them, the tumbling mass of humanity struck a ledge and bounced once more, sending another mist of dust and gore cascading down.

The young girl, Maxtla, belonged to Ohad, the group’s merchant. She was a slave, though too young to know it. She was not of the Jah, though they had been grooming her for the future.

~~~
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A week earlier, when the group had gathered, it had been the largest assemblage of people all year, matched only by their spring migration back to the highlands.

Each fall, the families joined together to make the long trek to the Lowland—the warmer region below the Midland Smoking Mountains of the Cliff Dwellers. Then, in spring, they made the return journey to the High Canyon. The combined strength of nearly two hundred people provided a measure of safety as they passed through the hunting grounds of both man and beast. But no one was ever truly safe in this wild world.

The fall migration was also a time of selection and mating. Young people met and mingled with others outside their families, forming bonds essential to survival. For reasons neither understood nor questioned, they felt no sexual attraction to those closest to them. A fact that, while sometimes inconvenient, remained immutable. Most parents had long since abandoned trying to arrange mates for their children. Instead, they welcomed whomever their child chose. Typically, a male joined the female’s family, though this was not a strict rule. He went where he was needed. If his family had lost its productive males because of death or disability, he would remain, and the female would join him instead.

Procreation was vital to the survival of the People. Unattached females were encouraged to find a mate, and if they failed, other means were used to replenish the numbers.

As they prepared for the annual migration, none could have foreseen the momentous changes ahead. The coming journey would bring challenges that would shape their people, their way of life, and the future of civilization itself.

That realization lay in the future. Now, they faced the devastating loss of a dozen people on the first day of their journey.

Danijel, usually calm and tough—minded, was stunned. Wiping dark—red mud from his eyes, he watched in horror as the last bodies tumbled downward. Small clouds of red dust marked each impact. The bottom was too far away to see, but his imagination strained his senses. He shivered. Then his body convulsed as he fought to regain control. At least the catastrophe had ended with him. He had been near the end of the climb. Still, this wasn’t supposed to happen. As the leader, he was responsible. The weight of that thought made him dizzy, and he curled into a fetal position, retreating into denial.

Maxtla crouched beside him, inspecting him for injuries. “Danijel, are you all right?”

He shuddered like a wet dog and forced himself upright. “Yes. It was... quite a shock.”

“It was,” she said with a stern expression. No tears were evident.

Danijel studied her as she adjusted her gear, preparing to continue the climb. A stoic, he thought. One who could be counted on.

~~~
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“That’s it. It’s finished!” Danijel shouted. “It is over! Calm yourselves and continue the climb.”

His voice carried effortlessly over the wind, reaching every climber despite the distance.

“We’ll gather at the top and deal with this then. Right now, focus on the climb.”

They obeyed. One by one, they reached the summit, where they milled about in disorganized clusters, murmuring among themselves.

“Maxtla, where are my goods? I trusted you with my things,” Ohad demanded.

“Sorry, I dropped the bag,” she admitted.

Ohad’s fingers curled into a fist as he cocked his arm behind his shoulder. Maxtla didn’t flinch, though she was surprised. Ohad had never struck her before. Of course, she had never been responsible for such a significant loss. But at least they were still alive.

His fist surged forward aiming for her face, but before it could land, Danijel’s massive hand caught it, halting it in midair.

“What are you doing?” Ohad snapped, struggling against Danijel’s grip. “You are interfering! She belongs to me, and I’ll do as I please. She deserves punishment for losing my goods.”

Danijel remained silent as he tightened his grip. Ohad’s face paled.

“Are you going to behave?” Danijel asked.

~~~
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Danijel and Cuidightheach sat side by side on a fallen tree.

“I want you to gather ten men and go down to bury the dead. I’ll organize the rest and continue the journey. You and your men will catch up within three days,” Danijel instructed.

Cuidightheach nodded. Then, with measured respect, he added, “You understand they are scared and worried. Some are talking. Others fear the Sun has forsaken them and scorned your leadership.”

Danijel gave no sign that he had heard him.

“The families want to return to say prayers and bury their dead,” Cuidightheach pressed.

“No! No one other than you and your men will tend to the dead. The families would slow you down unacceptably, and more people could die,” Danijel said, dismissing the concern.

Cuidightheach exhaled but did not argue. “I will gather the men and start down immediately.”

~~~
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Cuidightheach’s warning proved accurate. Ohad wasted no time sowing fear and doubt among the people.

“This disaster does not bode well for our journey,” he told those who would listen. “Perhaps the leadership of the Jah clan is a mistake. Perhaps the Sun above does not approve.”

He carefully avoided naming names, waiting to gauge the reaction of the people. But no encouragement came.

“I’m not so sure,” Ullah said. “These things have always happened. Perhaps for the best. The Sun’s plans are not for us to know.”

Ullah was an elder, soft—spoken but widely respected. His words unsettled Ohad. Still, he pressed on, careful not to overreach.

“But,” Ohad countered, “we must try to understand the Sun’s will in order to fulfill his plan.”

“To know the Sun’s will is ultimately beyond our understanding,” Ullah replied. “Many believe he speaks to Danijel. And when Danijel speaks, it is with the sound of thunder. Some say they have seen him perform miracles. Who are we to question that?”

A murmur of agreement spread among those gathered. Ohad did not like it.

Ullah’s gaze sharpened as he turned to him, his voice measured but pointed. “You bear the markings of the Jah, do you not? That elusive clan, emerging from your secluded village only when the migration calls. And Danijel—wasn’t he yours before he became ours?”

“Yes, I am of the Jah, and I am proud of it. But we ignore a sign from the Sun like the disaster this morning at our peril. I am Jah, and I am loyal to my family. However, the People must come above all. Before all, I am of the People.”

“Before God?” Ullah asked.

“Blasphemy,” someone from the gathered group whispered.

Murmurs of concern then rippled through the crowd.

“The People are of God,” Ullah said.

Ohad was of the Jah. He dressed and spoke like the Jah. They were better clothed than most, wearing sewn leggings with a thin leather loincloth wrapped around their buttocks and genitals, and they carried themselves with dignity. Long fur coats, laboriously stitched from many animal hides and secured with rawhide belts, draped down to their knees. Their feet were protected by short, stitched hide boots, and they topped off their outfits with simple fur caps.

The Jah stood out among the other clans, most of whom wore a single scraped animal skin with a hole cut for the head. Many had no shoes, merely wrapping their feet in rawhide strips or going barefoot. Some had sewn garments, but none matched the Jah in craftsmanship or deportment. Ohad was always well turned out, and for that, the others resented him.

Like all Jah, he had better verbal skills than most. Many of the other clans relied heavily on gestures and attention—getting sounds rather than structured speech. Exposure to the Jah had improved their verbal skills, but Ohad’s smooth words made people wary of him, though not of the other Jah.

This is getting out of hand. It’s time to withdraw and return to this later, perhaps when Ullah isn’t around, Ohad thought.

He opened his mouth to change course, but before he could speak, an eerie silence settled over them. The birds stilled. Even the wind held its breath.

“Gather your things.”

Danijel’s deep voice cut through the hush. He did not raise it, yet it filled the space, commanding attention. He was not a man who barked orders, nor did he give many. But when he spoke, his words left no room for argument.

“We leave now,” he continued, “and leave this ill time and our sorrows behind.”

The People moved to obey, all except Tinga, the midwife, who was unusually independent for a woman. “But must we not go below, say our prayers over the dead, prepare them, and bury them?” she asked.

Ohad shook his head, muttering, “More tricks.” He then raised his voice. “More tricks!” knowing they would not hear him.

As the people moved to obey Danijel, the unnatural silence lifted, replaced by the familiar sounds of the canyon rim. Ohad clenched his jaw, recognizing a lost opportunity. With a curt nod, he signaled Maxtla to gather what remained.

He slid up beside Danijel and asked, “You’re sending men to bury the bodies? Maxtla dropped a valuable package belonging to me. Please, have the funeral team retrieve it.”

Danijel nodded. It was a small concession and nothing more. He knew Ohad would offer no payment for the effort.

Later that day, the People made camp at the first meeting place, where more families would join the migration.

On the second day, Cuidightheach and his men returned. He sought out Tinga and Akule, the elder leaders, and assured them, “We said prayers and buried the victims according to custom. Their families will see the markers in the spring and say their words then.”

Akule gathered the families, repeated the assurance, and led a final prayer for the fallen. Then, it was truly over. Life moved forward, as it must, and Ohad’s rebellion faded without direct confrontation.

Cuidightheach considered whether that had been a mistake. Ohad was not one to forget a grudge. He might return, more dangerous than before. But Cuidightheach said nothing. He knew Danijel’s nature to be reluctant to act unless necessary, yet always doing more than expected.

~~~
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They spent the next day camping, recovering from the exertion, as other families joined them. Migration was like a river—starting as a trickle and gathering force as it moved downstream. By the time they set off again, they had adjusted their loads, learning from the previous days’ struggles. Every year was the same. Every year was different.

The journey led them into the tall ponderosa pine forest, where the underbrush was sparse and the way was easy. They moved downhill, following the game that had already begun its migration to warmer lands as they had done for generations. This part of the journey was not strenuous, but that would change soon enough.

Danijel smiled to himself. By then, the People will have toughened up. He thought.

The first day in the forest was always a short one. They traveled three miles before setting camp in a series of small clearings beside the river. The rest of the day was spent settling into the new routine, adjusting their loads and attitudes alike.

At dawn, Danijel led a hunting party ahead of the main group, both to scout the path and to feed the People.

The migration continued.
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Chapter 2
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It was dusk, the most dangerous time for humans and other prey. It was the time for carnivores to hunt. Danijel had lagged behind the others while collecting food—his first mistake. But as the leader, he had many mouths to feed. Now he hurried. He had discarded his spear after removing its flint tip, planning to have one of the women find him another shaft tomorrow—his second mistake.

Hunting in numbers was safe enough. Alone, it was better to run fast and unencumbered in the twilight. Still, he carried the skin full of meat from the kill, reluctant to discard it—his third mistake, and close to one too many.

Small branches whipped at him along the game trail as he jogged up the gorge. The ravine gathered descending water into a river, providing a natural path for both game and people traversing the area. Tens of thousands of footfalls over the years had smoothed the path, and steps had formed on the steep sections.

Ahead of the group, the hunters moved downhill, where animals, undisturbed by the passing travelers, were less skittish. The men scouted the territory that the tribe would soon cross, killing when the opportunity arose. When they were fortunate enough to kill a large animal, the distance back while carrying weight became shorter as the group moved closer.

The high walls on either side of the canyon hemmed Danijel in, limiting his options and forcing him to stay on the game trail. With an ambush likely, he had no reasonable choice other than to spend the night in a tree. But he didn’t consider that option. His focus was on getting back to his people and feeding them. Cowardly alternatives were never an option.

This was his last mistake.

Danijel was tall, dark—haired, and well—built. His thirty years had hardened him, making him strong for the physical demands of his world. He moved quickly and easily, barely out of breath, closing the distance to the encampment.

~~~
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Danijel was late.

Liùsaidh had spent most of the day preparing herself. Finishing her chores quickly, she focused on what mattered most to a man, and never was it more important than now. She was pregnant, and soon it would show. The pregnancy would ruin her narrow waist, her perfect body, for the duration of the ordeal. She needed to store up favor before that happened as the “ugly” stage would last months.

I know what to do, she thought, slowly untangling her thick, dark hair.

Earlier in the day, she had bathed in the river, enjoying the water while it remained pleasant before the upcoming cold season. The other household women had been busy arranging the camp, cleaning in anticipation of Danijel’s return. Liùsaidh smiled to herself. He would come to her, paying little attention to the efforts of the others.

She had already begun searching for a girl to serve as her surrogate once her body lost its appeal. It had to be a young, beautiful, willing girl. Someone easily manipulated. Someone who wouldn’t grow too attached to Danijel, nor he to her. Finding the right one would be difficult, but she had a candidate in mind to recruit after the breeding, which would put the girl in the right state of mind.

But where is he? She wondered.

The other men had long returned, had gorged their mates and children, and now lay with their women. Gwuune, Danijel’s most trusted scout, had told her they had left him eating a portion of the kill, butchering the rest, and packing it in a skin.

He had given the others first choice of the meat, as was his way, keeping watch while they ate. They had urged him to return with them, but he had refused. What could they do? He was the leader.

Liùsaidh drifted into a half—sleep, unconsciously flexing the muscles she used to hold him tightly inside her.

~~~
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Danijel rounded a bend in the trail and ran headlong into a pack of wild dogs. It was not an ambush. The dogs were as surprised as he was, perhaps more so. Wolves, Danijel knew, were cowards, dangerous only in packs. They yelped and scattered, but he had no choice but to press on through the center of the small clearing in which the wolves had gathered. Danijel picked up his speed as the pack reassembled behind him and belatedly took up the pursuit. Regardless, soon they were so close that he could hear their panting, and he doubled his effort.

The lead wolf lunged, sinking its teeth into his calf. He felt the impact of fangs against bone. When he wrenched his leg free, a piece of his flesh tore, remaining between the wolf’s teeth. Blood ran down his leg, soaking into his moccasin. His foot slid inside it, throwing off his balance. He staggered, knowing he was done for.

His heart pounded in his ears as he willed himself forward, though his speed had slowed. Jogging was no longer easy. His stride was now erratic and his breathing hard. Sensing his weakness, the pack howled in triumph, closing in to wear him down.

Danijel knew he was done for. There was no pain, heat flooding his body, with the rush of adrenaline that told him to keep moving now wearing out. He was losing strength. His only chance was to call for help from the camp, but he knew they were still too far away to hear him.

Then, suddenly, there was silence. The dogs vanished into the brush as darkness settled in. A sliver of moonlight illuminated the path, and he slowed, limping forward, relieved but wary of how easily they had given up.

From the corner of his eyes, he caught a pair of green eyes flickering in the bushes, and he understood. Danijel barely had time to register them before the cat lunged at him.

The cat struck with a brutal efficiency, biting him his face as it gripped his body with its forepaws and raked his abdomen with its hind claws, gutting him. Blood was gushing down his chest from his face. He was vaguely aware of his entrails slipping out of their cavity. He pushed against the great beast but realized the struggle to be futile. His eyesight dimmed, and weakness overtook him. With the last of his strength, Danijel reached for the medallion hanging from his neck. It was over in the flash of those green eyes.
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Chapter 5
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Though Ohad continued speaking of returning to the old ways, there was no overt conflict, only a lingering tension that refused to dissipate. About half of the People, including all the Jah, seemed unconcerned with the leaderless situation. The other half, however, felt somewhat lost.

Some listened intently as Ohad tried different approaches, jumping from one groundless accusation to another. Liùsaidh was a liar. Glooscap was the walking dead. Their return was an attempt to usurp Danijel’s power. These were among his repeated claims. He spun new claims as easily as breathing, trying to keep his followers engaged, though his rhetoric often meandered into the absurd.

The number of people taking him seriously surprised and unsettled Liùsaidh.

“I’m worried about Ohad’s influence,” she confided to Maxtla. “He keeps leaping from one accusation to another, spreading discord among the People. What is he trying to do?”

“Ohad can be difficult,” Maxtla sighed. “You made a wise move, descending to lower ground. He’s trying to disgrace you. Your return with Glooscap unsettles him greatly.”

Liùsaidh frowned. It was unusual for Maxtla to say such a thing. Perhaps it was an early sign that her subjection to Ohad was beginning to wane.

“Unsettles him?”

“Yes. He is worried you will obstruct his ambition to assume leadership.”

“So, I’d best keep my head down.”

“That would be a good idea. You will gain the People’s trust in time, go slowly.”

Maxtla glanced toward the group forming around Ohad. “He’s still searching for the right issue to rally people behind. His latest claim is that Sun has turned his back on us and that only Ohad himself can lead us back to righteousness. But so far, he’s not making much progress.”

Liùsaidh shook her head. “A shocking number of people are still listening to him.”

“There are always a few,” Maxtla shrugged. “But don’t worry. Every time he switches issues, he loses as many followers as he gains.”

In time, peer pressure calmed most of the uncertain ones. Nevertheless, Ohad’s relentless attempts at persuasion left others confused. He had always been a successful tradesman, a man known for bartering and negotiation, now, suddenly, he was a politician. The transformation bewildered them.

Most of the People preferred to follow the strongest presence in the camp, simply attaching themselves to whoever was doing something productive. But Ohad remained a spectacle, a man determined to grasp at power, whether the People wanted him or not.

~~~

[image: ]


Returning to his tent, Ohad found Maxtla preparing his supper, as he knew she would. The rich aroma tantalized his senses. It was a stew. He could see the simmering broth, filled with meat and roots, and his stomach grumbled with anticipation. Maxtla had learned to cook from her mother, whom she had nursed and cared for until she passed when Maxtla was only ten years of age. Ohad held her cooking, along with the fresh meat supplied by the young hunters, for his ever—growing appetite and girth.

“Balam,” Ohad snapped, his voice sharp as he caught sight of the young man lingering nearby. “What are you doing here?” Of course, he already knew. The question was rhetorical, a challenge. “Get away from her! She is busy preparing my dinner and doesn’t need a distraction from you.”

“He’s not doing anything,” Maxtla interjected halfheartedly.

Ohad’s frown deepened. “Stop doing nothing and start moving your feet away from here.”

Balam twitched a little, then squared his shoulders. “You shouldn’t say that,” he muttered, edging back a step. “My people live high on the canyon wall. You should be happy that a person like me is interested in your daughter.”

Ohad scoffed. “First, young man, she is too young for you or for any lustful fool to have an amorous interest. Now, get away from here!”

Balam lingered a moment longer, sneaking glances at Maxtla while considering a retort, then strutted off proudly as though he had won the war of words.

Maxtla showed no expression as she watched him walk away. Secretly, she thought Balam a fool with all his nonsense about his high—dwelling family being superior. And yet, despite herself, she felt a strange flutter in her stomach. It was as well that Ohad had chased him away.

At fourteen years of age, Maxtla was ripe for mating. She thought, I’m certainly not too young, but she didn’t want to repeat her parents’ mistakes. Her memories of them were far from pleasant. Her mother had spent her days complaining, causing her father to avoid being around the home. In the end, he disappeared entirely. Strangely devastated, Maxtla’s mother had left to search for him, abandoning her daughter without a second thought. When she returned months later alone and fever—ridden, she wasted away in a lengthy illness, finally leaving Maxtla truly alone.

The day her mother died, Maxtla had returned from gathering vegetables to find Ohad rummaging through her mother’s belongings, stuffing the best of them into an open bag beside him. That was the moment she had made her choice. From then on, she remained at Ohad’s side, yearning to fill the role of a daughter in his life. But her aspirations stretched far beyond the life her parents had known.

Above all else, she longed for a partner who would complement her perfectly—a man who would be an exemplary father to her future children. With her flowing ebony locks, lithe, toned physique, and large, captivating brown eyes, Maxtla possessed a striking beauty that turned heads wherever she went. When she swam, she moved like a seal, gliding smoothly through the water. But her appeal went beyond mere appearance. She spent hours scraping skins, cutting them into precise pieces, and sewing them together with a tiny awl made of bone. She made clothing for herself and Ohad, though he did not appear to appreciate the effort. Her work lacked the flawless precision of the Jah’s tailors, but her designs were more creative and truly a sight to behold. One day, she would find someone who saw her for who she truly was.

Some boys had come around, but the most persistent was Balam. She had lain with none of them. Balam tempted her, but uncertainty held her back. Perhaps she wasn’t ready for change. A union with him, or with anyone, would alter her relationship with everyone. And then there was the prospect of children. She would have to care for them. Who would take care of Ohad?

Balam was handsome, tall, and light—haired. He seemed capable enough, though she wished he were cleverer. He was always talking about his fine family. Maxtla understood the importance of lineage, but something about his attitude offended her. He boasted too much. He walked with a pride that felt misplaced. Still, she had taken a stroll with him a few times, though nothing had come of it... and yet. A pact with Balam would save her from the Breeding. But it would not be right to start something that could go nowhere. How was she to know if it would? Something about him felt wrong and hidden. It was not a happy feeling, but she could not name it. She simply felt it. And she wasn’t sure if she was more wary of Balam or of the Breeding itself.

Maxtla knew she shouldn’t think that way about the Breeding. Ohad had explained to her the significance of the event and her responsibility to her people to take part.

She prepared carefully, scraping and cleaning her best furs until they were soft and supple. She polished her arm and ankle bracelets and the matching necklace she had made herself from shells she had found on the canyon rim. It had taken many months to find shells of the right size. She had selected larger shells for the necklace and smaller ones for the bracelets. They all had to match in size and color. Then she polished them for hours, drilled a hole in each with a small bone awl, and strung them together on a string made from deer gut.

Making the string had been the most tedious part of the entire process. First, she soaked a long piece of gut in the cold water of the canyon’s river for ten days. Then she scraped the flesh and fat off the hollow muscle. This took many hours, and many passes with the flint scraper. Finally, she carefully split the cleaned gut into two long pieces. She repeated this process two more times to get six long, thin slices of gut.

After all of this, she then soaked them for two days in the river, tied the ends to a tree branch, and twisted them together to create one solid strand. She hung that string between two trees to dry. As it dried, it shrank in diameter and grew in length. So Maxtla had to re—twist it many times before it was completely dry. After hours of rubbing the shells to make them smooth, she ran the strand through the holes and finished the necklace. It was a process that took patience. And now, though still wary, she looked forward to the ceremony. She would attend wearing her best furs and her finest jewelry.

Meanwhile, there was the migration. She had been looking forward to going south all year. With all the families and groups together, plus the People of the south, indeed, she would find the one for her, the true one, among them. Of this, she was sure.

~~~
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The following morning, as the People stirred from their slumber, their eyes drifted toward the empty campsite above. It remained undisturbed, every item carefully arranged as if its occupants might return at any moment. They had come to accept it as Liùsaidh’s tribute to their absent leader, and by extension, it had become a gesture of respect from all the People.

Liùsaidh’s adroit ear had failed her momentarily. Today, she was back in favor and Ohad remained silent. She knew better than to think he had let the matter rest. He would bide his time, waiting for the right moment to act. The power vacuum was too great a temptation. He would do what was necessary to emerge ahead, but only if he could do so without risk.

Later that morning, Tinga visited their camp to inquire about Glooscap’s recovery. Like her mother before her, she was an older woman in her early thirties and was the group’s herbalist and midwife. She wanted to hear about each stage of the illness and what Glooscap had done to treat it. In the end, Tinga concluded that the experience could add nothing to her store of knowledge. The sickness had simply run its course, and Glooscap had, surprisingly, survived. Sun’s will be done, for nothing within her knowing would have made any difference.
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Chapter 6
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A week passed, yet no one showed any inclination to leave. It was strange, as though they were all waiting for something. And in a way, they were. The upper campsite established and meticulously maintained daily by Liùsaidh instilled a sense of loyalty and duty towards Danijel, their absent leader. They all feared the empty camp would remain unoccupied, yet everyone was loath to be the first to say it aloud.

Each day, the gatherers went out and returned with fruits, berries, pinyon nuts, and healing herbs. The weavers, meanwhile, busied themselves with squawbush and rabbitbrush, crafting baskets as their mothers and grandmothers had done since time immemorial. Of the two plants, they favored the three—leaved squawbush, not only for its pliable branches but also for the tart, bittersweet drink they could make from its berries.

The process of basket weaving was precise and methodical. The women first constructed the frame, using vertical branches to determine the basket’s size and shape. A proven technique involved splitting five branches of the same length to create a flat side, marking their centers, then binding them together in a star—like pattern with a thin strip of rawhide. The process called for an odd number of vertical components, accomplished by splitting one branch.

Then, starting at the bottom, they wove the horizontal branches through the vertical members—from the inside to the outside, around the basket, with the next row alternating opposite. In the beginning, when the spaces between the vertical branches were tiny, they employed twining or using rawhide. Twining was especially necessary when the basket’s purpose was to hold water.

The more dynamic and talented, such as Maxtla, would alternate branches of different colors to create patterns on the baskets. She had been experimenting with the laborious and complicated task of making pictures instead of simple designs, which no one had ever attempted. She had to vary the different colors of the horizontal branches many times around the circumference. So far, her efforts produced mixed results. But with persistence, she mastered the technique and the effect was spectacular.

Her work drew admiration and curiosity from the People. Baskets had always been essential to their livelihood and nothing more. However, Maxtla’s unique talents garnered attention. Women gathered to watch her work, some even attempting her techniques but failing. In the end, they concluded she had been gifted by Sun and resigned themselves to mere admiration.

While the females worked in the camp, the hunters had been highly successful, bringing back a plenitude of game for the women to cook over the communal fire. That day, they had employed their most effective hunting technique. Hiding near a watering hole along the river, they waited patiently. When an animal approached to drink, they sprang into action, driving it into the shallows where the mud slowed it down, allowing the group to overpower it.

The boys hounded the hunters, eager to grow up and be like them. As the men returned with their bounty, the young girls were especially careful not to be too obvious as their eyes traced the muscles shifting beneath the hunters’ often—scarred skin. They stole glances, hoping for fleeting eye contact, which was a sign someone desired them.

In calmer moments, the children occupied themselves by scratching pictures onto the basalt boulders that littered the western side of the river, often defacing older images and symbols in the process. The graffiti layered over itself, making it impossible to tell which markings were ancient and which were new. The elders paid no attention.

As he had done in previous years, Ohad took possession of the grinding rock—a large, hard, waist—high stone with a slight depression in the center. He charged a fee for its use: one arrowhead for sharpening a knife, five for an axe, with set prices for everything, including grinding corn. To mark the rock as his and ward off poachers, he had one of the boys scratch his likeness onto its eastern side.

At midmorning, a man Ohad didn’t recognize hailed the camp from the other side of the river. “Hello, camp,” he called out, “I am of the Trader People. May I come over?”

“Welcome, friend,” Ohad replied, recognizing him as he crossed the river. “I think I remember you. You were here last season? Gedeon, was it?”

“Yes,” Gedeon answered. “We did well last year and will be here every year on the other side of the river. I scouted ahead to ensure all was well and to introduce myself and my people to others I found. We will set up camp and a trading post to offer goods to the many travelers that pass down the river gorge. We have beads, herbs, fresh meat, feathers from far south, flint stronger than any known here, and many other goods.”

Ohad felt battered. That was too long of a speech to absorb all at once. Rarely did someone in this world speak at such length. He wasn’t used to it. After a moment, he gathered himself. “Do you offer sharpening?”

“No, we do not. We grind grain finely, though, and at a fair price.”

This lifted Ohad’s spirit. “I am the proud owner of an excellent sharpening stone, and I, too, have fair prices.” He was more than willing to forgo the grinding of corn and grain to gain many more customers from among the Traders for his sharpening business.

“Perhaps we might employ your services to put the finish on the knives, arrowheads, and spear tips we produce.”

With that, they completed the deal. Ohad would support the Traders in hawking their wares, foregoing the grain—grinding business for now, and keep his monopoly on sharpening while adding new customers. The rest was polite talk.

“How are things to the east?” Ohad asked.

“The rains have not yet come,” Gedeon huffed, looking up at the sky. “And the journey here was rather cumbersome. A horde of raiders has pursued us for the last two weeks.”

“Raiders!” Ohad gasped. “Have they caused trouble?”

“Someone took Tsetseg when she fell behind. We have been traveling hard, with the men staying close to the women. We have not organized any large hunting parties, so the Raiders stay away. Surely, they will not attack such a large group as we now are.”

The Raiders typically attacked the camps while the men were away or assaulted stragglers who lagged too far behind. Although not wholly reassured about the Raiders, Ohad was satisfied with their new business arrangement.

Quickly, his mind dismissed the subject in anticipation of the coming event. That night would be the Breeding of Maxtla, his primary caretaker whom he had taken advantage of without guilt. He had convinced young Maxtla that he was the designated leader, chosen by God, the only god, Sun, in whom her mother had instilled an unwavering faith.

She set up camp for Ohad, cleaned, washed his clothes, cooked, and carried most of his belongings when the group traveled. Possessing a few items herself was something she was accustomed to. Dedicated to Ohad, she believed him to be a prophet of God.

The only advantage Ohad had not taken was sexual. He had never touched her and had discouraged the young men who came courting. Instead, he had always planned to offer her to the influential elders for the Breeding of the Virgins, and he intended to present them with a virgin. Tonight was the night, and Ohad planned to take his turn... anonymously.
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