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CHAPTER 0NE


[image: ]




Even in the middle of a clear day, much of the jungle is as dark as a room at dusk. The trees rise to dizzying heights above the ground, higher than our tallest temples. Only a tiny amount of light filters through the layers. The lack of light means little undergrowth can survive, so the walking is easy despite the enormous tree trunks and twisting vines. Ferns, mosses, herbs, and orchids grow on tree branches to be closer to the sunlight. Climbing vines twine around trunks and branches, forming knots and loops sometimes tight enough to strangle the tree.

In open areas where more sunlight reaches the ground, such as the edges of the jungle and near the river, bushes and herbs grow thick. The walking is harder, but I can gather more plants without a difficult climb to reach them.

Few girls go into the jungle, especially alone, as I have done so many times, but I know the jungle well, better than I know my own city. My mother and aunt, who were healers, often gathered medicinal herbs, roots, and seeds in the jungle. My mother carried me with her when I was an infant. Later I worked at her side. I enjoyed those times, but I was forced to grow up quickly during the War with the Savages.

The Maya often fight with their neighbors and sometimes with foreigners. Yet this war was unlike any in the memories of the oldest men. The Savages came from the east and swept through the land. They moved quietly, in small bands, taking villages by surprise. They stole what they could and destroyed the rest, burning crops before vanishing into the jungle. Sometimes they even killed women and children.

Our city prepared to battle them many times. Our warriors marched to villages where the strangers had been. They found only smoking fields and villagers weeping over their dead families. For two years this continued, one village attacked, then quiet for a while, until people began to relax, and then another attack. 

Our city was too large and well-guarded for their kind of fighting. The strangers had not yet dared come close, yet we suffered. Widows, orphans, and farmers who had lost their land poured into the city. They needed food, clothing, and shelter. The storehouses had once overflowed with grain and goods collected through taxes for the use of the nobles and the needy. They grew empty. Since many villages could no longer pay their taxes, little food came in to replace what was used. The king asked for more from the farmers who had not been attacked, but it had been a dry year, and the ground will yield only so much grain. Traders like my father, Eighteen Rabbit, suffered too. The villagers could not afford their wares, and traveling to other kingdoms was dangerous.

Some of the villagers were sick when they came. With so many people crowded close together and not enough healers, the illness spread. My mother, Blue Quetzal, and my aunt, Macaw Water, did all they could.

During the second year of the war, Macaw Water treated a peasant family with bad coughs. One of the daughters, Moon Zero Bird, was about my age. I had to keep out of Macaw Water’s house, where evil spirits were at work in the sick people. Moon would sit at the doorway and talk with me while I sorted and prepared medicinal herbs in the courtyard. She had never been away from her farming village before. I promised to show her around the city as soon as she was better. She wanted to see everything, the temples, the market, the handsome young warriors, and the beautiful noblewomen. 

Macaw Water gave Moon and her family pudding pipe tree for the coughs and fever. She mixed in a little cornmeal and vanilla for flavor. She also burned incense for healing. The sweet, spicy smell drifted into the courtyard while I worked. Nothing helped. Moon’s family didn’t seem terribly sick at first. Yet despite my aunt’s efforts, they didn’t get better. 

Moon’s little brother was the first to die, then her two sisters. Moon was too sick to sit up anymore. I talked to her from outside the doorway, reminding her of all the wonderful things we were going to do, if only she got better. 

Moon died during the night. My mother told me in the morning. She laid her arm gently across my shoulders and then left me to cry in private. Moon had been one of my first real friends. Her father died next, and then her last brother. When they had all gone, her mother followed willingly.

Then Macaw Water got sick. She took to bed, tended by her eldest daughter. Soon the whole family fell sick. Only a small courtyard separated our two houses. My mother would not allow me to cross it to see my dying cousin, for fear of the evil spirits ravaging their house.

We buried my aunt and uncle with their four children under the stones of the courtyard. We all helped dig the graves, but Mother prepared the bodies by herself. She placed cornmeal and a jade bead in each mouth so they would have food and money in the afterlife. Then she wrapped the bodies in cotton shrouds and sprinkled them with red cinnabar ore. We placed their tools and utensils, plus jewelry and offerings of food, around the bodies. Finally we covered the graves with stones.

After we sent her sister on to the otherworld, Mother confined herself to their empty house. She spent days praying to the gods and conducting rituals to ward off the evil spirits. She made the rest of us stay away and out of danger. We joined her mournful wailing from across the courtyard.

Mother’s spirit was strong. She didn’t get sick and was soon busy again tending war victims. In the marketplace, prices rose, especially for food and medicine. Mother was too busy to gather medicinal plants. Neither she nor her patients could afford to buy enough, even when they were available. The task fell to me.

My sister might have gone with me, as she was older, but she hated the jungle and refused. Feather Dawn insisted that her weaving would help more, by bringing in money. She was already very good, and her fine clothes were popular with the nobles. She would have earned even more in times of peace, when cotton was not so scarce and people had more money to spend on clothes. 

I was a child, ten years old, but I began to gather medicine on my own. I followed the methods I had learned from my mother and my aunt. I had to walk half the morning just to reach the jungle. First I passed through farmlands. Then the lower foothills, where I scrambled over dying stumps and small scattered plants. The foothills had been stripped of their trees by young men who gathered firewood and carried it to the city on their backs. Finally I reached the rough mountains that rose from the plains. I looked for medicinal plants at the edge of the jungle. I gathered palm nuts, pudding pipe tree, snakeroot, morning glory seeds, and pom resin from the copal tree.

One steamy, hot day in late spring, farmers were clearing new land nearby by burning it. The smoke filled my lungs with soot and seemed to dim the sun, but it released fresh cropland from the embrace of the jungle. They had begun farming on the lower slopes of the mountain itself, awkwardly cutting terraces into the uneven ground. They needed whatever land they could salvage. They could only grow crops in the same ground for three or four years before the soil turned bad.

I wandered farther into the jungle than usual, trying to get away from the acrid, gritty smell. I passed a rubber tapper at work. He began his rounds by dawn, before I reached the forest. He cut diagonal slashes into the trunks of wild rubber trees. A little cup fixed at the base of the cut caught the milky sap as it drained. We nodded at each other as he returned to pick up the sap. On my return to the city I might pass the rubber tappers’ thatched huts. There they dripped the milky sap onto a stick held over a smoky fire. They turned it, slowly building a great ball of rubber they could sell in the market.

My mother was in desperate need of rabbit fern, which she used to cure poisonous animal bites. She thought it might help the infected cut on the arm of a pregnant farm woman. I went deeper into the jungle and finally found a patch of the ferns. 

I was digging out the lumpy, reddish-brown base of the third one. Some sound above the distant screams of howler monkeys caught my attention. Then a bird shrieked a wild caw of alarm in the jungle canopy overhead.

I froze, crouched down amid the plants, scolding myself for carelessly forgetting the dangers of the jungle. Now I could only wait and hope that whatever beast made the sound would pass by without noticing me. A jaguar or puma would surely smell the sweat that dripped down my back. Perhaps this was only a fox or anteater.

Then I heard a man’s voice. I released my breath. It was only one of the rubber tappers. I had frightened myself needlessly. But I hesitated a moment more. What had the man said? His voice was strange somehow. I strained to hear a murmured answer, but the words made no sense to me. I waited, unsure what to do.

A man came into view through the brush around me, and then another. They were not Maya.

They were thinner than most Mayan men, with lighter, more yellowish skin. They had round, flat faces with short, straight foreheads. They didn’t look very threatening, dressed only in breechcloths and sandals, with their hair cut short. Still the fear rose in my throat.

These were the Savages.

They paused nearby, a large group of them, chattering softly in a strange language. My calves burned from my awkward position, but I dared not move. A few began to drink from gourds slung at their waists. One gourd was painted with a design common to our people.

They seemed to reach a decision, and they all sat down. They took food out of the bags they carried: bananas, papaya, and nuts that they must have gathered as they walked. A small young man, who was seated closest to me, turned slightly away from the others. He slipped something out of his bag and ate it with his hand covering it so the others would not see. The man to his right noticed the strange actions and grabbed the small man’s hand. He held a strip of dried fish or meat. The small man grinned and shrugged as the others began to yell at him. 

A man with a fierce scowl quieted the others. He wore a necklace of copper beads, probably stolen from some Mayan village headmaster. He made Small open his bag, but they found no more meat. Arguments broke out again, this time in low voices.

Sweat dripped from my forehead and slid alongside my nose. Mosquitoes landed on my skin, searching for the perfect place to bite. Tiny ants crawled over my feet. My nose began to tickle. I carefully reached up to hold it, afraid I would sneeze. Would the men stay there all day? 

But Necklace, who seemed to be the leader, reached a decision. They gathered their belongings and started off toward the river. Small lingered, perhaps so the others wouldn’t attack him from behind.

I began to relax. I tried to shift my weight, but I had lost all feeling in my legs. I tumbled over, sprawling onto my side in the ferns with a gasp.

I waited in the silence that followed, my eyes shut tight. Finally I found the courage to open them. Small stared down at me.

Our eyes locked. 

He said something I couldn’t understand. When I didn’t answer, he said it again.
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“I don’t understand,” I told him.

He stared at me a moment, then nodded. He couldn’t understand me either, but that in itself made my meaning clear. 

Someone from the group ahead shouted. Small turned to answer. I tried to jump up and run, but my numb legs gave out and I collapsed.

Small turned back curiously. He saw the rabbit fern hearts I had unearthed. He pointed at them and seemed to ask a question. I handed one to him. He studied it, then bit into it. The tough root didn’t appeal to him, so he handed it back with puzzlement. Then he smiled, turned, and walked away.

I watched his back disappear through the trees. When he was out of sight, my breathing slowed. A burning tingle had overtaken my legs. It was so painful that tears poured from my eyes. I could only lie there and wait until it passed.

At last I managed to stand. I tucked the three rabbit fern hearts into my bag and turned toward home. I ran, wobbly at first, then gaining speed. I didn’t stop once, not even when I saw a poisonous coral snake in my path. I just leaped right over it.

When I finally broke out of the jungle, I kept running. I sped on through the seemingly endless farms and peasant huts at the outskirts of the city. I stumbled, panting, past the larger houses of the merchants, until I reached the communal house where my brother lived. Girls were not allowed in such places. I raced in anyway, yelling hoarsely for Smoke Shell. 

Five young men looked up from their gambling game and stared at me. Smoke Shell held the corn kernels painted with black marks, hoping to win the bet on how they would fall. He gently put them down, rose, and came to me. He took my arm and steered me solemnly out of the house.

“Eveningstar Macaw,” he said, using my full name as he rarely did. “What has happened?”

I was panting for breath and so frantic to tell him that I could not speak. Sweat ran down my arms and legs.

“Is it Father?” he asked calmly, but with worry. 

I shook my head. 

“Mother is all right?” 

I nodded. “Men. In jungle,” I gasped. 

“Stop. Take a few deep breaths.”

I did as he said, and he waited patiently until I could talk sensibly.

“I was in the jungle gathering rabbit fern. I saw the Savages!”

“How many?”

I didn’t know how to count. I thought wildly. “As many as in your house and another.” 

“About twenty, then.”

I nodded, though the number meant nothing to me. “One of them saw me, but he let me go. He didn’t tell the others.”

“Where was this?”

“They were heading toward the river. Maybe they were going to fish. They didn’t have any meat. They were close to the city.”

“They must be, if you left home after breakfast, and the sun is still high in the sky.” He smiled at me. “Even if you did run all the way back.”

Smoke Shell straightened up, suddenly serious and proud. His black eyes flashed, and his broad, copper-colored chest swelled. I thought, not for the first time, that he was the most handsome of all the young men. “Eveningstar Macaw, you were very brave,” he said. “Go home now, and do not tell anyone of this. You have done a great thing.”

He marched back into the house. The gamblers, who had been watching us from the doorway, gathered around him. He called for the other men of the house. Now that he had taken the responsibility from me, I felt exhausted. I trudged slowly down the street to my house. I wasn’t worried. My brother was capable of dealing with those Savages.

Feather Dawn sat out front, weaving. “Back so soon?” she asked when she saw me. I ignored her.

I went through our one-room house to the back courtyard. My mother was there, with a few of her patients. I took the rabbit fern out of my bag and laid it beside her.

“Eveningstar! What has happened to you?”

“I’m all right.” I was too tired to explain, even if Smoke Shell hadn’t forbidden me.

“You’re limping.”

I hadn’t noticed. Mother took off my sandals. Most girls went barefoot, but I needed shoes when I went into the jungle. Mother looked at my feet and drew a thorn from the right one, near my big toe.

“Why didn’t you stop to pull this out?” Mother asked. ‘‘And your feet are covered with cuts and blisters.” She studied my face a moment, and her sharp features softened. “Never mind, little duck. You look ready to collapse.”

She took an ointment from her medicines and rubbed it into my aching feet. The burning began to cool, but I wasn’t sure I could stand again. Mother lifted me in her arms, leaving my sandals, specked with blood, and carried me inside. She laid me in my bed of thick, woven reed mats and got me some water to drink. I was already sinking into sleep when I felt her kiss on my forehead.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mother gently shook me awake at dinner time. She didn’t even ask me to get up, just pressed a bowl of steaming stew into my hands. Somewhere she had found some turkey meat, my favorite, to add to the red beans, squash, and peppers. We rarely got meat, except for celebrations, even when times were good. My stomach ached so much with hunger that I couldn’t even sit up straight, but I forced myself to eat slowly to savor the rich broth spiced with dried chili peppers. I mopped up the last bit with warm tortillas before settling back with a contented sigh.

“That was the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” I said. “Where did you get turkey?”

“Turkey?” Feather Dawn asked sharply, eyeing my empty bowl and then poking at her dish.

“Sometimes the best medicine is a good meal,” my mother said.

Feather Dawn had been throwing me looks throughout dinner, but Mother wouldn’t let her ask questions. Finally she could bear no more. “Eveningstar, what happened today?” she burst out. “I want to know!”

“It’s all right,” I said, almost asleep again. “Smoke Shell will take care of everything.”

I slept without dreaming and woke again to the sounds of the grinding stone. Early each morning, my mother would stir up the fire in the hearth and begin to grind corn. She would scoop a handful of yellow and black kernels from the limewater where they had soaked overnight to soften the hulls, and she would spread the corn on top of a rectangular stone with three short legs. Kneeling, she would take a heavy cylinder of the same rough stone and roll it forward and backward across the corn until she had a coarse flour.

The flesh of the first beings, the four mother-fathers, was made from the first of all corn, ground fine by the goddess Ix Chel. When she finished grinding, Ix Chel rinsed her hands, and the fat for the first beings came off of them. Now we get our flesh and our fat from corn, and Mother imitates the goddess every day. I stuck my head into the courtyard, where Mother worked. 

She smiled. “Warm tortillas by the hearth, little duck.” I got up, fastened my skirt and shawl, and went into the kitchen building to retrieve a stack of tortillas, left over from the night before and recently toasted. I sat on the paving stones next to Mother and watched her mix the ground grain with water to form a thick dough. She put it in a pottery bowl and covered it with cornhusks.

The bowl was pretty, the clay painted orange with a design of angular black lines and the figure of a seated jaguar. We didn’t usually have such nice pottery, although Father’s trade was in ceramics, because he sold the best items. Few could afford real craftsmanship during the war, so my father held on to the nicest pieces and sold bowls and jugs that were unpainted or had simple designs.

When the dough was ready to be made into tortillas for our evening meal, Mother would pat a small lump into a round, flat cake, no thicker than heavy cotton cloth, and bake it on a circular stone griddle placed on the hearth. She’d keep them hot in a gourd until we were ready to eat. My father could eat stacks of them at one meal, and we had them every night, with the leftovers for breakfast. Did Mother ever get tired of making them? I never got tired of eating them.

When I had finished, I asked what I should look for that day. 

“Stay in the city today,” Mother said. Maybe she could tell I was still sore, and perhaps she guessed something about the strangers in the jungle. “Your sister can teach you to weave.”

I nodded with a sigh. My mother had been generous in her statement. It was doubtful whether Feather Dawn or anyone else could ever teach me how to weave anything worth having. I hated weaving and did it terribly. The only good thing about the war was that I no longer had to try to learn, since I was so busy looking for medicine.

But all Mayan women spin and weave cloth for their families and to pay the nobility in tribute and taxes. I would never get a husband without such an essential skill. I tidied my hair, then went out to the courtyard and slumped on the ground next to Feather Dawn.

“Mother says you’re to teach me to weave today.” 

“In one day? Not likely.” She was still angry because she didn’t know what had happened the day before.

Feather was seated on the ground cross-legged, with her back-strap loom stretched out before her. The loom bar was attached to a post, and long threads connected it to the base bar. Each end of the base bar was attached to an end of the back strap, which went around Feather’s waist so that the loom was stretched taut in front of her.

Commoners like us wore cloth made from maguey, yucca, or palm fibers; my own clothes were of light brown palm strands. But Feather Dawn was already good enough to make cotton clothes for the nobles. She dyed the yarn herself with the juice of flowers and fruits or, when she could get them at the market, with extracts from shellfish or the cochineal, a tiny insect that lives on cactus.

That day she had gray and white threads stretched on the loom in bands of alternating width. She had various shades of blue for the cross strands. Her fingers worked so fast I could barely see them, and I soon got tired of trying.
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I looked at the bright balls of yarn and the sewing and weaving tools Feather kept in a long cylindrical reed basket. She had some needles made from cactus spines and others of copper. I pulled out a copper one and tested it against my finger.

“Leave those alone!”

I sighed and replaced the needle. “What are you making?” 

‘‘A new cloak for Smoke Shell,” she grudgingly answered.

The one decent thing about Feather Dawn was that she loved Smoke Shell almost as much as I did. She would rather make him a gift than make something to sell or trade for some trinket she wanted. Or for medicine for people she didn’t know.

Feather had reddish brown skin, smooth and glossy like wet clay. Her dark, slanting eyes were crossed, and her high forehead was flattened back in a straight line from her long nose. Perhaps because Feather Dawn was her first daughter, our mother carefully used every trick to enhance her beauty. She bound Feather’s head between two boards, front and back, when she was a baby, to flatten her forehead and accentuate the line of her nose. Mother also tied a bead to a strand of hair that hung between Feather’s eyes to encourage her to focus inward and develop the crossed eyes that our people find so beautiful. But then, all the mothers do this to their babies; on Feather it just worked better.

I was a restless child and fussed when bound to the cradleboard, Mother said. The only way to keep me quiet and happy was to let me crawl around as I liked, so she had to take the boards off my head early, and the beads were forever disappearing from my hair. Mother thought I used to pull them off and swallow them.

Later, when Feather Dawn turned twelve and became a woman, she pierced her earlobes, her lip, one nostril, and her septum, the flesh between her nostrils, like the older girls. She filed her front teeth to elegant sharp points and began tattooing her body. She wore as much jewelry as she could get, ear plugs, lip plugs, nose rings, arm bands, necklaces, and headbands of onyx, rock crystal, dark red porphyry, mother-of-pearl, copper, and silver. She found some ear plugs made of a green stone that looked almost like jade. The cylinders were large enough to fit over my thickest finger, but the stone was so thin it was transparent. She suffered for months until the holes in her earlobes had stretched enough to accommodate these treasures. She piled her hair in complicated styles, and older boys started to stare at her.

Her only desire was to marry a nobleman so she would be allowed to wear gold and jade and to inlay her front teeth with bits of jade. Failing that, she would get Smoke Shell elected to the nobility, so that his family might rise up with him. That was probably one reason Feather made him such wonderful clothes, so that he would look noble and therefore might be thought of as worthy of nobility. But she truly loved him as well.

Feather and I were only a few years old when Smoke Shell had left home at age fourteen to live in a communal house and study warfare and the crafts of men. But he came back to visit often and would swoop me up in his arms when I ran to him. Then he’d admire whatever Feather Dawn was weaving. Most men are not so kind to their sisters.

I knew that I would never come near Feather in beauty, grace, or household skills, and so I turned away from such things and said I wasn’t interested. I’d sometimes wished I had been born a boy and could join my brother in warfare. Though when I now imagined hunting the Savages in the jungle, that idea had less appeal.

Where was Smoke Shell at that moment? He must have gone to find the Savages. I amused myself with horrifying daydreams of their battles. Sometimes I feared the enemy had captured Smoke Shell and was torturing him viciously, until tears sprang to my eyes and I wanted to rush after him. But I never really believed that any harm could come to him, because he was perfect, and because I loved him.

Later that day I slipped away from Feather Dawn and went by Smoke Shell’s house. No one stirred inside. The city seemed not to notice, except for Mother, who mumbled prayers even more often than usual, almost constantly, and Feather Dawn, who grew more agitated and mean in her worry. I seldom saw my father and talked to him even less, so I don’t know what he knew. He would have heard any rumors in the market, but he would not have told me.

The following day I was allowed to go back to my medicine hunt, so long as I stayed along the edge of the jungle. I went by Smoke Shell’s house again in the morning, and still no one was there.

I decided to forage in the direction of the river. The farmers were planting, poking holes in the ground with chest-high digging sticks. Then they reached into sacks for a few kernels of corn, or perhaps some beans or squash seeds, and dropped them inside the hole. They kicked dirt over the hole, took a step, and repeated the process. They were at work by the time I headed into the jungle, and when I came home they were still at work, stopping only occasionally for a drink of cornmeal and water from a gourd.
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