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			To my daughters, Ruby and Lily.

			You are who you are meant to be.
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			PROLOGUE

			The Brea, 2000 BC

			The fire was out. 

			It has served its purpose, thought Keyne, for it had made her feel snug throughout the cool, damp night. Deep violet hovered at the edges of the sky, and warm sunrays tickled her closed eyelids, urging her to lift them. Of course, such weak sunbeams couldn’t compete with the heat from a properly fuelled fire, but she was a practical young woman and figured its still-warm powdery ashes would do just fine where she lay. 

			As she breathed in the new day, the chilly air pricked the skin of her arms, and she raised them above her head to stretch out her cramped back. The plinth of rotting auburn leaves she’d gathered for her bed last night remained intact beneath her as she stirred. It was a more comfortable place to lie on than the hard, compacted earth she usually had to contend with in her hut, two arduous days’ trek away in the village her people called the Brea. 

			She was surprised she’d slept at all, given how much chatter came from restless birds and small animals. They didn’t bother her too much, though, after she’d drawn up her woven cape to form a cloth-like cave around her ears during the night. Her head-tent had helped muffle the nocturnal noises from the gloomy woods behind her campsite. She thought about how lucky she was to awaken unscathed. Her hastily constructed camp, which left her without decent shelter, meant that any ravenous creature looking for an easy meal could have picked her off if they’d been so inclined.

			

			The thought made her sink further into her crib, feeling confined, which wasn’t surprising considering her slight form was wrapped under multiple layers of heavy outerwear. Before her journey, she’d stacked every piece of clothing she owned onto her young frame, increasing her bulk twofold. She’d done this to avoid carrying too many supplies, not knowing how long she’d be away. When she left the village, a load of items in her hands might have aroused suspicion, and her departure needed to remain secret. 

			She pressed her shoulder blades back into the pile, reassured by each layer’s soft, felted fabric. Even though her clothes made her feel burdened, they gave her warmth and comfort, and she felt rested. Hiking today wouldn’t be easy. She’d dressed in the traditional style of the young women from her village. A wide leather sash cinched in her tunic at the waist, accentuating her hips and developing womanliness. She’d kept her soft deer-skin boots on her feet for sleeping; a clever trick, she thought, in case she needed to scramble suddenly to flee a wild animal during the night. Around her neck, now caught up in the tangled mess of her matted, red hair, was a prized possession given to her by her late mother – a necklace crafted from small chunks of stone. 

			Moisture rose through the leaves beneath her, stimulated by the sun moving higher into the sky and her body’s heat. It brought a bitter sharpness around the edge of her thighs. Mother Earth proclaimed her cosy entrance into daylight over. It was time to plan her day. 

			I should be further along. How could my calculations have been so wrong? Confidently measuring time and distance was Keyne’s gift, and discovering her miscalculation over the past two sunrises brought a wrinkled frown across her brow. Despite her young age, she felt proud her skills were in demand. She was renowned for quickly estimating how much seed to plant across a field and the yield for each family after harvest – and for happily sharing her knowledge with her people. She was rarely wrong, and made no secret of her talents. Still, her expertise didn’t stop the rumours that she possessed magical powers, and her family and friends were grateful for her skills but also wary of her. 

			

			How would she put greater space between herself and the mynyow at this rate? She feared these powerful men from her village would soon catch up with her. So far from her village and with no one to protect her, they might force her back before she could explain why she had left. They would be right to chastise her behaviour. She regretted that her departure had been made in defiance of the chief’s wishes, but she’d always strived to commit to an action once she’d made a decision, no matter how fraught. She would hate to fail before she’d even begun. 

			Concentrating, she squinted hard to calculate the distance she would walk today. She used no map. All she had were the instructions given to her by her grandmother and the village wise-woman, Berthe. They’d talked a few days before, with Berthe helping her plot the best route. She shut her eyes and remembered their meeting.

			Two days ago, Keyne had hovered outside the flap of dried deer skin that served as the door to Berthe’s hut. She was surprised when her grandmother called her name and invited her inside. 

			‘Keyne, come in; I’ve been expecting you,’ Berthe crowed, as if she were proud of herself for correctly guessing who lingered outside. She greeted Keyne with a broad, toothless smile, her head bobbing through the doorway. 

			Berthe sat cross-legged in front of the smouldering fire. She threw something gritty into its flames, causing it to smoke, and Keyne, who blinked several times in the haze, lost sight of her grandmother for a few moments. 

			‘Ah,’ Berthe cackled. ‘I see you’re worried about the smoke. The smoke helps me to see what the spirits want from me. They advise me, dear.’ 

			Without waiting for a response, Berthe continued to chatter on as the smoke faded. ‘I sense you’re here to get advice from me about rescuing our stolen Red Stone, right?’ She continued, ‘I can see from the tension in your face that you’re also conflicted about your decision to do this on your own.’ 

			

			Berthe paused to lick moisture across her lips. That was clever, Keyne thought, noticing the deep furrows in her grandmother’s face for the first time. She looked more like their chief’s grandmother or great-grandmother than his wife. 

			It was Keyne’s turn to speak. 

			‘Grandmother, I told our chief I don’t wish to wait until the mynyow are free to accompany me. They can’t leave for days, perhaps weeks, and I must go tonight.’ Her eyes glistened with tears, and she hesitated, wondering if she should tell Berthe about the strange commands she heard inside her head, urging her on.

			Berthe raised a finger to her lips, shushing Keyne to silence. Her grandmother lowered her head to her chest and began to hum. Or was she singing? Keyne wondered. It sounded like a beehive’s low, steady buzz reverberating through her bones. How was this sound inside her head? 

			Moments passed before Berthe stopped humming. She slowly drew her head up from her chest and stared directly ahead, and gazed past Keyne – her eyelids half-open, and her expression seemed stuck. Keyne suspected her grandmother had fallen into a trance, and then Berthe spoke the words she had hoped to hear.

			‘You’re destined to begin a special quest to bring home our Red Stone. It’s a most valuable object, and must be returned for our protection.’ 

			Protection was the right word, Keyne thought. It was beyond Keyne how anyone could have taken their sacred object without being seen, given how well it was hidden in a niche on the highest hill in the area – her people called it the Brea. Since then, bandits from the north had tried to steal some goats from their pens, but on that occasion, mynyow not working in the field, chased them away to protect the women and children. It had been a frightening experience that highlighted the village’s vulnerability, one no one wished repeated.

			Still, Berthe’s words confirmed Keyne’s resolve – the task was now hers. Until the Red Stone returned to its sacred place, there would be bad luck for their village. She was relieved she had her grandmother’s approval, but it troubled her to go against her chief’s command, and her love for her grandfather. Then she reasoned, he didn’t have these awful voices that filled her head day and night, urging her to leave. Her grandmother’s endorsement had done the trick – she would leave after nightfall.

			

			Their audience continued for another hour, with her grandmother giving her detailed advice on how the journey might unfold. At the end of the discussion, she pulled Keyne into her arms and whispered through her hair, ‘I think you’ve always sensed something magical directing you towards a great task.’

			Keyne drew back, shocked by her grandmother’s perception.

			‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Berthe repeated, nodding as if to encourage her agreement. Keyne bobbed her reply, relieved she’d finally been able to share her most innermost secret.

			Berthe continued. ‘I have faith you will recover the stone and make us all proud – and don’t worry about your grandfather, I shall see to him!’ 

			Berthe had one last piece of advice before Keyne left the hut. She grabbed her hand and pressed it hard in her own. ‘Follow the voices in your head. Listen to them. They know what they are doing.’ 

			Keyne raised her eyebrows. Berthe just cackled, reacting to Keyne’s bewildered expression. 

			‘I hear the same voices; I think it’s in our blood. But this is not my quest. It’s yours, and you must prepare to face many great challenges. Now go. It’s better to steal away under tonight’s moon so no one sees you and prevents you from leaving,’ she said, shooing Keyne backwards through the deer-skin. 

			Bending to push through the stretched skin, Keyne hesitated, thinking about the significance of her next steps and the doorway. It was the first of many she might need to pass through before her journey concluded. 

			There was one more thing she must do before her departure. Leaving her grandmother’s hut, she circled the village and walked to the opposite end of their settlement. She stopped at a deep hole in the earth, dipped her fingers into the icy water that bubbled there, and dabbed a few droplets of the pristine liquid onto her lips. She took a step backwards, touched the spherical stones surrounding the well, and with her still-damp fingers, muttered three ancient words of prayer to Mother Earth: ‘I see you.’ She was ready. 

			

			Still lying in her temporary bed, Keyne concentrated on visualising Berthe’s advice. It would take her at least two more moonrises and setting suns before she reached the big water, which would lead her to an underground structure her tribe called a fogou. She whispered the strange word to herself, foe-goo. 

			She knew her ancestors had built them throughout the countryside, and although their exact purpose was vague, her people revered them as sacred. Magnificent structures of interconnecting tunnels and passages dug deep into the earth, they were frequently mistaken for caves. She needed to look for the one feature that distinguished it from the others – above the doorway, a sculpted granite lintel, propped up by blocks of boulders, would mark it as the one she must enter. Stories of the strange shapes and grooved markings chiselled across it by a long-forgotten artisan’s tool only added to its mystery. Keyne had listened to the elders repeat this folklore all her life, usually at night, when they were cosy and comfortable from the warmth of their fires. Their hushed conversations would be traded over the crackle of the flames, each storyteller sharing their version of how ancient fogou came to encircle their lands. 

			Berthe’s instructions to Keyne had been precise. She should follow the small water’s wiggling course until it joins the big water. No one in her village could remember the last time their people travelled to the big water, only that it was long ago, and those who had taken this route hadn’t returned to share what they’d found there. 

			Yesterday, she’d shuddered when the tree-filled forest dropped further behind her as she walked along the bank near the water. The eerie stillness accompanying her muffled footfalls on the soft earth, supplanted the natural woodland sounds, testing her nerves. She had been relieved to move away from it, assessing it as haunted. She was determined to be the one who would return to her village after a great journey – safe, and with enthralling stories to tell. 

			

			Keyne also recalled everything she’d ever learnt about her ancestors. Long ago, her people moved along the small water to the big water much more regularly. They traversed the plains with each season – hunting, foraging and living in temporary camps. They weren’t so transient these days, having established a permanent settlement at the Brea. They raised goats, cows and sheep, and grew crops. Everything they needed was there. Well, nearly everything, she thought, except for my village’s most treasured artifact – the Red Stone. 

			Berthe had told her that the fogou was so sacred to their people that a covering of thick vegetation would most likely hide it from unwelcome eyes. She advised Keyne that once she had located the entrance, she would need to use her sharpest knife to sever any thick bracken or reeds that grew in a twisted muddle over its opening. Once she cleared the branches, with any luck, she should be able to squeeze in one shoulder, then the other. 

			Keyne thought about Berthe’s warning – there might be a series of dark tunnels leading away from the centre, and she must choose a path. There had been tales of her people going missing after entering fogous, which worried her. What if I get it wrong?

			Shaking away her memories from the previous day, Keyne acknowledged the strange yet familiar voices whispering in her ears. ‘I hear you,’ she said aloud, straining her ears for a response, though none came. She endured these constant voices in her head. They were her old friends by now, chattering away just below the surface of her consciousness. Their low hum of indiscernible chatter continued throughout the day. Why they plagued her in this way was a mystery to her. 

			They had grown more persistent in the past few months, dancing and tickling inside her ears as her last memory before she fell asleep each night. After trying to decipher their gibberish, their messages would begin to make sense. However, the more she strained to understand their meaning, the less there was to hold onto. Only scattered bits of half-phrases that didn’t make sense to her. Once she had drifted off to sleep, any threads that had finally begun to connect dissolved, and she had no memory of them when awake.

			

			It was time to stand up and leave her comfortable sleeping place. She patted her arms and legs to smooth out her lumpy clothes and felt her stomach rumble from hunger. She drew out her flat, short-bladed bronze knife tucked under the top of her belt to cut off the crowns of some wild mushrooms growing in the undergrowth near her camp. Usually, her breakfast consisted of a scrambled duck egg with some wild cress when it was in season, but without much heat left in the fire to cook with, her first meal would be raw. She preferred to forage, anyway. 

			Wild vegetables, nuts and berries grew in abundance near the small water, and she supplemented the mushrooms with the berries. They tasted sweet and stained her lips. Despite her quick departure from the Brea, she’d had the forethought to pack some dried deer meat, as she guessed she wouldn’t get a chance to hunt. She would keep the meat for later in the day. 

			It frequently rained during this time of year, making every plant growing along the small water lush and abundant, with fresh, clear water captured in their leafy cavities. She pulled a branch towards her mouth, and a large leaf full of liquid tipped to her lips, quenching her thirst. The nut-flavoured mushrooms were as dry as wood in her mouth, but the icy water swirling over her tongue made the chunks travel easily down her throat. 

			Leaning over the small water, she splashed handfuls onto her face, dried it with the hem of her tunic, and then hitched the heavy fabric over her hips to urinate. She frowned as she stepped backwards and looked down at her warm body fluid pooling into a puddle on the hard ground, noticing that there was blood in it, just like last month. With a few fast wiggles of her hips, she shook off the excess droplets of the tainted urine and smoothed her tunic back into place. She would worry about what the blood meant later. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			To Hear Your Inner Voice, You Really Have to Listen

			Chief Enyon sat by the communal fire, toasting his knobbly toes. He was still annoyed with his granddaughter for leaving their village against his wishes. Having folded his enormous body into a rough wicker stool, he sat very low to the ground, but had he been standing, his unusually seven-foot-tall stature would have instantly revealed his Celtic ancestry. Occasionally, it embarrassed him to loom so large over other men, and he regretted his size sometimes made him appear sterner than he needed to. 

			His forbearance was often helpful, though, especially when dealing with complex matters as leader of his people. He tried to lead with kindness, using ferocity only when needed, and over the years, the people seemed to respond well to his style. However, when it came to his granddaughter Keyne – the almost-as-tall-as-him, occasional mathematician, hot-headed young warrior woman – she tested his temperament more than anyone. ‘Oh dear, here comes trouble,’ he muttered under his breath, and watched Keyne make a beeline towards him. 

			Arguments between them had become something of a regular occurrence lately. He usually dealt privately with the women of his tribe. Two days ago, Keyne had approached him to get his approval to seek out the thieves of the Red Stone and return it to its rightful place on the hill. He’d agreed, but he insisted she wait until some of the mynyow could accompany her, as these men could protect her on the journey. Seeing the fierce determination on Keyne’s face now, he feared a public altercation that might show his granddaughter up – she was to be his people’s future leader one day, and he wondered if she’d properly thought things through. 

			He recognised why she chose the centre of their village to challenge his authority – he might have done the same thing when he was younger. As a young man, he’d rarely agreed with his elders’ decisions, so he recognised her need to assert herself, especially if she wished to carve out her destiny in their community. He supposed he might also have tried to impress bystanders during an argument, to appear stronger and wiser than anyone else. Yet, with the benefit of a long life filled with experience, Enyon knew better than to show his hand like that. 

			

			He decided on a new strategy, and quickly switched his expression to one more ferocious. Sighing under his breath, he unfolded his arms from across his chest, relaxed his shoulder muscles, rose from his stool and stood to full height, planting his feet firmly apart, ready to receive the girl and whatever blistering new argument she could deliver. He also took note of the mynyow gathering nearby, pretending to go about their daily chores while their ears twitched. They all had one eye cocked in his direction, clearly waiting to witness the storm about to erupt. So, rather than give them the drama, Enyon switched his expression to quizzical, revealing his openness – a quality he reserved for his obstinate but much-loved granddaughter. 

			Her frown was equally expressive, matched by her tightly curled fists, suggesting she might be ready for a fight. Some of the mynyow sniggered loudly enough for Enyon to hear them. He didn’t want another tussle, but braced himself anyway. 

			‘I don’t think we finished our discussion the other day,’ Keyne called out as she marched up to Enyon. She pointed to the crowd watching, ‘With the mynyow too busy caring for our crops, they cannot leave with me, but I believe we must get the Red Stone back as soon as possible. Who knows what terrible things might happen if we don’t? It must be returned to its niche on the rocks at the Brea. Without it, our people will be afraid.’ Her face flushed a fierce red.

			Enyon smirked. He didn’t need his granddaughter to tell him that their stolen stone was causing a lot of gossip and worry in the village; he was an expert at recognising his people’s mood. However, he was delighted they had so openly shared their feelings with her. It showed him they were starting to trust her, and she needed to inspire such feelings if she wished to take his place one day. Saying nothing, he waited for her to continue.

			‘I’m the right choice to fetch it back,’ she said, frowning. ‘No one else has even volunteered,’ she added. ‘I’m strong enough, you know!’ petulantly stomping her foot for emphasis. 

			

			Enyon felt the eyes of the mynyow flutter in his direction, waiting to see how he reacted.

			He raised an eyebrow. She shouldn’t have stamped her foot at him, but still, he said nothing. She was repeating herself with this performance, ensuring their conversation drew a large audience. It made her appear arrogant, which she usually wasn’t. Honestly, he thought her argument had some merit; it was her delivery that was off.

			The chief acknowledged that Keyne was physically strong enough to attempt such a task. She was extremely clever with navigation and generally made good decisions. She would be a great leader for their people one day. It was also true that there had been little competition from the mynyow when she’d first volunteered for the task. Still, Enyon was smart enough to predict that her role in such an untested expedition could cause tension, especially when she said she wanted to go alone, suggesting that the mynyow might hinder her progress or they weren’t up to the task as she was.

			‘You have quite the temper,’ said the chief, his deep frown adding more than words could, but he felt he must penalise her for stamping her foot at him. ‘And you don’t get this from me, I am glad to say,’ he continued. ‘You get this behaviour from your grandmother. As I told you before, I disapprove of you going alone and unprotected by the mynyow.’

			‘But please, don’t you see, I should go as soon as possible, and they are not free to leave,’ Keyne argued again. She pointed to the mynyow, who averted their eyes, uneasy now, clearly not wishing to participate in their leader’s discomfort.

			Enyon softened his expression, realising he had much to teach her about using better judgment. He looked down at his granddaughter, who was still panting after delivering her emotional speech. He had nothing to prove to this girl, and it wasn’t the first time he’d admired her feisty character. It was easy for him to forgive what others might label as arrogance. He would have a private word with her later, away from eavesdroppers, and teach her to deliver an argument more prudently. 

			He loudly addressed his granddaughter so everyone would hear his decision and, thereby, his final word on the matter. ‘The mynyow will accompany Keyne to bring back our Red Stone from those who stole it.’ 

			

			Keyne’s face immediately lit up, clearly thinking she’d finally won. 

			Enyon continued, ‘But first, I expect our grain to be harvested. Our village depends on this before the great winds arrive. So, this is the priority. I cannot agree to anyone leaving until that’s finished.’ As he delivered this, Enyon nodded at the mynyow, who acknowledged their chief’s announcement. 

			Turning back to his granddaughter, Enyon continued, ‘You must wait until five more moons rise, then the mynyow will be free to walk with you.’ He leaned close to her and gently whispered, ‘Sometimes a compromise is best.’ 

			Keyne began to open her mouth, but he raised one hand above his head to end any further discussion. He then stared at the mynyow, narrowing his eyes to silence any comments about his granddaughter’s behaviour. 

			Keyne was destined to become chieftess one day, and he couldn’t allow any lack of respect to be openly directed at her. He dropped his hand, sensing she might be ready to control her defiance. She managed a weak smile, and it was enough. He was content that she had finally learnt that the benefit of losing a small battle today was winning the war tomorrow, and he took her silence as acceptance.

			How wrong I was, he thought now, smacking his hand against his thigh. All that, and the obstinate girl left anyway! 

		

	
		
			

			   

			Through the Fogue

			When Keyne arrived at the fogue, she hesitated, almost too nervous to proceed. A pang of regret cut through her consciousness. Fighting back her guilt for defying her chief, she sliced her knife through the thorny, twisted vines blocking her way and wiped her hands over her tunic, scraping away the bits of leaf and sticky sap that attached to her. She pushed through the opening, brushing her palms across the stain of dead lichen covering its curved interior walls. 

			The interior had been created from massive slabs of rectangular stones, positioned upright and half-buried in the earth. These were its walls, arranged in a circle. A large square stone resembling an altar had been placed in the structure’s centre. She walked closer to the stone and touched it, tracing her fingers over the curved, scoop-shaped cavity in the middle. Its shape reminded her of the stones the women in her village used to grind grain. Oddly out of place lay a single, bleached and very old section of a human finger bone, poised upright in a small hole in the centre of the stone. 

			‘Probably placed there by my ancestors for some celebration,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Or maybe because someone died.’ 

			There was no sound inside, but the silence didn’t frighten her as walking through the forest a few days earlier had. Instead, it fascinated her. The emptiness of the space seemed familiar and made her feel connected, as if she’d been there before. Thankfully, the chattering in her head had quietened, allowing her to focus her thoughts. 

			She slowly turned to view inside the structure. Just as her grandmother had described, three tunnels of different proportions were dug into the walls. Choosing the correct tunnel to enter wouldn’t be easy. One tunnel looked too narrow to fit through, so she immediately rejected it. Of the other two, one was very low to the ground and looked dark, so it was impossible to see where it led. The third on the left was narrow, with a higher ceiling, but she could just make out a chink of light glowing from deeper inside. 

			

			‘Take the right one,’ piped the squeaky voice in her head. 

			Oh no, they’re back, she thought. This time, the voice was so loud it made her jump.

			‘No, take the left one, quick!’ another voice trilled. 

			The voices seemed intent on confusing her with opposing instructions. Until now, she had grown accustomed to just one voice directing her. But now, several voices ricocheted around her skull, making her feel nauseous. 

			Steadying herself against the stone in the fogue’s centre, she knew she couldn’t delay her decision any longer. Everything depended on the choice she made from this point onwards. It was a matter of trusting herself, she decided. She must forget about the voices in her head and move into the tunnel to her left, cautious that her choice was reliant on the chink of light appearing safer.

			As she moved along the tunnel, she willed herself to relax. There was ample room to walk upright, which was a relief given her height. Whoever walks here mustn’t be very tall! She was surprised by the mysterious light reflected from the walls on either side of her. She slowed her pace to observe them better, wrapping her fingers around the amulet that hung around her neck for reassurance. A gift from her mother, she felt her presence whenever she touched it. No matter the ambient temperature, it always felt warm in her hands.

			Upon inspecting the walls more closely, she noticed how the glow illuminating her way came from smaller stones caught within. Of course, now, she recognised it. The light was embedded in the walls. Whatever the material was, it twinkled like stars in a moonless night sky. 

			Still touching her amulet, she was reassured by the central oval piece of stone hanging from it. The piece was partially wrapped in a hard, shiny material, and her thoughts turned to the process that must have created it. It was an extraordinary piece of jewellery. She wondered if this stone inside the walls was connected to it. 

			The tunnel’s path gradually directed her further underground. Her strides grew longer and deeper, and she struggled to maintain her balance. With each step in this strange tunnel, sparkling with its peculiar light, she began to erase any earlier uncertainty about her choice. It was just too extraordinary to be a regular tunnel; with increasing excitement, she thought it must lead her to whoever had stolen the Red Stone. 

			

			Ahead lay thick tree roots, crisscrossed together, blocking her way. She used her axe to hack at the roots, then lowered her shoulder against them and pushed hard until the largest snapped in half, creating a tiny entrance. As she shoved again, something stretched across a cavity that resisted her entry. It felt soft and springy, like an animal skin before it was cured. With a final shove, it gave way, and a whoosh of air blew into her face. 



OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/image/Erasmus_edited.png





OEBPS/image/The_Red_Stone_Title_page.png
THE RED
STONE

KAREN KENTWELL

HHHHHHH





OEBPS/image/The_Red_Stone.png
KAREN KENTWELL





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/Areus-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ChronicleDisplay-LightItalic.otf


