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Preface


 

More than six millennia before our era, Mesolithic Europe was shaken by climatic cataclysms. Torrential rains fall on the world, the Mediterranean Sea invades the coasts, the waters of the Atlantic Ocean rise several meters because of the massive melting of the polar glaciers, destroying villages and driving out terrified populations. Although the eastern part of the continent seems less affected, the Black Sea continues to fill up and gains ground on the coast.

It is the beginning of a period of forced migration that places humanity in a situation where every man, every woman will have to make crucial choices that will forever change the future of their people. Paradoxically poorly documented and still controversial, this little-known era in our prehistory opens up the prospects for the fabulous agricultural revolution and the profound changes that will follow in human societies during the Neolithic era. And in truth, the extraordinary climatic, sociological and cultural constraints will force our ancestors to take drastic and courageous measures. Deeply... human ones. A message from the past for the profound changes taking place today and which will force us to react?...

How were our ancestors organized to deal with the rising waters? What technologies have they developed to successfully survive? What alliances did they have to forge in order to overcome these terrible catastrophes and obstacles? What beliefs could have given them the inspiration, the strength and the motivation to continue to fight against adversity and to pass on the fruit of their experience to the next generations?

These are the questions the "Heirs of the Stone Age" humbly attempt to answer. This fiction series is based on certain archaeological discoveries uncovered in Eurasia and, of course, on the assumptions and imagination of its authors. 

We hope that the adventures of our heroes and heroines from a distant past will help you reflect on the unprecedented challenges facing the people of this wonderful biosphere we share today.

We, who are their heirs.




Chapter 1


 

The young boy suddenly woke up, in a sweat. Panting, he inhaled several times as his blood pulsed powerfully in his temples. His mouth was opening wide to bring the vital fluid back into his lungs. He had a headache and felt his heart racing, as it wanted to get out of his chest. His naked body, drenched in moist sweat, was still agitated as after a hunt. Painfully, he straightened up and managed to sit down. He tried to reconnect to the tangible reality.

Where am I? I still manage to breathe!

Still trembling under his fur at the memory of the awful world he had just left, he sought to calm down and looked around. Everything was there: his familiar reality in his parents' hut, which he cherished since he was born. The small everyday objects stood out in the dark, barely lit by the rays of the moon crossing the roof of branches: clay bowls, goatskins, tools, his bow and especially his dear arrows. The rain continued to hit their shelter, as for days and days without interruption.

It is still raining! He thought with apprehension.

He exhaled a great blow, still shaken by jolts. Despite his agitation, he was glad he hadn't woken anyone. His father and mother slept huddled in their furs a little further, on their raised common couch. They had no idea what was going on near them. Of his torment. He forced himself to slow the pace of his breathing even more. He focused on the cyclic movement of his rib cage.

I breathe in... I breathe out... I breathe in... I breathe out. As the shaman taught us...

He was burning. As if surfacing after being submerged in icy water, Kadmeron was gradually emerging from a dreadful nightmare. His eyes widened, getting his pupils used to the shadows. To whatever the spirits had just revealed to him while he slept.

Was it only possible? He wondered.

Nervous, he tried to remember his dream and fidgeted slightly. He perceived a subtle movement on his right. Despite all his precautions, Enat must have felt something. She was sensitive to all his emotions since he was very young, it was in her maternal nature. She disengaged herself from the night furs and approached her young son in hushed steps. She crouched in the half-light in front of him.

— You are awake? She whispered.

— Yes, but I did not mean to disturb your rest, mother. Sorry.

— It does not matter, Kadmy. It will pass…

She still used his baby name. But he was a man now, a hunter from the Marteron tribe. When was she finally going to accept this change? Full of love and feeling the distress in him, Enat embraced her son as best she could. At sixteen years old, he was a young athletic man with powerful muscles, a real hunter, like his father. He liked to display his growing beard, a clear sign of his virility. Despite this, Kadmeron was tense. She kissed him on the forehead. A little angry at his mother's overwhelming tenderness, he was preparing himself for an onslaught of questions. They struck him like a volley of arrows on the side of a large deer.

— What is going on? Why are you not sleeping? You know there is the big hunt tomorrow. Is that why you worry? Are you going to tell me why you woke up? 

— Yes, mother. 

Kadmeron sighed. He struggled not to get angry and to cope with this flood of words. He wanted to be discreet. Well, he screwed up. But there was no point in entering into a contradictory discussion with his mother. She always had the last word. And especially in the middle of the night, while his father was still sleeping. She continued her attack by whispering a little louder.

— Then what? You had a nightmare? You are hot as fire and completely soaked! As if you had swum in the Mother River! You did not go outside at least, did you? 

She leaned over and took a handful of the dried moss she was using, still for some time, during her bleeding period and began to mop him up vigorously in silence. He let himself go, docile. After all, he had to dry himself to avoid getting sick. He took advantage of these few moments of mother-son intimacy to think about all this. It seemed to him that he was detaching himself from his body and observed this scene from the outside... As when he was running after a prey after having detected where it was hiding. His mother was so predictable. So... nice. Would he find a woman like her? A true companion who would know how to understand him and calm him down when he would be attacked by the spirits... When he would be injured... No, he ought not to think about it now.

All in due time.

He forced himself to swallow his wounded pride as a young hunter and concentrated on the quick and rough rubs that his mother pressed with energy on his skin. A gentle warmth invaded him. He had already experienced these scenes dozens of times: when he felt naked in the Mother River, and he could not get out on his own. When he got lost in the forest and managed to find the shelter, alone but frightened. She had always been there to comfort him. But this time for sure, it was completely different. He was no longer a small child who sought comfort from his mother. This time, the spirits had transmitted images, thoughts to him. Maybe even an omen... He had to understand them. The young man made an effort to calm down and turned towards his mother. She was wise and of good advice. He had to tell her what he had experienced. She felt that something was happening. The woman stopped and sat down, ready to listen to Kadmeron.

He gathered his ideas and reflected. His thoughts were assailed by the terrible visions that had populated his head just moments before. He swallowed painfully and began:

— I had a nightmare. An excruciating dream. I think the spirits have communicated something to me. And I am really scared!

— You, afraid?! But you are capable to kill a boar on your own! What did the spirits show you?

— I do not know. But it was like when I fell into the Mother River... Do you remember?

— Of course, Kadmy. It was terrible.

— Yes, I thought I was going to sink into the next world that day. I couldn't breathe underwater anymore, and I felt like I was filling up like a goatskin.

— I remember very well. Your father had to jump into the river and crawl underwater to catch you while you were sinking. He had brought you out on the shore and we had to call for the shaman to take you back to the Saveronacs’ territory. I was so afraid that you would not wake up, my son! You had swallowed so much water! The woman began to tremble at this memory. 

Kadmeron hugged her in return to comfort her.

— Well... That is what the spirits made me relive. This night.

— What do you mean??

— In fact, I thought I was going to enter into their world. There was water everywhere. And it was raining, almost constantly, like since the last moon. I was running to escape a terrible danger. It was as if the Mother River had come out of its bed and was chasing me like a herd of angry wild boars. I could hear its breath from a spear spray behind me. The breath of the water was terrifying! 

Enat was paralyzed by the story of her only son. But she listened to him with all her being. He looked at her in the shadows, then continued:

— At one point, I was forced to climb on a hill, but the waves kept chasing me. I could no longer keep my lead! The water had started to touch my ankles. I turned around, and it was as if... As if a moose had struck me. A monstrous liquid moose. I fell, I screamed, and the water invaded my lungs. I was drowning and I could not hear myself. And father could not save me anymore... It was awful, I was all alone!

Enat moved closer to him. The rain continued to fall, hitting the roof. A few drops oozed onto the floor next to them. She took Kadmeron's head between her hands and said to him:

— You need to talk to Ausgon about it. The earlier the better.

— Understood... But when? Tomorrow, we leave early for the hunt and the others count on me and my arrows!

— No. It is imperative to see the shaman. It may be an omen!

— But still, mother, I cannot! I have to go at sunrise!

— Ausgon must be warned of the messages sent by the spirits. Immediately. You know that. The other members of our tribe they talked to did it too. I will speak to the hunters tomorrow for you. Go now!

Enat got up and went to her bed where her mate was sleeping.

Kadmeron was distraught. With rage in his heart, he was preparing to face the deluge of water that awaited him outside.

 

✦

 

Thanks to the efforts of his mother who had rubbed him with moss that had warmed his body, Kadmeron was practically dry. But that did not mean he was going to escape humidity, nor even water. Indeed, outside the downpours still fell, and this for days on end. Water entered everywhere and tirelessly dug the earth with deeper and deeper furrows. The mud began to cover the paths and the landscape seemed to change, slowly but surely. Some members of the tribe were frightened by so much rain. Is that why the spirits sent me these visions of the end of the world? Even if he was furious at not being able to join the hunt for the next day during which he intended to shine, he realized that his mother was right. He had to tell Ausgon about it. And as soon as possible.

He put on his bear skin and his beaver fur breeches. He put his flint knife in his satchel with the rest of his small essentials for everyday life. The bow and arrows would wait for another occasion.

How will I be able to protect myself from this rain? Kadmeron was not afraid to get drenched, but he knew he had to keep a good health and avoid getting sick. What if I held a skin on my head? Or a large plate of clay? All these ideas ended up seeming to him unworthy of a Saveronac hunter. He took a long, narrow strap made of deer skin and energetically tied his long tunic around the waist. This done, he removed the large skin that blocked the entrance to the hut and went out facing the downpours.

 

The moon dimly lit the surroundings through the numerous clouds. All the same, Kadmeron managed to distinguish, among the rain curtains, the riverbanks that spanned at the throw of an arrow down below. The sound of the downpours was deafening; it was impossible to hear neither the hoot of the owls nor even the howls of the wolves who sometimes signaled that the hunt for their pack was successful. He walked along the ledge towards the shaman's hut. Water flowed everywhere, coating the grass and drowning the stones. Fortunately, he knew the route from an early age when he walked the paths of the valley with his friends. Beware where he set foot, Kadmeron progressed relatively quickly. He almost stumbled at one point, but managed to pull himself together, not without letting out a little cry: he had hurt his ankle a little. But how is it that Mother Earth punishes us like this? The river keeps getting bigger! Real torrents were now flowing from the sides of the limestone cliff, carrying with them multiple debris: roots, pieces of bark, small rocks which rolled in speed.

 

Lost in thought and avoiding the big puddles of water, Kadmeron did not notice that he had arrived in front of the shaman's hut. It was a little larger hut than for the rest of the tribe. A skull of aurochs marked the entrance, above the horse skin which protected the access. Soaked to the bone, Kadmeron lifted it, not without having uttered the ritual words: "Protect me, spirit of the Horse". He would certainly not be in danger against Ausgon who had known him since he was born, but he had to wake up the shaman. In the middle of the night. And he was known for his black temper when the protocol was not followed. But his mother had been very clear: there was no question of going back.

The young hunter found himself on the threshold of the only room in the house. The embers of the fireplace still glowed, giving off a little heat and a dim light. Shivering despite the damp heat of the night, he let his wet fur slip on the ground and squatted before the dying fire. His skin shirt was still relatively dry, but he had to warm up. It was going to take a while before he would summon the sleeper whose regular breathing could be heard, further into the darkness. It was necessary to respect the forms and to not suddenly wake up this important character who commanded the spirits and received his instructions from that of the Horse, the protector of the Saveronacs. Thus, letting his eyes get used to the dim light, Kadmeron quickly located the dry branches that were close at hand, in a small niche of stone. He threw a handful on the embers, got on all fours and repeated the same gestures as the fathers of his fathers, and their fathers before them had been transmitted since the Horse had shown them the fiery finger of the sky in legendary times: he breathed slowly, powerfully, patiently to rekindle the flames.

Little by little, the branches warmed up, until they were touched by small rising flames. Kadmeron continued to breathe out slowly. He felt the uneven ground under his hands and his shins were bent under him. He began to relax and warm up, as the fire slowly increased.

Suddenly, a shiver of fear ran through his spine. He straightened up, reaching for his flint knife.

— You have good reflexes, Kadmeron! But they will be useless to you...

— Ausgon, forgive me. But where are you?

The young hunter was destabilized. He stiffened, his senses in alert. The shaman was always full of surprises, and he had disappeared from his bed. Kadmeron leaned forward, as if he were going to run over prey. So, old man, do you want to play with me? You will find out who the real hunter is, down here. Kadmeron began to move. Slowly. He vanished in the surrounding shadows and watched. Not a sound. Well, maybe a slight crack on his left side. He turned his head and jumped.

— There, I got you, Ausgon! cried the young man victoriously.

The shaman had appeared in the dim light of the fireplace. He did not move, held firmly by the hunter's hand. His wrinkled face with a long nose was impassive. His pleated lips sketched a vague smile. He was motionless and stiff. The coldness of his posture instantly calmed the young man who was caught in the game of the hunt. A game he had created himself. Like a child... It all seemed ridiculous to him now.

— What are you doing there, Kadmeron? You know that the night is sacred to me!

The shaman frowned.

— I...

— Well, speak! You must have a valid reason to come and get me out of the world of dreams, right?!

A shiver shook Kadmeron, and his face flushed. A humid mixture between the rain and shame moistened his forehead. But he couldn't go back anymore. He took a deep breath and began.

— Ausgon... Spirits have come to speak to me!

— Ah... In that case, settle down.

The shaman made a broad gesture with his arm and both men crouched down on both sides of the fireplace. Ausgon threw a few twigs on the small flames. Their diffuse light danced on their faces. Kadmeron was silent. He knew he had to wait for the shaman to invite him to speak and his face became calm. In silence, Ausgon took a jar of dried clay. With both hands, he brought it up to his face and began to smell the liquid in it. Satisfied, he raised it to his lips, tilted his head and swallowed a little. He then handed the pot to the unexpected guest in front of him. Reverently, Kadmeron imitated the shaman, taking a sip. The liquid tasted strong and bitter, stinging the inside of the mouth. He swallowed and handed the container to Ausgon, over the flames. The shaman then dipped the fingers of his right hand in, imbibed them and threw several drops into the fire, which crackled slightly. Three times, he made the same gestures by saying ritual words.

— O, Great Spirit of the Horse, You the messenger of spirits, You who shows us the way towards the interior of Mother Earth, You who knows how to make us see the light of our world, accept this cervi offering. Help us understand the message you sent to Kadmeron! Give us the wisdom of the herd of plains horses to receive the word of the spirits!

Having said these words, the old sage put the pot of cervi back in the niche and covered it with a small cloth made of braided horse mane. He took a painted wooden mask, pierced with large nostrils, and put it on his face. Then he lowered his head and prayed, surrendering completely. Kadmeron watched him out of the corner of his eye, with respect. Several minutes passed again in deep meditation and the crackling of the branches slowly consuming in the flames. Ausgon muttered words incomprehensible to the young man, but he knew that the shaman was preparing to come into contact with the spirits. 

Outside, the rain continued to fall on the world of the living, without stopping. The atmosphere grew thicker and damper, plunging the two men into a sort of tense tranquility. After a long while, Ausgon looked up and seemed to neigh. The timbre of his voice had changed. Distant. Almost animal like.

— The spirit of the Horse is in me now. Now tell me what the spirits showed you in the world of dreams, Kadmeron.

— Well... It was terrifying. At the beginning of the dream I was a child, on the banks of the Mother River. My father taught me to crawl in the water like the beaver. I was excited by this game, even though the river was cold, and the current was strong. I had to fight with all my strength by moving my arms and legs. At one point, I tried to swim like the frog. I wanted to try to go faster than the beaver, and I observed that the frogs used another technique. But I didn't say anything to my father to surprise him. I started to walk away from the shore... And then... Kadmeron froze, his throat knotted.

— Continue. Do not be afraid! encouraged the old man. 

Ausgon's eyes shone benevolently through the mask of the Horse.

— And then, it was as if a big river fish had grabbed me by the stomach, as if I were a tiny dragonfly that had landed to rest! I found myself under the surface and I could not hear anything anymore! The Mother River entered my mouth entirely, and I was suffocating. My body was shaking, I swung my hands around, I tried to run in the water, but my feet did not touch the bottom and... I was panicking! There was absolutely nothing I could do! It was... awful.

— And... What happened next, Kadmeron, the dream stops there? asked the shaman-Horse.

— No. In fact, this was just the start. There was a kind of dazzling light, like when the fiery finger of the sky hits Mother Earth during a storm. I could not see anything anymore and I was in terrible pain, as if my eyes had been punctured by a spear. And then I found myself elsewhere. I was sitting on the bank, all wet, near where we catch the fish that crawls fast. But there, I had sixteen flower seasons, like now. I was no longer a child. I was a hunter. More like... an abandoned hunter. A terrified one.

— Was your father still there, with you? Was it night or day?

— No, there was no one else. And it was during the day. The rain was falling. A lot. Just like right now... I was so alone. I was scared. I felt like... lost. Alone in the world! I got up in the rain and saw our village, under the long ledge of the Marterons. I heard a shriek for help, but I did not know where it was coming from or who was screaming desperately. But I still had the impression that I knew that voice... So, I rushed running, to search in each hut that needed help. I lifted the skins to see inside, but there was nobody... I went out and stumbled in the mud, sprawling on the ground. My fur and my breeches were filling with mire. It was more and more difficult to move around. The water was everywhere, the puddles were rising, and I was covering myself with wet soil. I was having trouble breathing, as if someone was sitting on my chest while I was on my two feet! Suddenly, I listened: a noise. A prolonged and powerful rumble. Something huge...

— What was it?

— I did not know at that time. But the intensity was constantly increasing. Like when I was little and I had waited with my father for the last herd of bison that passed by here, a few flowers’ seasons ago. Like a multitude of long horns which trampled on the plain while fleeing. So, I tried to hide because I was really scared. I looked around, and in the distance towards the rising sun, I saw as a huge waterfall which approached at the speed of a galloping horse. But it was no normal waterfall... it was a flat waterfall.

— What do you mean by flat? asked Ausgon.

— Well, it was like the Daughter River had grown a lot. As many times as the fingers of one hand. It was approaching at full speed, and I was running with all my might. So, I had to climb the hill, but the waterfall continued to catch up with me. It was going up the hill! I could no longer keep my lead and the mud weighed me down. The rain was blinding me. I managed to reach the first trees at the very top and hit myself against the branches. The water had started to touch my ankles. That's when I turned around, and a huge liquid moose hit me. It was scary! I fell, I shrieked, and the water invaded my lungs. Just like when I was little!

— So... did you go to the other side?

— Yes, I think. Afterwards, it was as if I were a bird. I saw the Marterons’ shelter from above. All the huts were engulfed in mud and water. I saw arms coming out of the brown water, I heard cries of despair. I wanted to help these people who were sinking and drowning, but I could not...

Kadmeron started to cry, in shock. Ausgon neighed then held his arm, as a sign of encouragement.

— Continue your story.

— I continued to fly in search of survivors. For a long time. Wherever I knew we could have found Marterons: on the sacred hill, where the Daughter River meets the Mother, in the flower plain. But there was nobody. Then I had to fly and go to the sky because... I was being summoned. And after, I woke up drenched up in sweat in the middle of our home!

Kadmeron was exhausted by his story. Tense and sore muscles, he seemed to have experienced this nightmare of destruction all over again. The shaman stood up and started dancing around the fire, chanting and neighing. Then he sat down again. His mask seemed to come to life, and the Horse spoke through his mouth:

— You received an omen. The spirits are angry, and the soul of the Horse wanted to warn you. Our village is in danger. We have to go to the sacred cave and ask Mother Earth directly what to do. Now Kadmeron, you are going to stay in my hut to rest and regain strength. I am going to meditate a little more about it.

The young man laid down and fell asleep instantly in front of the hearth.

✦

 

The next day, Ausgon woke Kadmeron early in the morning. After relieving themselves in the latrines dug at the end of the village, they quickly made their way to the chief's hut. The rain had turned to drizzle, and the dew made the grassy paths even more slippery. The first Saveronacs were also starting to emerge, taking note of the usually deplorable weather conditions. Despite everything, the shaman was walking steadily. Kadmeron followed, watching out for falls. His muscle shape showed his young strength, but his ankle had not yet fully recovered. After a few minutes, they arrived at their destination. Ausgon stood in front of the wolf skin that protected the entrance and announced:

— Rakhon, we want to talk to you!

Almost immediately, the skin was lifted, revealing a man of high stature. His beard, dotted with a few white hairs, betrayed the passage of the years and the chief's maturity. From him emanated a strong natural authority, and a certain contained violence.

— What is it, Ausgon? You know we have to go hunting! There is a herd of deer and doe in the forest of the sacred cave.

— I know. But we have to talk about the next departure for the summer gathering of the Saveronacs. Right now.

— I do not understand. The women have already started preparations. We will be leaving in three days. Then why discuss it now?

— This is important: the spirit of the Horse came to speak to Kadmeron this night.

— All right, I will listen to you then.

Rakhon invited both men inside his hut. It was taller and more spacious than that of the shaman. On the right, Keira was preparing a wheat pancake near a fireplace. They walked over to the skin cushions and sat down to hold a council.

— What is this about then? asked Rakhon impatiently.

— Kadmeron received a message from the Spirit of the Horse while in the world of dreams. The spirits are angry, and the waters will destroy the shelter of the Marterons.

The chief jumped up; his face distorted by surprise.

— What are you saying? The rain has been falling for moons on end, that is true, but in no case could it reach our shelter! It has never been flooded with water!

Ausgon remained impassive. He was used to his chief's mood swings. He waited for Rakhon to sit down again, then continued:

— I think that we must advance the departure for the summer gathering. Tomorrow would be best.

— Tomorrow?! But it is impossible! If the spirit of the Deer is with us today, the hunt will be good, and we will have to cut up the catches and prepare them. You know it takes at least two days to do all of these things, right?

— Yes, I know it Rakhon.

— Then, I refuse. I cannot accede to your request. And besides, why would the spirit of the Horse have chosen Kadmeron rather than you to transmit His message, then? 

Kadmeron blushed, visibly affected by his leader's sting. Ausgon held him with his hand, before the young man could protest and provoke an outburst with his characteristic ardor.

— I think I know why. And I intend to leave now for the sacred cave with him to invoke the spirits of the animals. And even Mother Earth if necessary. Directly.

— Mother Earth? Rakhon stiffens. Is it that bad then?

— Yes. Kadmeron almost died drowning during his youth. He relived that drowning this night. This is why the spirit of the Horse chose him. Because he knows what that means...

Rakhon stood up.

— Very well, in this case, let us all leave together for the forest of the sacred cave. We will leave you there so you can check out the spirits and get an answer. Including Mother Earth if you have to. Do whatever is necessary, Ausgon!
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