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Preface
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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 gain 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 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 in the Neolithic era. And in fact, 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 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 from the Stone Age" humbly attempt to answer. This fiction series is based on certain archaeological discoveries unearthed 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.

​
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Chapter 1
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Menodora had called an exceptional meeting of the ginte* to announce the departure for Vorna of the funeral procession that would bury the body of his father, Danil. She explained that they were going to place him with all consideration in the Necropolis of the Sages, as his high rank demanded. She did not dwell on the details and omitted to mention the burial of the body under her parents' house. Moreover, she had arranged to convince Lidova to proceed with the inhumation of the body of her late husband during the night and only in the presence of the immediate family. She could not bring herself to suffer such a humiliation and, above all, risk the contempt of her people in the face of such a practice that she found simply scandalous and contrary to tradition.

Around the large fireplace lit in the middle of the village of the Gorge of the Ancestors, all the ginte listened to the Matriarch with respect. The atmosphere was heavy and even the children were silent and had stopped laughing. Indeed, Danil had been loved by all and his death had left a great void in the hearts of the Haganitas.

— Before we begin to eat in honor of the deceased, I wanted to announce to you that Zia, my daughter, will begin her Priestess initiatory journey and leave with us tomorrow at dawn. She will go up to the source of the Great Mother River and bring back to us the knowledge and techniques she will have learned. She will thus be worthy to become priestess of our ginte.

Exclamations of surprise were immediately heard in the crowd and Zia had to rise, at the insistence of her mother.

— I would like to take this opportunity of all of us being here to say goodbye to everyone. I promise to do my best and come back with valuable teachings for our people, she added with a trembling voice.

She had not prepared a speech and had no idea that her mother was going to ask her to speak in front of all the villagers. Taken by surprise, she had her cheeks on fire, but was saved by the applause that won the whole assembly. Zia realized with astonishment that she was the object of this ovation. In the eyes of the people, she saw a deference that she had not had the opportunity to know about herself. The Haganitas considered her mother, the High Priestess of the ginte, with respect and sometimes even with a certain fear.

— I thank you all for your encouragement! May the spirits take care of you and protect you during my journey and I hope that we will all find ourselves in good health, uttered Zia before taking seat. 

Menodora continued:

— My son Coson will also come with us and continue his journey with Oroles, our Master Merchant who will take him under his wing to continue to teach him the rudiments of his art. Now, let us eat and by this meal, together, let us remember the Great Sage who left us and who will leave tomorrow on his journey towards the afterlife. This funeral feast will be the last tribute that his ginte will bring him, so let us think of him and offer to the spirits of the ancestors, who will accompany him on his way, our gratitude, and our offerings, concluded Menodora while approaching the boar which was cooking on top of the fire.

— I will stay here with you, announced Duras rising in his turn, to the surprise of his wife who interrupted her speech. I was to leave tomorrow at dawn, as you all know, for the gathering of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs which is taking place in Radova. Nevertheless, Menodora must go to the Necropolis of the Sages to pay homage to her father and I do not want our ginte to be without protection and guidance, if necessary. I decided to stay for four more days in order to give her time to attend the funeral and come back to watch over you.

The Matriarch wanted to open her mouth to tell him that the delay was not enough to make the way and a ceremony that was to last several days. But Duras gave her a firm and cold look that did not suffer any doubt about his decision. She therefore preferred not to dig any further the distance which had settled between them during the last days and refrained from commenting. For now.

— Now, let us all eat together the magnificent boar that our young hunters brought back to bring this last tribute to Danil who was dear to us all, he said while motioning to his wife to serve the first piece.

It was customary among the Haganitas that a large meal was organized to honor the dead. Usually, this funeral feast was organized before the burial, the last night that the deceased spent with the living being highly symbolic. An animal was sacrificed on this kind of occasion, whether it was a boar or a deer if the hunt had been good, or a sheep, a pig or some cattle. This sacrifice was considered an important present of the living towards the deceased and the ancestors. A testimony of deep collective respect. The size of the animal, as well as the size of the subsequent meal, was often consistent with the status of the deceased in the heart of the community. 

The person closest to the one who had passed away had the privilege of receiving the first piece of meat and the first pot of a grape-based alcoholic drink that the ginte of the Gorge of the Ancestors made every year. This ritual beverage was conserved in large earthenware jars, buried and covered with a piece of dried clay that was broken on this occasion. This liquid intended for the dead was only initially used during funeral ceremonies. Little by little over the centuries, from their mystical revelations and from their regular exchanges, the successive Matriarchs had improved the rites and determined the precise quantities to be offered in libation to the spirits as well as to that of the deceased. A true ceremonial code began to emerge in the lands of Eastern Europe, with all its religious objects and special moments.

Lidova received from Menodora a generous share of the boar on a ceramic plate decorated with characteristic waves of their people. Duras, in turn, handed her a vase, which he filled with the ritual drink. The container was made in a clear paste made of fine sand and painted with fine black lines. Its elongated shape was flared, concave in the inferior part, and had a cylindrical neck. Equipped with a vertical handle attached to the base and to its lip, this vase was only a few millimeters thick and its surface was carefully polished. Marvels of beauty and craftsmanship, these finely crafted drinking pots were often gifts that the most important families received for special occasions such as weddings or funerals. These exchanges of precious objects united the relationships of friendship and trust, sometimes ceremonial but always necessary, which were woven over the ages not only between the members of the same community, especially at weddings, but also between the different gintes and peoples. Recognized and appreciated throughout the region for her vast knowledge, her talents as a healer and her decorated pottery that had a unique style, Lidova had made tens of vases of this type. She had also taught the women of the ginte how to make the most basic ones for the daily needs of each family. However, the one she had just received for Danil was a container reserved only for the funeral feast. She took the offerings ceremoniously and went towards the body of her late husband, placed on a stone slab, and surrounded by all the objects that were to accompany him on his journey to the afterlife. Dressed in an embroidered linen blouse with blue wave patterns and red diamonds, the deceased wore a buffalo skin loincloth tightened with a richly decorated belt with shells, animal teeth, multicolored polished stone beads as well as pieces of bone shaped in different forms. These magnificent clothes proved the high status he had enjoyed during his life on Earth. The stump which testified to the amputation of his hand had been carefully concealed by Menodora under the rich garment in order to avoid any unnecessary controversy with the rest of the guests.

Lidova approached the body slowly. She felt the tears coming up to her eyes and her legs shaking, she knelt beside her husband, placing the plate and the vase near his bare head. He wore a calm smile, far from the terrible and silent sufferings he had endured in the previous days with abnegation. With difficulty in mastering her sobbing, she uttered the ceremonial formulas with love and sadness in her voice:
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Description automatically generated]— We are sharing this last meal with you, Danil. May it feed you and help you find peace among the spirits of our ancestors, she said, sharing the roast in two and placing half on the beautifully decorated plate that was near the head of the deceased. It was the brown terracotta tray with sharp white curves, ribbons and spirals that Lidova had painted especially for her husband and that Zia did not fail to recognize while looking tenderly at her grandmother. She put all her love into it, just like the magnificent vase decorated with traditional motifs of the ginte of the Gorge of the Ancestors. Lidova poured half of the ceremonial liquid into it, then took a sip and swallowed it in one go. After that, she tilted the vase and placed a few drops on the fingers of her right hand. She stood up and made a sign on the forehead of the deceased with her fingers impregnated with the grape-based beverage. She closed her eyes and seemed to pronounce a prayer in a low voice.

Lidova stood up and spoke to everyone:

— Zia, as you will begin your initiatory journey tomorrow, with the permission of our Matriarch, I think it would be opportune for you to learn one of the ritual gestures reserved for priests and priestesses. Come and light the lamps that will light your grandfather’s path! she invited her with a warm smile.

The girl got up while looking at her mother, who nodded in agreement. She quickly glanced around her and immediately found a pile of dry twigs that were used to light the fire, but also the grease lamps inside the houses. She walked with a determined step and took a rather long branch, which she set on fire in the great hearth. She then went to her grandmother who showed her the stone crucibles arranged at the head of the deceased. Zia knelt as she had seen her do a few minutes before without knowing if this was the right position to take. It was the first time she was actively involved in such a ceremony. Of course, she had already witnessed other funerary feasts, but without paying much attention to all the ritual gestures. In addition, the dead frightened her, and their cold and inexpressive bodies froze her blood as to many other children. It was largely because of the stories they told each other at night, by the fireside, to scare each other. With souls coming back to punish them for the silly things they had done. Moreover, even adults narrated such stories, and all feared the spirits and their anger. This was the reason why they did not fail to make offerings to them so as not to trigger their wrath, manifested by all kinds of weather or natural disasters that they did not know how to explain, let alone prevent. It was absolutely necessary to calm the spirits when these calamities arrived. Death, though inevitable, was nevertheless a tragedy that it was necessary to celebrate collectively in order to ward it off and prepare all the ginte for mourning and the acceptance of the loss and absence.

The young girl lit each of the four grease lamps, then went to throw the twig into the fireplace before sitting in her place. Lidova rose immediately, and in spite of her tears and reddened eyes, addressed the assembly in a frank and warm voice:

— As you all know, each future priestess must take an initiatory journey by going up a large river to its source to find out if this is the beginning of the World. In addition, she must visit several sacred places of our people but also of the other gintes and of the Ancestors. Finally, she must learn several rituals, as well as the knowledge and techniques of the peoples she meets throughout her journey. You know that she must have an elder by her side to guide her in her quest. I would like to take this opportunity to tell you that I have made the decision to accompany my granddaughter through her initiation.

— Oh, that’s wonderful Grand-ma! screamed Zia without being able to contain her enthusiasm and throwing herself into her arms while embracing and kissing her.

Lidova was happy to welcome her into her weary arms and pleased that her announcement had provoked the desired effect on her granddaughter. Menodora, however, cut short this shared joy:

— I do not think that is a good idea, Mother. As you know, some Haganitas have had the opportunity to go up the Great Mother River to the great mountains that it pierces... It is a long journey that far exceeds a moon and they were probably far from reaching its source. Your old age does not allow you to make such a journey.

— I thank you for being concerned about me, but I am healthy and still resisting for all the gatherings or journeys that our ginte makes. I do not believe I have missed a single expedition or slowed down any procession. Besides, I think I have all the knowledge and experience required to be able to guide Zia and teach her what a priestess needs to know. Not to mention those of a Healer, for which she is gifted, and I think I am in the best position to transmit this knowledge to her. Do you doubt it? she asked her daughter.

— No, of course not, she answered back. But it would be too tiring for you. Besides, how are you going to feed yourselves?

— I will hunt, replied Zia without hesitation. We will gather fruits, roots and plants and I will take charge of the fire and all the heavy tasks that could tire Grandma.

— Do not be ridiculous, Zia! You will not be able to hunt alone and especially to feed two mouths, when you are supposed to learn so many things during this journey!

— Our daughter is an excellent huntress, and I am convinced that she is able to provide the necessary meat during their trip, intervened Duras looking with pride at her daughter. 

In addition, he was happy to be able to support her in front of Menodora with whom he still had to settle some scores. The Matriarch had difficulty swallowing these successive affronts and finally yielded:

— If this is your will, then be Zia’s guide on her initiatory journey!

— I thank you for your understanding, replied Lidova. I will take advantage of this expedition to acquaint her with the peoples I have had the opportunity to meet in the past. We will visit together the Sacred Cave of Mother Earth if she wants to.

Menodora wanted to protest, but the old woman went on because she had imagined that her daughter would not agree:

— I know well that the Sacred Cave of Mother Earth is located far from the bed of the Great Mother River, but do not forget that a priestess must visit the sacred places of our Ancestors! You also went on your initiatory journey along the Twin River, although it was just as far away, was it not?

— No, that is false! It was much closer to the river I had to go up than the one I assigned to Zia! 

— I highly doubt it... it was at least in the opposite direction of the source you were supposed to go to. You have certainly not forgotten that if the High Priestess decides on the river to follow, it is up to the one who will make the journey to freely determine its course and no obligation to stay close to the stream is imposed. I will therefore leave it to Zia to choose her itinerary and I will guide her by suggesting places to discover, peoples to meet. We can stop when she wants to and even stay longer with the people who will attract her interest. Every initiatory journey is intended to help the person who begins it to find his or her own way, she summed up while looking lovingly at her granddaughter, while gently placing her hand on her shoulder.

Zia was so happy with the news announced by her grandmother that she no longer dared to utter a single word. She considered herself so lucky to have such a wise woman to guide her, who she admired even more than her own mother. She did not expect this honor at all. Just as she marveled at her grandfather’s body and the peaceful features of his face. She realized that she no longer had any apprehension in front of this corpse. Quite the contrary. Is it because he was my grandfather that I no longer feel any fear? she silently asked the question without knowing what the answer was. Lost in her thoughts, she did not realize that her grandmother was looking at her and seemed to be waiting for a reply from her, in the silence that had descended upon the whole assembly, hanging in to her every word. By making a big effort, Zia remembered Lidova’s last words and improvised without knowing if this was what was expected of her:

— I will be very happy to visit the Sacred Cave of Mother Earth of which I know only the many stories that I have always listened to with great interest. I hoped that one day I could have the chance to see it with my own eyes and I am very happy to go with you, Grandma. I thank you for having thought to make me discover it, she ended up by putting a kiss on the hand of the old woman.

A tear dropped in the corner of Lidova’s eyes. She caressed Zia’s hair tenderly, took her head in her hands and plunged into her starry gaze. A flood of emotions was exchanged between the two women, interrupted by Duras who had noticed his wife preparing to cut short these sentimental effusions.

— We can meet in Silistra, because by being alone I can go faster and join you quickly. We will then go together to Bogeni and Radova, where you will be able to meet the Great Sages, Zia. You may even be able to attend some of our meetings because your opinion, Lidova, is greatly appreciated by all. You will be able to enlighten us and bring your testimonies because important problems will be discussed and difficult decisions await us, as you know.

— I think it is a great idea, Duras. If Zia agrees and wants to follow this path, I will gladly accompany her, said the woman looking at her granddaughter and waiting for her consent.

Zia did not understand what was going on and although she was happy with her father’s proposal, she still did not understand what her grandmother needed her consent for. However, she again noticed that everyone was staring at her and seemed to be waiting for an answer from her. Without knowing exactly what to say in this kind of situation, she decided to be sincere:

— Of course. I will be happy and honored to accompany you to Radova and to meet the Great Sages. But do you not think I am too young for that?

— Zia, you are indeed, but do not forget that tomorrow at dawn you begin a new stage in your life. You are a young woman who begins her initiatory journey of a priestess as well, said Lidova.

— Oh yes, it is true, she replied sighing but at the same time feeling a certain relief to be able to decide for herself what she was going to do.

— Nevertheless, you must not forget your responsibilities! It is not a journey to have fun, her mother reminded her dryly. And you must find the source of the Great Mother River! she thundered with aplomb.

— I will do my best, she replied with a weak voice, feeling crushed by the weight of her future responsibilities that Menodora had just thrown in her face.

— Allow me to add that the ultimate goal of such a journey is above all to find your own way in life Zia, specified Lidova, feeling the fear of her granddaughter and the heavy responsibility that her own daughter placed on her frail shoulders. I, for example, have never reached the source of the Whirlpool River. I stopped at Ripiceni, the capital of the Cutylia people as I had found what I was looking for. In fact, the Amulet of the Seasons that they gave me as a gift testifies to all the knowledge that I was able to bring back to the Haganitas at the end of my long journey.

— It is true, and we are all so grateful to you, Lidova, affirmed Duras with reverence so as not to leave Menodora the slightest chance of doing more damage. Zia, your grandmother is entirely right: it is more important to find your own path and that is what must guide your steps. I am convinced that Lidova is one of the best guides you could ever have! Perhaps it would be good that a man should accompany you in this journey... he added without waiting for an answer as to not give reasons to Menodora to resume the debate. Now, I propose that we drink a cup of cornata* to celebrate their departure before we begin the meal in tribute to Danil who was like a father to me.

✦

The funeral feast was prolonged up until the middle of the night. Zia took the opportunity to bid adieu to several youngsters of her age and especially to Sinna for whom she had a special tenderness. She entrusted her goats to her, which were so dear to her, and the girl promised to take good care of them. Sinna offered to take care of Cani as well, but Zia announced to her that her faithful companion would go with her. She could not bring herself to abandon everyone and her quadruped would have suffered too much from her absence, she already knew that. In addition, she also cared a lot about him and together, they would be able to hunt more easily. She had already been able to teach him some tactics to help him put down the game and this long journey would be the ideal occasion for both of them to progress together. She was fully aware of the fact that hunting was going to be much more difficult without all the other hunters of the ginte, but that did not scare her. She trusted her and Cani’s talents and knew they were going to do just fine. She was so happy that her grandmother had decided to accompany her and so serene from now on, that she marveled at the impatience she felt at the idea of starting this initiatory journey that she had feared so much, just a few days before.

Zia eventually joined her family in the grandparents' house, where Danil was buried, accompanied by some of the objects and presents that Lidova had prepared for him. She put away the rest of the offerings, including the precious gold jewel and the two statuettes representing a man sitting on his stool and a woman crouching, one leg folded under her, in a canvas bag that already contained the hand of the deceased. The ceremony was simple and took place in the presence of Menodora, Duras, Zia, Kaigiza and Coson. The two men lowered the body into the grave that had been prepared and dug out of the hut floor. Lidova uttered some prayers and went down to arrange the objects by her late husband. She took care to arrange them in a precise order so that Danil could use them easily and that the spirits would find their appeasement.

Menodora shed her first tears and, to everyone’s surprise, went in turn into the pit to lay a last kiss on her father’s forehead. She also brought a present for him – a superb knife with a long flint blade attached to a finely carved bone handle. She put it down with reverence close to the absent hand and knelt while whispering some words. Zia could have sworn that she had heard her demand forgiveness to Danil without really understanding everything her mother had said.

The tomb was then covered with earth that had been kept nearby. If at first all participated, after a few minutes, Duras noticed that Lidova was already distressed by everything that she had endured in the last few days. He then suggested to her:

— Mother, why do you not let me and Coson finish this task while you women go and get your travel bags ready? We had time to make our own while you took care of the feast.

— It is a good idea Duras. I only had the time to prepare my clothes. And you, Zia, were you able to take care of your luggage?

— Yes, Grandma, I already have two large bags, my pouch, and my plants bag. I also filled two waterbags at the river. Do you think that will be enough? Dad, can we take on my trip two hydruntines* to carry some of our belongings?

— Yes, of course. Even if we will feel their absence, it is important that you are able to have help in the long journey that awaits all of you, he added, knowing that the proposal he had made concerning the presence of a man with them was not going to materialize. 

— There are two pregnant females, I think, announced Zia. You will have enough to replace the ones we will take with us. Cani will be on the journey too.

— Very good idea Zia! replied Lidova. You will also have to take some provisions of dried meat. You will find some in my kitchen. Near the oven, you will also see cakes that I prepared yesterday at the same time as the colac* for your grandfather.

— Zia, if you do not take Bichette with you, can I take care of her? asked Kaigiza, her little sister who was rather shy and who had not dared to open her mouth during the evening.

— Of course, Kai! she answered back kissing her little sister. I asked Sinna to do it, but if you feel like it, she will be happy to get some help. I am sorry I did not think of you, but I did not know you would like to do it, she explained, suddenly feeling a surge of guilt over her little sister whom she had given so little attention lately.

— Yes, I do want. I often go to her by the river and I think she likes me. She licks my face when I talk to her, she says smiling, happy that Zia would give gladly her the little goat.

— Grandma, your colac was very good, you will have to teach me how to prepare some during our journey, remembered Zia fondling Kaigiza’s hair.

— If you want. Normally, it is a bun that we prepare only for funerary feasts. The colac helps the deceased join the spirits of the ancestors.

— I like it too, intervened Kaigiza while snuggling in the arms of her big sister with whom she would have liked to spend more time.

— I did not know, even though now that you mention it, I do not remember eating such big ones on other occasions than at the wake of the dead. That is too bad, because I love these colaci. In fact, why were there only three? Even if they were big, we could each have only a small portion... Is there any left? asked Zia, passing her tongue with greed on her lips.

— Zia, this is not the time! said Menodora to put her back to her place. 

The girl realized that her mother was right and blushed with shame as she lowered her eyes.

— My granddaughter, still as fond of food as ever! Lidova burst out laughing at the same time as Duras who had trouble abstaining. 

The grandmother resumed in a less tense atmosphere, despite Menodora’s intervention: 
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Description automatically generated]— For a funeral ritual, three large colacis are cooked. One represents the deceased, the second symbolizes his or her soul and the third is the offering to the Ancestors. This is the reason why there are only three for each dead person. They must be shared among all the guests who participate in his or her funeral feast in order to accompany him or her on his or her way to join the Ancients.

— And how do you manage to weave them in the shape of a sun to make them so pretty?

— I will teach you at the first opportunity, my dear. For that, take in your luggage a small bag of wheat powder! We will prepare them together for the ceremony of the forty days.

— Ah... What is this ceremony? I do not know it, Zia said surprised.

— Yes, I think you will remember when I shall tell you about it... We do this ritual after a moon and ten days after death because we think that then the deceased was able to make his or her journey and arrive up to the Ancients. We prepare offerings for the families with food, but also small colacis that you love just as much, if my memory serves me well... Right?

— Oh yes, you are right, now I know what you are talking about. It seemed to me that I had already seen this delicious cake another time. So, we are going to prepare some together in forty days? she asked enthusiastically. That is great! Do not we need anything else?

— Yes, we do. Take some salt, too, because we do not know if we will get any on our way! added Lidova while looking at her tenderly and ignoring Menodora who had just left the house on the pretext that she had to take care of the preparations for the departure to Vorna. 

— Salt? exclaimed Zia. But these cakes have the sweet taste of honey! I never thought there was salt in there... she added disconcerted.

The Patriarch intervened:

— I have prepared a rather large wooden box with salt for all of you. You will be able to exchange some in your trip for other foodstuffs because you know well that it is rather rare in certain regions and thus is very appreciated there.

— Thank you so much, Duras, but when did you have the time to do this? Did you actually realize I was going to accompany your daughter on her journey of initiation?

— No, I admit. I was just as surprised as the others... Not to mention your daughter had a hard time accepting the news, he specified while winking and smiling. I prepared it during the funeral feast. There is almost no time left before sunrise and you must leave at dawn. That is why I am going to leave right now to take care of your hydruntines. Take the opportunity to rest a bit as I am sure Menodora will not leave you much respite on the way. You too, Zia, go to sleep and take your little sister with you! Coson, go see if Oroles needs you before going to bed!

​
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Chapter 2
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Kadmeron could not yet believe it. He had taken all his precautions the night before, and yet the unthinkable happened. His friend, his four-legged protector, the embodiment of the spirit of the Horse, the sacred animal of the Marterons, had disappeared. And he had been robbed, he had no doubt about it! The shock was all the more devastating for the young hunter because, for the time being, he had not been able to find any member of his tribe. He was going around in circles like a madman because Potac did not seem to have resisted and did not even neigh when he was captured. Why?

The wind blew strongly, sweeping the high grass of the plain he was in. The scream of a partridge taking flight to escape a predator pulled him out of his torpor. He forced himself to calm down and to think carefully about the situation despite the panic. For that, he began to walk back and forth, breathing with great inspirations. His rib cage went up and down to the rhythm of his steps. He could not hear anything anymore; he was so angry. Rarely had he been so furious. The theft was not known among the Saveronacs and the feeling of injustice in relation to such an act committed by one of his fellow humans was something new for him. It was incomprehensible! Why steal when everything was within range of a gathering or picking, a hunting party or simply an exchange of food or objects from man to man? The suffocation won over him, as did the rage. Although he tried to understand what had caused this inexplicable gesture, he could not! He struck the ground with his feet and hands several times violently. Like a child, he thought involuntarily, without ceasing to be restless. The earth flew in all directions, staining the tent and the night furs he had taken out to air them. Finally, he emptied himself of his negative energy and resentments by brutally striking a tree with his flint axe. The gashes caused the whitish blood of the bruised plant to flow. Obviously, it was not what would bring Potac back to him. He thought for a moment.

What would Rakhon have done in this situation? What decision would he have taken?

After a few minutes, he decided that he had evacuated bad impulses enough to devote himself to the search for clues. In fact, time was passing and the more he lost some due to dithering, the more the chances of finding his four-legged friend were reduced. Approaching the severed lanyard, the tip of which was still attached to the tree, he noticed on the ground the mark of the hooves of Potac. It seemed that the horse had not been distraught and had not sought to flee from its captor. Why? What had prompted the Horse’s spirit to abandon Kadmeron in this way?

The young hunter leaned a little more and followed the footsteps of the hooves. Potac had clearly moved forward at a slow pace while moving away from the camp, pulled by someone. 

A victorious smile came to light his face when he finally saw the footprint of the thief. It was there, imprinted in the wet earth. But it was very small! Placing his right foot right next to the one he had located, he deduced that it must belong... to a child. He breathed, shocked. How is this possible? A human of small size and barefoot, judging by the marks that appeared in certain places. The dew was still present at this early hour and the droplets hid the clues a little, but Kadmeron knew how to track large mammals. He was looking for something else to understand. He was not very cautious! He does not know how to hide his footprints to avoid being followed!

Enthused by his findings and the fresh print, the young hunter quickly moved away. Suddenly, he made a dead stop. I cannot leave like that! I do not know how long I will leave the camp behind unattended! Bantil is too far from here and I cannot consider joining him, I would lose precious time... I must choose what I take with me!

Kadmeron was once again in his element: action. He took his bow, his faithful arrows, three pieces of dried meat which he and the old hunter had prepared for the few days before his departure. He also did not forget two long furs for the night. The tent was going to stay there. He did not fold it, he had to go fast. He checked his knife and made one last turn to inspect the place.

He began to follow the trail at a fast pace. It clearly went towards the sunrise where he knew that in the distance the Sequa River was waiting for him, menacing and rumbling. Bantil had also warned him that between his own abandoned camp and the Sequat tribe, there was another terrible obstacle to cross: the Ligol. The great river had grown much in recent weeks, overflowing largely from its bed, and spreading over several ranges of arrows, to the point that the Sequats had not crossed it for a long time. That is why he had preferred to stay behind, to keep the possessions of his tribe. Kadmeron reflected, thinking of all the dangers that awaited him towards sunrise. Always these waters that stand in my way! But he quickly resumed his investigations. Potac had apparently moved at a slow pace, the child had visibly not known, or not been able, to ride it. This seriously increased the chances of reaching them quickly! Whilst running, the young Marteron thought: I understand why Potac did not react. He loves children and always plays with them! He must have thought it was quite simply a game! But then, there is no doubt that this little one knows horses well!

This realization was both good and bad news for Kadmeron. On the one hand, Potac would not be fooled if it felt that the little human would no longer want to have fun with him and would probably escape. On the other hand, the child had used trickery to capture the cooperating horse. While ruminating his contradictory thoughts, he continued to run while staring at the clear marks on the ground. The drizzle that falls helps me a lot this time: impossible not to leave a trace in the mud! Indeed, the hooves of Potac were easily distinguished between the tall grasses. He was careful not to cut himself off from the long, thin leaves of the sedges: one wound was not serious, but his rapid pace could cause tens of tiny cuts because of its sharp edges which would become as many causes as possible of redness and perhaps infection. He had not been able to go very far yet in the learning of plants which was part of the art of the shaman, but he knew some basics. While adapting his strides to his environment that was constantly changing, avoiding a stump, jumping over a rock, gradually passing from the little wooded hills where he had slept to a swampy area announcing the proximity of the Ligol, his brain was analyzing the situation at full speed. Most certainly, he could not estimate what advance the child and the horse had on him because he did not know when the capture had taken place, but the heavy traces in the wet earth testified to the recency of their passage. 

Kadmeron barged in, without realizing it, a few cubits from the right bank of the river. He began to walk with difficulty, his feet sinking into the mud. How could they pass here? This time, he could no longer see the ground. The thick reeds prevented his progress, and he lost the track. Tensed, he began to travel through concentric half-circles that grew larger and larger in order to find the track again. Every detail was important. The clouds were still numerous that morning, and as usual a fine rain had begun to fall, creating a thin translucent curtain before the eyes of the hunter. Certain reeds had been broken but it was not clear: some kind of animal could have caused this damage by going through to drink. They had to swim across the Ligol. But where?

Kadmeron was worried: the current was strong because of the rains; the banks were unstable, and he decided to climb higher so that he could observe in the distance and be sure of his idea before thinking of crossing the river. Fortunately, the banks of the river were still little wooded at that time and he could see at a very long distance. He felt as if he were contemplating a huge mirror of water that stretched out before him as far as the eye could see. The clouds were reflected on its surface and the young hunter had the illusion that the sky and the water were merging towards the horizon. He has never seen anything like this in his life! The Ligol had also grown a lot with the rains but, as a result, the waters seemed to flow more calmly. The Marteron thought that, no doubt, it would be possible to swim across it. He had to be sure! Perhaps he could see a horse and the shape of a walker next to him? Quickly, he turned his head round and saw a rocky promontory a little further upstream on the shore he occupied. He set off like a hare and quickly ran towards the rocks which were high enough, dominating the muddy and slow flows below. Panting but not listening to the pain in his chest that was starting to hurt him, he stood on a flat stone and put his right hand in a visor to create a little shade and protect his piercing eyes from the incessant aggression of the tears falling from the sky. It is not as high as the Sunny Mountain, but from here I can see farther than lost in the reeds, that is for sure! he said to himself, completely mobilized by his quest.

He did not take long to find them: far towards the sunrise, he saw a horse pulled by a child. They had just reached the top of a hill and were going to disappear on the horizon. What luck! The spirit of the Horse is with me! But how did they manage to cross this river?! He took a landmark: a young oak tree which, on the other side of the Ligol, would indicate the direction to follow when he would reach the other bank. The tree was high and solitary enough to be distinguished from afar, regardless of whether he would arrive on the other side upstream or downstream from the point where he was.

But he had to buy some time! Impossible for him to swim across it too: he could not benefit from the strength of his mount to be able to split the waves and let himself be carried, as the child had certainly done, which proved definitively that he too knew how to speak to horses. He had to find a ford, or a place where the river separated into several branches, like the ones on the trunk of an oak. And right now! He began to despair because the light and the cloudy sky reflected on the Ligol blinded him and did not allow him to clearly see the details he was looking for: small islands with weak vegetation, therefore dry land. 

Kadmeron stared nervously, raised himself on the tiptoe and finally unearthed, still upstream, a passage where the imposing river separated into three great arms. He observed that the current was less strong there, for the large river was much wider. The flow rate had to be lower because it was spread over a longer distance, and the depth was smaller. That was the place he needed to pass through!

The young hunter was not aware of all these reasonings and probably would not have been able to express them in these terms, but he had this vivacity of mind, this ingenuity which had made him appreciated by the whole tribe. Kadmeron, "the one-who-seeks", was renowned for his clever findings. He was capable to get out of difficulties quickly and invent, from the few things at his disposal, any kind of device or improvised tool. Here again he used these fabulous resources which the spirit of the Horse, his hunting and gathering life had given him: observation and deduction.

It only took a few moments for his decision to be made; he ran down the slope, causing the pebbles to burst out under his straw filled deer-skin shoes. They were in bad shape after his wanderings in the mud and sedges, but the horn covering his feet arches was thick enough to withstand the shocks. Furthermore, he utterly did not care about the cuts he would inevitably provoke to himself: he had to go as fast as possible. He knew these wounds would heal over time. He would certainly have time later to wash his feet with clean water and perhaps find honey so that he could spread the delicious substance on his cuts. He remembered well how Ausgon had treated him in the forest of the Marterons, near the sacred cave. Only a few days had passed, a little more than all the fingers of both hands. He did not know exactly anymore, but so much had happened since then! His sadness was still buried deep within himself and was not yet completely out. Without his awareness, these unresolved questions piled up in him, mixing with his inner sufferings, in a ball of incomprehension and anger against an enemy he could not defeat.

He focused again on the present moment and the hunt resumed. His intuition and instinctive calculation had been right: he could ford and the dirty wave, although quite powerful, only reached him to his belly. He entered the water, trembling more from his impatience than from the cold. His powerful movements made him move rather quickly. He was swinging his arms exaggeratedly, with enough breadth to give himself momentum and force his legs against the current. He constantly looked to his left, looking upstream, to avoid the few stumps of trees that drifted, sometimes at high speed. Anything floating on the surface did not really pose any difficulty because he could see it approaching and step aside in time. But he was knocked several times with obstacles hidden under the water, totally invisible to the naked eye. Despite his irritation, he forced himself to maintain his fast pace. So... I will never escape waters’ fury!

Like a curse, the water streams marked his life and his destiny. But Kadmeron was determined to fight and move forward. He was not like those old women who lament at the evening gatherings, complaining of their fate from their toothless mouths. He thought of some of them which he had known at the Marterons. Were they still alive? He thought in a flash that, despite everything, he would have liked to see Enat, his mother, grow old too. He would have protected her and fed her, as every man must do for his family and clan. Suddenly a stump appeared, rolling on itself in the midst of troubled waters, and he narrowly avoided it.

Finally, after several long minutes of intense effort, he managed to set foot on the other bank of the Ligol. He was exhausted and almost all wet. He allowed himself a minute to catch his breath and continued his race. He could only see his landmark: the vigorous oak that approached very quickly. He went past it and finally arrived at the top of the hill. And then he saw them.

— Potaaaaacccc! he shouted.

But he was facing the wind, and his voice did not reach his faithful companion.

Galvanized by this vision, Kadmeron threw his furs behind him to lighten up, readjusted his equipment in a flash, and pursued the two runaways, who did not know what was going on behind them. Each stride brought him closer to deliverance, and a deaf anger came up in him. What was he going to do with this child? Could he avenge himself and let his wrath burst out? He was in the race, in the effort. His target would soon be within range. He was going to knock him down. In his head, the images of the large male deer he had killed, that morning, that accursed day for his people, followed one another at full speed. He did not think, he acted.

Despite the jolts that made his whole body vibrate with each stride, the young hunter had fixed his gaze like an eagle on his prey. The thief could no longer escape him. Instinctively, in full pursuit, repeating without even having to think of the gestures he had executed accurately during tens of hunting sessions, he released his bow and took an arrow from his quiver before holding it firmly against the elm wooden handle. He was ready to... kill.

— Potac! he cried firmly.

This time, his four-legged friend heard his call clearly. It turned his neck sharply and saw the young hunter approaching quickly, furious, out of it. But the child, a very young teenager, had also heard the scream. And he had not failed to see the young man who wore a particularly threatening face. The face deformed by rage, anger and fatigue; it was dripping with sweat. Holding his bow and arrow in his left hand, his intentions seemed clear to those who had witnessed the scene: a drama was about to be perpetrated! And the child had instinctively understood that he had to flee to save his life.

The instinct for survival took possession of his whole body. In a flash, he understood that he had no chance against this hunter who swallowed at great strides the distance between them and whose face was deformed by a terrible rictus. Terrorized, the boy released the halter by which he held Potac and began to run with all his strength towards the sunrise. The horse, freed, turned and looked at Kadmeron at length with great astonished eyes, as if he were aware that something was not normal. At least three arrow throws still separated them, but it had perfectly felt its master’s thoughts despite the distance. They violently hit its inner calm, making all its muscles stretch. The equine furiously inhaled the ambient air: the smelly fragrances of Kadmeron’s body, foaming with unhealthy rage, violently hit the sensitive nostrils of Potac. It opened its big eyes wide and there appeared an animalic panic.

Then something incredible happened. The horse began to trot in order to go and meet Kadmeron, while also neighing in a threatening way. It rolled up its lips, showing its teeth.

The equidae of this particular race were not very tall, but particularly powerful and enduring. He behaved like a male in rut, even starting to stamp, as if he were going to charge the man who was approaching fast. He groaned and waved from right to left, the muscles of his neck shaken with rapid spasms. He too was ready to defend himself.

Kadmeron did not believe his eyes nor his ears. He began to slow down his pace, completely taken aback by the attitude of his horse which, manifestly, had stopped between him and the child, blocking his access! A multitude of contradictory thoughts rushed instantly into his mind, which until then had been mobilized only by rage and vengeance. He shouted:

— Potac! What are you doing? Let me through!

The horse continued to exhale air through the nostrils, knocking and tapping the hooves forward against the ground.

— But... Get out of the way! Can you not see I want to catch this thief?!

— Hiiiii! Hiiiiiiii! neighed Potac, while preventing Kadmeron from bypassing.

But what does he do? Does he want to tell me something?

Further away, the young boy had set sail. He could not understand what was going on between the horse and his rider, but he was relieved to see that he had been able to gain some time and thus some distance between him and his pursuer. Perhaps he could hide in the tall grass? He was not, however, too deluded: it was clear that if this young hunter had been able to track him to this point after having crossed the Ligol without a hitch, while even his own people had rarely ventured there for moons, he would have no trouble finding his hiding place! His only hope was to reach his tribe as quickly as possible, but his strides were still twice as short as those of the adult who pursued him relentlessly. Kadmeron caught a glimpse of him beyond his agitated horse, and he tried to touch Potac to renew contact and understand what was happening to him. He was divided between the desire to chastise the thief, to give free rein to his impulses and the imperious desire to listen to the manifestation of the will of the spirit of the Horse before him. He made a violent effort to force himself to stop and speak as calmly as possible.

— Potac, what is wrong with you? Are you hurt?

He began to worry about the fate of his four-legged friend and placed his bow and arrow on the ground. His inner tension decreased. The beating of his heart began to reduce its rhythm. Despite this, he was still breathing vigorously.

Immediately Potac calmed down as if by miracle and expressed his joy to Kadmeron, fondly licking his face. The young hunter was surprised for the second time in a few minutes! He made a disgruntled head.

— So, are you happy to see me now?!

He held its neck in his arms and covered it with kisses. He scratched it behind the ears, as he knew the animal particularly loved. The two friends were reunited, and the intensity of their embrace was equivalent to the extreme tension that had existed between them only a few moments before. Kadmeron smiled warmly and Potac felt his aura light up: the horses were undoubtedly hypersensitive to the mood of the humans they were in contact with.

— How I missed you! But what happened? Why did you accompany this boy? Do you not realize what he wanted to do with you, hmm? he said.

The horse pressed its great head behind the back of Kadmeron, and their embrace was intense and full of tenderness.

After a few seconds, Kadmeron finally understood what had happened. He stopped and considered for a long time his horse while smiling. Potac’s intelligent eyes sent him his approval. The thought and reading of the attitude of the other was enough for them to understand each other.

— This is it, you wanted me to calm down, right?

— Hiiii... it neighed as a sign of assent.

The young hunter became pale, realizing the horror that had been avoided thanks to the incredible intervention of his friend.

— How right you were! I was so angry, even mad! I even think I was going to... kill this child! This is awful, how could have I done such a thing?!

Kadmeron turned pale. He saw himself giving a fatal blow to the young boy. How could he have justified such an act? The crime was unthinkable: killing was tolerated to eat or to defend oneself in the event of an attack by a wild animal. Aggression between humans was extremely rare. But here?! He trembled with his whole body, overwhelmed by this revelation on this other self who slept within him and yet could come out, reveal himself and violently transform him under the influence of anger. He raised his eyes, sheepish and sweating, and promised not to forget this adventure and this lesson that the spirit of the Horse had just given him. His love and respect for his four-legged friend grew within himself. He was shocked by his own behavior, but he had to continue to live with it. Everything was clear: the great deer had died, and this fatal event had triggered the waters’ fury and the disappearance of his people! But the child, on the contrary, was still alive. He could prevent the curse from being repeated. Kadmeron breathed out for a long time, overwhelmed by guilt. Potac came to him and caressed him from the tip of the muzzle. It seemed to smile kindly at him.

— You know... I really love you. Thank you... my friend. Without you, I could have committed a terrible crime! And all of this because I was so angry... It is awful! But I have to try to understand all that. There may be a valid reason.

Calmly, he stooped down, took his bow, slung it across his shoulder then carefully stowed his arrow in his quiver, silently thanking in his heart the spirit of the Horse for having shown his magnanimity and wisdom again. The worst-case scenario had been avoided!

Potac let him ride it then the two friends, who have found each other again, galloped towards the rising sun. It only took them a few moments to catch up with the child who could not hide in these large grassy areas.

✦

— Tigol did not want to steal! Tigol found the horse and wanted to bring it back to the village to show it!

The child courageously raised his short spear to try to defend himself despite his desperate situation. His brown, ruffled hair was evidence of the recent fall that had bruised his legs and forearms. He panted, feeling that he was going to have to sell his life dearly. He was not as strong as his opponent, but he was agile and knew how to defend himself. His resolute attitude bore witness to this: he was panting, ready to strike despite his panic.

Kadmeron jumped from the horse, landing just a few cubits from the frightened young boy. Kadmeron approached him, quietly, and began to turn around the fugitive, displaying a resolute calm. Then, quick as a lynx, he jumped on him and disarmed him with an agile movement. Tigol began to scream, at the height of terror. This was the moment when the young hunter chose to burst into a loud laugh, with an open throat. The child remained speechless, amazed by such a behavior. He expected to be killed and saw his attacker snigging in front of him! He began to tremble, and his bladder emptied, the hot urine burning his thighs sore from his fleeing. He raised his eyes to his torturer, transfigured by shame and humiliation. 

After a few seconds, while contemplating the damage that his intervention had caused, Kadmeron stopped laughing and his face froze in a mask of cold anger. Potac did not flinch: it felt that his master was going to teach a lesson and therefore had to wear the stern mask of justice. The Marteron firmly grabbed the child’s arm and glared at him menacingly. His eyebrows froze like those of his father, when he had reprimanded him after that famous drowning from which he had been saved in extremis. He had been so impressed by the wrath of his father’s gaze that he had never again tried to crawl on the water like a frog. He now found himself repeating the same anger and understood why he needed to install fear in these cases.

— So Tigol, tell me: why did you cut Potac’s rope and take him with you towards sunrise? And why did you not want to talk to me and tell me what you wanted before? thundered the young hunter.

— Tigol was scared!

— Scared of what?

— ...Afraid of what the stranger was going to say!

— What do you mean, stranger? Who are you talking about?

The child froze and pointed at Kadmeron with a trembling finger.

— M... Me?! But I mean, can you not talk to me directly?

— No... I... can... not.

— My name is Kadmeron. I am a hunter of the Marteron tribe, and I am looking for the people of my village who had to flee from the fury of the waters. 
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