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            THE GROVE

          

          (A SHORT STORY OF HISTORICAL FICTION)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Circa 11,400 years ago

      

      

      Tsing was not the biggest man in the Clan. He was bigger than most. The Clan began following Tsing after his uncle died. The Clan had followed Tsing for six of the sun’s hot seasons. He knew how to hunt, as did all of the men in the Clan. He knew how to fight. All of the men and most of the women of the Clan knew how to fight, too. They fought with each other sometimes, but not much. They practiced fighting for fun. They practiced fighting because sometimes they had to fight Others.

      The Clan did not follow Tsing because he was the biggest, or because he knew how to hunt, or because he knew how to fight. The Clan followed Tsing because he knew where to go, and because he knew when to go. Tsing knew where to go and when to go because he knew how to read. He could read the animals’ marks on the ground. He could read the clouds in the sky. He could read the bushes and the trees. Because he knew how to read, he understood where to find animals they could hunt, where to look for large animals that had only just died, where to find fruit and nuts, and where to find fish in shallow water. The Clan followed Tsing because he could read and because he understood these things.

      Tsing had a woman. The Clan called her Mok. As Tsing understood where to go and when to go, Mok understood how to go. Tsing would tell Mok when he had read the skies and knew that the river with green water would be swollen beyond its banks for two days. He knew where to find the pools of water beyond the river’s bank that would hold stranded fish.

      Mok would organize the Clan’s move across the grassland plain and into the valley. Mok understood how. She understood how to carry the fire, how to move the camp, its tools, and its people. Mok knew how to get the Clan to the river in two days.

      Tsing knew where and when; Mok knew how. The Clan followed Tsing and Mok. They hunted, fished, and gathered food at the end of each journey.
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      Two round moons after each year’s long day, the Clan went to the Grove. There they would find the trees heavy with fruit. They would dry the fruit and save it for the cold days with long nights. At the Grove, the Clan also found nuts that could be cracked and eaten with the dried fruit when the nights were long. While the Clan gathered the fruit and nuts, they would eat the berries and melons of the vines and bushes that grew on the river’s edge. The people of the Clan spat the seeds on the ground and covered them with dirt. The Clan stayed at the Grove for one full change of the moon.

      For five years, Tsing led the Clan to the Grove. Each year, they found the trees heavy with fruit and nuts. But in the sixth year, the Clan found that the fruit and nuts had been taken and the berries had been picked. Tsing read the marks on the ground and told Mok that he would leave. Tsing told Mok he would return soon.

      While the Clan waited for Tsing to return, they ate the melons that remained, and they ate the dried fish they had carried from the river with green water. The Clan was sad, and Mok was worried. Mok was worried about Tsing, and she was worried about how. How would they have enough to eat when the days were short and the nights were long and cold?

      Tsing walked and read the marks on the ground: one hand and two fingers of grown men; one hand and four fingers of grown women; one hand and three fingers of walking children; a baby, or two or three; dogs, at least one hand and one. Tsing walked and read the marks on the ground for most of two days.

      Tsing found the Others camped on the sand among the boulders strewn across the flat ground at the bend of a river. For all of one night, Tsing hid in the trees on the rise above the Others’ camp. He watched the Others. At dawn the next morning, even though he was very tired, Tsing ran back to the Grove, where Mok and the Clan waited for his return.

      When Tsing returned to the Clan, he drank water, ate dried fish and melon, and slept. He did not sleep well. Tsing woke early and gathered the Clan. Tsing spoke and said that the grown men and the almost-men of the Clan would surprise and fight the Others. They would retrieve baskets filled with the nuts and fruit the Others had taken. They would also take the knives and tools of the Others. Tsing and the grown men and the almost-men of the Clan trained and practiced how to fight the Others for one day. The next day, they left the Grove. Mok gave Tsing the hollow buffalo horn that carried a piece of the Clan’s fire.

      The men and almost-men of the Clan walked for one day. Then they camped and made a small fire. That night at the fire circle, Tsing told the men and almost-men that the tree spirits had come to him in a dream. The spirits told him they must kill the Others—all of the men, all of the women, and all of the children.

      Tsing’s brother, Chog, asked why they must kill all of the Others. Tsing said that the Others, even the children, might remember how to find the Grove at the next ripening time, or the time after that, or the time after that. Chog nodded. The men and the almost-men looked at Tsing and at Chog, then they looked at the fire. The next day, they walked to the hills above the Others’ camp.

      At night, the men and almost-men of the Clan watched the Others at their hearths and watched them go to sleep. The men and almost-men of the Clan slowly and quietly snuck down from the hilltop and sat silently in dense bushes and trees. They did not hide too close to the camp of the Others. Because the men of the Clan smelled like men, the Others’ dogs barked. The dogs did not bark long, and the Others did not rouse from their sleeping furs.

      Rag was one of the almost-men of the Clan. He was very quiet. He could walk without making sounds. He could catch a goose with his hands. He could walk past a sleeping dog. When the day’s first light paled the sky, Rag carried the buffalo horn with a piece of the Clan’s fire around to the far side of the Others’ camp. He took the piece of fire to the river’s edge and started a big fire in a pile of driftwood. He fed the fire and spread the fire, and the dogs began barking and howling. Rag hid in the bushes at the river’s edge.

      The Others woke, and all came to see the fire. They were afraid. There had been no sky claps and no jagged fire from the clouds. What did the fire mean? Were the spirits angry with them? Or was this fire a gift? All the dogs barked at the fire. The fire was crackling and spitting sparks. It was very loud.

      In the pale light of a new day, the men and almost-men of the Clan charged out of their hiding places among the boulders. They raced toward the Others, who were watching the fire and were afraid.

      At the last moment, the men and almost-men of the Clan screamed. They smashed their axes and clubs into the heads of the Others. They swung the heavy axes, and they swung the clubs, and they crushed the heads and bodies of the Others. Some of the Others’ women and some of the Others’ children tried to run away. The almost-men of the Clan tripped them and stabbed elk antler knives into the necks and chests of the women and the children. They stabbed and stabbed, and there was much blood, and the smell of blood was very strong.

      Some of the Others’ dogs jumped on the men and almost-men of the Clan and bit them, but the smell of blood was very strong, and the dogs became confused.

      The battle was over before the sun made shadows. All of the Others were dead, every one of the Others except two babies who could not fight and could not run. Some of the Clan’s men and almost-men were cut by fingernails, dogs’ teeth, Others’ teeth, and sticks. Only Chog’s son, Fa, was badly hurt. A woman had thrust the sharp stone point of a lance through his right leg above the knee. The bone was broken and the muscles torn. Only the tendons held. There was much blood.

      The men and almost-men of the Clan washed the blood from their clothes and bodies in the river. They gathered all of the baskets of nuts but found very little fruit. They gathered all the tools: the knives, the axes, the spears, the bone needles, and the clubs. Tsing said, “Hurry, hurry.”

      Tsing picked up the largest baby and handed her to Rag. The baby would grow hungry and would cry. Tsing told Rag to run—run fast to the Grove. Run and give the baby to Mok. She would know what to do. “Hurry! Hurry! Run fast! Run as fast as you can. Run to the Grove and give the baby to Mok.”

      Tsing told the Clan’s men and almost-men that they needed to hurry, too. They did not need to run like Rag, but they must hurry. They must carry the nuts and the tools back to the Clan. Tsing said he would stay to help Fa, who was badly hurt.

      Tsing sat with Fa, his brother’s son. Tsing sat and thought and remembered. He remembered when he was a boy, and his uncle was leader of the Clan. He remembered when a man called Tag was hurt. He could not hunt. He could not gather food. Tsing’s uncle said the Clan would wait by the streams in the high country until Tag could walk, and hunt, and gather food.

      When the days chilled and the nights grew longer, there was not enough to eat because Tag could not hunt and could not gather food. The people of the Clan gave Tag some food, but they were all hungry. One night, Ree, an almost-man of the Clan, walked over to Tag’s hearth and took his meat. Tag’s woman screamed and jumped on Ree. She scratched his face and back and chest. She scratched deep and bit his arm. She bit deep, and blood spurted from Ree’s arm.

      Ree threw Tag’s woman off, and she fell into the fire. The fire burned. The fire burned her back and her butt and her leg. She was burned badly and very sick for some days. She smelled very bad, and she died. Tag died too.

      The Clan left the high country. As they walked, Ree’s scratches and bites became swollen and red. They bled, and in a few days, the ooze became pink and then yellow. The wounds smelled very bad. When Ree could walk no farther, he lay down, and in two days he died.

      As Tsing thought and remembered, he watched Fa and held the bleeding leg tight. The blood had almost stopped when Tsing released his tight grip. A lump choked Tsing’s throat. He could not speak, and he could not swallow. Water fell from Tsing’s eyes and rolled down his cheeks and dripped through the hair on his jaw. Tsing took Fa’s face in his hands and touched Fa’s forehead with his own. Then Tsing jerked Fa’s head all the way around to face backward. Tsing heard and felt the bones snap. Fa was dead.

      Now the dogs were eating the dead Others. Tsing did not want the dogs to eat Fa. He carried Fa’s body to the river and put him in the cool water. Tsing stood in the water and watched the river carry Fa’s body away.

      Tsing heard the whimpering cry of the tiny baby. She could not fight and could not run, but the men and almost-men of the Clan could not kill the tiny baby. Tsing did not want the dogs to eat her. He carried her to the river, too.

      Tsing looked around at the camp. Everyone was dead. Except for Tsing and the dogs, everyone was dead. The Grove was safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HIGHMAN

          

          (A SHORT STORY OF HISTORICAL FICTION)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Circa 10,200 years ago

      

      

      Mret was the Highman for the People of the valley, as was his father and his father before him.

      The People of the valley knew what to do and how. They knew how to plant and harvest. They knew how and where to hunt. They knew how to feed, milk, and tend the goats. They knew how to cut the goats’ hair for the best thread and how to slaughter and butcher the goats for their meat, leather, and bone.

      Though the People knew how and where to do these things, they would not until Mret read the signs of the sun, the moon, the earth, water, and fire. Because Mret was the Highman, only he could read these signs. After he read the signs, he would tell the People when to plant and when to harvest; when to hunt; and when to cut the hair or slaughter a goat. After Mret had read the signs, the People would do what he told them to do. For many seasons, the People had done as Mret had said, and as his father had said, and as his father’s father had said; and there had been plenty.

      There were times when the Tent-folk came. They came to take the crops at harvest time. They came to take the stores of food in the winter. They always wanted to take the goats, and sometimes they wanted to take the women. They always came to take.

      Mret knew how to fight. He was the strongest fighter among all the People and a better fighter than any of the Tent-folk. He knew how to make bows and how to make arrows that flew straight.

      Because Mret knew how to fight, and because he showed the People how to fight, the Tent-folk were wary of the People of the valley. Many Tent-folk were hurt, and some died the last time they came to take. The Tent-folk were afraid and had not come to take for many seasons, and the People of the valley felt safe.

      Mret understood that Bari knew when and how to cut the goats’ hair and that the women knew how to use the hair to make strong twine. Bari also knew which goats gave the best milk and which were best for meat.

      Mret understood that Ghar knew when and where and how to hunt the animals that helped feed the People.

      Mret understood that Ujit, Fare, and Bime knew what seeds to plant, and when to plant, and where to plant. They also knew when to water the plants and when to harvest.

      Mret understood that the People knew all these things. And Mret understood that the People of the valley worked together when he said, “Now is the time to do this thing or that thing.”

      Mret understood that the People followed his lead because he told them that he, like his father and his father before him, could speak with the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire. Mret understood that the People believed he could do these things, not because he actually could, but because he could fight; because he could shoot an arrow the farthest; and because his arrows found their mark.

      The People of the valley accepted Mret as their Highman, and there had always been plenty. But now there was not plenty, and the People did not understand.

      The skies had become dark and stayed grey for two of the hot seasons. It was not hot. Instead of summer rains, tiny white balls of ice fell from the sky. The plants were very late sprouting, and they froze before making grains, peas, and beans. There were some turnips and onions, but little else. The People found some trees with nuts, but none of the trees made fruit. There was not enough grass for the People’s goats or for the animals the People hunted for meat. All of the animals and all of the People were hungry, and the People were frightened, and they did not understand.
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      What Mret and the People of the valley did not know and could not have understood was that a massive volcanic eruption had occurred on the other side of the earth, in what is now known as central Mexico. The Nevado de Toluca eruption was a magnitude 6 on the Volcanic Explosivity Index. It spewed 14 cubic kilometers (3.4 cubic miles) of tephra (nongaseous solid matter) into the atmosphere. This colossal volcanic event thrust two mountain peaks skyward to over 4,270 meters (14,000 feet) above sea level. The volcano left a crater approximately one mile in diameter. Massive quantities of ash and cinders were pitched over twenty miles high (thirty-two kilometers). The solid matter floating in the Earth’s stratosphere reflected a significant amount of the sun’s heat into space, which in turn precipitated a volcanic winter event that likely lasted over two years. The eruption also spewed as much as 20 million tons of sulfur dioxide gas into the atmosphere, which formed a global layer of sulfuric acid haze that fell from the sky as acid rain.

      The combination of freezing temperatures throughout the spring and even into early summer, coupled with acidic rainfall, led to crop failures for many of humanity’s earliest farmers. It also resulted in poor production of the grasses and browse needed by domestic livestock and wild herbivore game animals. The Nevado de Toluca eruption and the subsequent “volcanic winters” may have rung the final death knell in the long extinction event that had spanned several millennia. These “bad years” without summer pushed many human populations to the brink of starvation and likely claimed the last of many terrestrial megafauna mammals.

      Mret and the People of the valley would soon learn that empty stomachs and peaceful lives are not contemporaries.
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      Bimeve was a woman. Bimeve’s father had fallen from a cliff when she was very young. He died, and the men carried him back to the valley, where he was laid in the ground. Two harvests later, Bimeve’s mother fell ill in the season of long nights. Blood came with her cough one night. She died, too. Bimeve was very young.

      Jek took care of Bimeve. She lived with and loved Jek, and they became friends. Jek was the sherues for the People. She knew which plants to boil for tea when a person had a sick stomach. She knew which plants to chew when a person’s head hurt. She knew which plants to put on a wound and how to pack a wound with spiderwebs to help it heal. Jek could make a tea for people when their throats were on fire. And she knew how to make a salve with plants, fat, and ashes that would keep bugs from biting. Jek knew all these things, and as Bimeve grew up, she watched and helped and learned.

      Bimeve had been living with Jek for nine harvests when Jek became weak. She could not help with the harvest. She could not help the People who were sick or hurt. One evening during the season when the days grew short and cool, Jek asked the People to come to her. She told them that now Bimeve was the sherues. Many of the People were not happy. Jek told them that Bimeve was a good sherues, and she would take care of the People who were sick and the People who were hurt. Jek also told the People that Bimeve would teach a new girl how to be the sherues because that's how it must be.

      Some days later, Jek died, and the People were sad. Bimeve mourned, though she knew that Jek had lived a long, long time. She had seen thirty-seven harvests.

      After Jek died, Bimeve took Mret as her man, and they were together. For many harvests, the People had plenty.

      But then the sky was grey. The days were long, but the sun was not hot, and the plants did not make grains, peas, and beans. The trees did not bear fruit, and the grasses did not grow. The People did not have plenty.

      The People were hungry, and they became weak and sick. Because Bimeve was the sherues, the People came to her when they felt sick. But they did not need Bimeve’s herbs, tea, or salves. They needed food. Bimeve could not help the People when they were sick with hunger. Bimeve was mad, and she was sad, and the sun was cold, and the plants did not grow.

      Gartar, Peme, Krijeus, Fare, Ujit, Bejell, and others began to whisper among themselves. They whispered that maybe Mret had lost his magic. Maybe Mret could not speak with the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire. And the People were hungry, and they were afraid.

      Mret asked for more milk for the People, but Bari said the goats had very little milk. Mret, Gartar, and Vegel hunted for more meat, but the animals were afraid and ran far ahead of the arrows. Mret, Gartar, and Vegel were too tired and too weak to chase. They returned to the village with two rabbits and a cat.

      That night, Fare and Ujit came to Mret and told him that the nuts, seeds, and dried fruit the People had stored were almost gone. There would be nothing to eat during the next season of long nights.

      Mret knew the People whispered that there was not plenty because he had lost his powers. Mret understood the ways of the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire. But he knew that he could never speak with them. No one could. They did not listen. Like Bimeve, Mret was mad, and he was sad, and he, too, was hungry and afraid.

      Late one afternoon, Krijeus came to Mret with a long spear. Krijeus made the best spears and the best knives with the best stone points. Krijeus demanded that Mret leave the village and leave the valley. He said, “You do not help the People. You can no longer talk to the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire. You have lost your magic. You cannot help the People. You must leave.”

      Mret growled and spat on Krijeus. Then, turning his back to the sun, Mret walked away, watching his shadow as he walked.

      Krijeus was hungry and angry. He ran at Mret and lunged with the long spear. Mret saw the shadow of Krijeus running at his own shadow. As quick as a cat, Mret spun to the left and swung his right arm above the spear directly into Krijeus’s throat. Krijeus dropped to the ground like a goat whose throat had been cut. Krijeus choked and coughed and could not draw in air.

      Mret spun on the People who had heard Krijeus’s words and seen his attack, and now saw Krijeus lying on the ground. Mret roared, “I am the Highman, like my father and his father before him! I am the Highman because I can read the signs of the sun and the moon and the clouds and the sky and the trees and the earth and water and fire. And I am the Highman because I can fight.”

      So there it was! The People glanced furtively at Mret. They glanced sideways at each other. But mostly they looked at Krijeus on the ground. For the first time, Mret did not say he could “speak” to the sun, moon, clouds, sky, trees, earth, water, and fire. Mret only said he could “read the signs.” More ominously, Mret had reminded the People with his words and deeds that he was Highman because he could “fight.”

      Some of the People already believed what Mret said was true, but they had not known that Mret believed this was true. Now it lay naked, in the open, just as Krijeus lay on the ground. Mret might or might not be able to speak to the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire. He might or might not even be able to read their signs. But he was the Highman because he could surely fight.

      Bimeve broke the spell when she stepped forward and squatted beside Krijeus. She opened his mouth and looked down his throat. Krijeus was still choking and gasping. She put her lips on his and blew in the breath of life. His chest rose and fell slowly. She massaged the sides of his throat with gentle fingers and firm strokes. Bimeve spoke to the woman who was with Krijeus and to that woman’s brothers. “Take Krijeus to his room. Lay him flat on his back on soft hides with much fur. Give him small sips of water from your hand. Do not give him much water. I will come to your hearth as the sun sets.”

      Bimeve rose and looked into Mret’s eyes. Mret studied Bimeve’s face and her bearing. He saw no hint of anger or reproach and knew she understood.

      At sunset, Bimeve went to the hearth of Krijeus and looked at his throat. His pipe was open, and he could breathe. His neck had a dark blue bruise. Bimeve put leeches on the skin. Soon, the color was not so dark, and his neck was not so sore.

      That night, the People went to their beds hungry and still afraid.
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      When the sun was low in the sky, the Tent-folk arrived at Willow Tree Water, two canyons and three ridges west of the valley. The Tent-folk were also hungry and afraid. It was their great misfortune that they were more hungry than afraid.

      Mret’s night was long, and sleep came in fits and starts. Each time Mret woke, he was thinking about the same thing. Or had it been a dream? He knew that if Krijeus spoke his doubts, then the others were thinking the same, or they were thinking nearly the same. The People had their doubts that Mret, the Highman of the People, could lead them through this time of darkness—this time of need—this time of hunger and fear. But even through this troubled night, Mret knew he was the Highman, and he must be the Highman, like his father and his father before him. Mret knew he must be the Highman because that was how it must be.

      Still, Mret was sad and confused and anxious. He was tired of waking many times during the night. He was tired of thinking the same thoughts at each rousing. Mret rose from his bedding with the first spray of grey light in the east. He wrapped the bear’s cloak of brown fur around him and walked. Mret walked about the gardens that had a few turnips, a few onions, and almost no grains at all. He had many thoughts as he walked about the gardens that grew so little food.

      Mret thought the People must have more food, or many would die in the season of long nights. He thought that if he, the Highman, could not lead them to food, many of the People would follow Krijeus, because the People were hungry and afraid. If many of the People followed Krijeus, then Mret would have to fight and hurt many, because he alone was the Highman. Mret thought that he must find something else to occupy the minds and the hands of the People. He thought the People must have a focus for their hunger and their fear. Most importantly, Mret thought he must find more for the People to eat.

      While walking in the gardens, Mret learned that the Tent-folk were camping at Willow Tree Water, two canyons and three ridges west of the valley. He knew this because he could read the signs of the clouds and the sky. The smoke of burning willow wafted along the air’s breezes, and he knew Willow Tree Water was the only willow near the valley of the People. Because he could smell the smoke of the burning willow, he knew the Tent-folk were camped there.

      When Mret returned to the village, the People had risen from their beds of furs. They were about the business of the day. They built fires from the banked coals and fetched water from the stream and milked the goats, though the goats’ udders offered little.

      The sky was somewhat brighter now, and the sun was somewhat warmer, but it was too late in the growing season for the plants to make beans, peas, and grain. It was too late even for the grasses. The days were already growing shorter and the nights longer, and it would be a difficult, cold time of five round moons. The People did not have enough to eat, the goats did not have enough to eat, and even the deer and sheep of the mountains did not have enough to eat.

      Mret dismissed the idea of leading a hunting party. Even though a hunt would occupy the minds and the hands of the People, Mret feared that they would not kill a deer or a sheep. He knew that a hunt without meat would not feed empty bellies but would feed the doubts and the fears of the People.

      Many among the People watched as Mret walked to the meat-drying rack, which was not far from the center fire. Only the scant remains of one goat hung on the rack. The hunters had killed two rabbits and a cat, but they were eaten and not dried. Mret waved the flies away and took two large pieces of meat from the drying rack. He put the meat in his leather bag, picked up a waterskin, and began to walk. Mret could hear the frightened and angry murmurs of the People as he walked away on the path toward Willow Tree Water.

      Mret walked for more than half of one day. He walked across a ridge and a canyon and another ridge and another canyon and finally to the top of the third ridge. Standing on the highest boulders that formed the backbone of the ridge, Mret could see the Tent-folk camp. The children were not playing. They were sitting listlessly in the shade of the willow trees. Mret could see that two of the very young children had swollen bellies, and they lay on the ground under the willows.

      Mret could see that some of the adults were trying to spear fish in Willow Tree Water, but he could not see if they had any success. As Mret climbed down from the boulders, he rolled a rock off the ridge’s chine. Then he rolled a second rock, then a third, and finally he heard the dogs of the Tent-folk baying at the ridge.

      Mret walked to a clearing in the trees, sat on a large log, and waited. The sun had now passed the high sky and was sinking toward the west edge of the world. Mret waited and watched the moon rise above the world’s eastern edge. It was not yet the round moon. It was the ninth-night cut-moon.

      As Mret waited, he heard the Tent-folk coming up the ridge to see why the dogs had howled. When Mret was sure a man or two or three of the Tent-folk were hiding in the bushes and the trees, he took one of the dried meat slabs from his leather bag. He ate the large piece of meat with much relish as the Tent-folk men watched. Mret did not show that he was afraid. He did not show that he knew the Tent-folk were camped at Willow Tree Water. He did not show that he knew men of the Tent-folk were watching from the bushes. When Mret finished eating the large piece of dried meat, he sat for only a moment before taking the second piece of meat from his leather bag. He ate it and drank water from his waterskin.

      Mret had been very hungry, but now he was full. The dried salty mutton and water tasted good, and Mret’s stomach was full for the first time in a long while. He rose from the log and began to walk on the path toward the valley of the People. As Mret walked, he drank water from the waterskin. He heard the sounds and smelled the air and knew that one or two or three of the Tent-folk followed him. The sun set, and it was darker, but not too dark to walk because the cut-moon was now high in the sky.

      Mret returned to the village of the People in the valley, and he saw that there was no meat at all on the drying racks. Mret climbed into his bed of furs. Bimeve was in the bed, and she held Mret. He was very tired, and they slept.

      The next day, Mret did not tell the People that he had seen the camp of the Tent-folk. And he did not tell the People that one or two or three of the Tent-folk had watched him eat meat and had followed him back to the village in the valley where the People lived.

      That evening, as the sun set and the tenth-night cut-moon rose above the east edge of the world, Mret tied the milk goats with long cords of leather braid to a tree stump near the center fire. The other goats bedded in the lean-to near the water hole where they always slept. Bari, the goatherd, asked Mret why he tied the milk goats to the stump near the center fire. Mret shrugged and said, “Because I am the Highman, I can read the signs of the sun and the moon, the clouds and the sky, the trees and the earth, water and fire.” Bari only nodded and noted that for the second time, Mret did not say he could speak to the sun, moon, clouds, sky, trees, earth, water, and fire.

      That night, Mret lay down in the bed of furs, and Bimeve lay on top of him, and she loved him. Bimeve did not ask why he tied the milk goats to the stump by the center fire, and Mret did not sleep. When the tenth-night cut-moon was at the high sky, Mret left the bed of furs and sat on a log near the milk goats and the center fire. There were only warm coals and no flames in the hearth. Mret sat very quietly. He listened and watched. Wrapped in a bear’s cloak of brown fur, he was warm.

      As the first arrows of blue-green light streaked the sky at the east edge of the world, Mret heard and then saw Tent-folk sneaking toward the lean-to where the goats slept. The Tent-folk were very quiet, and the dogs of the People did not stir and did not howl. Mret hid and watched as men of the Tent-folk cut the throat of one of the goats. The goats awoke and bolted to their feet. The men of the Tent-folk slit the throat of another goat and then another. The other goats bleated and ran in circles. The dogs were startled and howled wildly. They ran toward the lean-to, and Mret shouted at the Tent-folk.

      The men of the People jumped from their beds, and the women grabbed the children. The men charged out of their shelters, raised their weapons, and yowled as they ran toward the goats’ lean-to.

      The Tent-folk fled, running as fast as they could with the dead goats thrown across their shoulders. The men of the People gave chase, but they still had sleep in their eyes, their muscles were tight, their bones were sore, and they were hungry and weak and could not run fast and could not run far. The men of the Tent-folk were also hungry and weak, and they ran as fast as they could, but soon they dropped one of the dead goats.

      When Mret, Krijeus, Bari, and several more men and young men of the People found the dead goat lying on the path to Willow Tree Water, Mret said, “We must take this goat and return to the women and the children. We must be sure the women and children are safe.”

      Mret knew the men and young men were very hungry. He said, “We will cook half the meat and dry the rest.” When they returned to the village, the People cooked and ate half the goat. Then they cooked and ate the other half. They ate everything. They ate the head and the heart, the liver and the brain, the kidneys and the lungs, and all of the meat on the bones. For the first time in a long, long time, on the eleventh night of the cut-moon when the days grew short, the People did not sleep with hunger.

      The next morning, as the People stirred, both Mret and Bimeve could read the guilt in the eyes and faces and bearing of the men and women. The day before, the People had eaten too much food, and the children would become very hungry and very sick in the long nights that lay ahead.

      There was very little talking as women began making twine with the goats’ hair. Other women chewed on the hide and urinated on it to make the leather soft. The children played and laughed. Mret sat by himself on a log near the center fire. The men huddled together nearby, watching him. They were hoping their Highman was thinking of what the People should do, but they did not ask.

      Mret was not thinking of what the People should do. He had already decided what the People must do. Before he walked to the ridge above Willow Tree Water, where the Tent-folk camped, Mret had decided what the People must do. Now, as he sat on the log by the center fire, he only thought about what to say to the People.

      That evening, as the sun fell below the west edge of the world, Mret gathered all of the People at the center fire, and he spoke. “The Tent-folk come to our valley to take. Two nights past, the Tent-folk took our meat. The next time they come, they will try to take our meat and our seeds and our dried fruit and nuts.” The mumbled assent of the People was tinged with grief and guilt rather than anger and bravado. Mret went on. “The Tent-folk come to our valley to take. Next time they will try to take our knives and our spears and our bows and our arrows.” Now the men of the People became a bit more agitated. Mret went on. “Then, with our knives and our spears and our bows and our arrows, the Tent-folk will be bold when they come to take. They will take the dogs and the goats, the women and the children.”

      At once, several voices raised their objections. “No!” There was no mumbling now. If any of the People wondered why the Tent-folk would want more hungry mouths to feed, none asked. Instead, the People spoke, many at once.

      “They must not take the children and the women.”

      “We cannot let them take the dogs and the goats. No!”

      “We must stop them from coming to the valley to take.”

      “They must not have our knives and our spears and our bows and arrows.”

      “No, they must not!”

      “What shall we do?”

      “What shall we do?”

      And the people turned to Mret. “What shall we do?”

      Mret waited, and before he could answer, Krijeus spoke. “The Tent-folk ran toward Willow Tree Water. That is where they camp. We must go to Willow Tree Water, and there we will fight the Tent-folk.”

      Again, the People spoke at once. Many agreed with Krijeus and were very vocal. Others had their doubts and were not so vocal. A few did not think it was wise to go to Willow Tree Water to fight the Tent-folk, and those few said so.

      There was arguing, and many of the People spoke at once. Bimeve watched carefully as the People argued. She leaned toward Mret and whispered in his ear which of the People had doubts.

      Mret raised his arms into the air. Mret’s hands were large, larger than the hands of any of the People except for Gartar. Mret turned the palms of his large hands toward the People who sat clustered around the center fire. He waved them from left to right and right to left. After a moment of hand waving, the People quieted and looked to Mret, for he was the Highman. With a quiet voice and an even cadence, Mret spoke, and the People listened. “We will not go to fight the Tent-folk at Willow Tree Water. They will not be there. But if they do stay there, it will be a trap, and they will kill many of the People. Do you remember when the Tent-folk killed Bejell’s sister, Fare’s brother, and Ujit’s brother, my nephew? Do you remember that Bejell’s sister, Fare’s brother, and Ujit’s brother were searching for melon near the foxhole-water? Do you doubt that the Tent-folk knew that each year the People searched for melon near foxhole-water? Do you doubt that the Tent-folk saw them coming? Ghitar, you saw the tracks. The Tent-folk hid in the rocks above foxhole-water.”

      Suddenly, Mret’s voice boomed loudly, “It was a trap! The Tent-folk killed Bejell’s sister, Fare’s brother, and Ujit’s brother, my nephew. The Tent-folk took the tools and the knives and the leather bags and the clothes. The Tent-folk come only to take from the People.”

      Now there was much agitation among the People clustered around the center fire. Many spoke at once.

      “It was a trap.”

      “They killed.”

      “They come to the valley to take.”

      “I remember Ujit’s brother.”

      “Ghitar, you saw the tracks.”

      “They will try to trap us and kill us at Willow Tree Water.”

      “Yes, just as they did at Foxhole Water.”

      “Bejell’s sister was only searching for melon; she did not want to fight.”

      “The Tent-folk took their leather bags and their clothes.”

      Mret raised his arms and waved his large hands again. “Since the sky became dark, there has been no hot time. The grass grows little, and the animals are hungry and thin. The animals are hard to hunt, and the Tent-folk are also hungry. Many harvests have passed since the Tent-folk last came to the valley to take from the People. That was then. Now the Tent-folk are hungry. They have already come to the valley to fight the People and take our goats.”

      If any among the People noted that there had been no fighting, rather the Tent-folk had only grabbed the goats and run, this was not mentioned.

      Mret continued with an impassioned voice, “Now the Tent-folk are hungry. Will they come again to the valley? Will they come to fight and take? Will they take our goats? Will they take our dogs? Will they even take the women and the children? The Tent-folk are hungry! Will they even eat the flesh of the People?”

      When that question was posed, the collective gasp of the People roused the dogs that lay sleeping well away from the center fire. Alerted, the dominant she-dog jumped to her feet and barked. All of the dogs rose and began barking in the direction of the People, who sat clustered around the center fire. Then the dogs lowered their heads and muzzled their way in among the People. The dogs plopped on the ground at the feet of their People friends. Some of the dogs moaned, then yawned. Others whined a bit and rubbed their heads against the legs of the People who sat clustered around the center fire.

      The voice of Krijeus could be heard above the others. “Mret is right. The Tent-folk will try to trap us at Willow Tree Water. Then, after they have killed many men of the People, they will raid the valley. They will take the goats and the women and the children. They will take the tools and the weapons.”

      A barely detectable smirk flashed across Mret’s face, quickly replaced with a studied expression of concern and deep contemplation. The People’s grumbles rose as an expression of their anxiety. Mret theatrically bowed his forehead into his hand and rubbed his temples with the fingers and thumb of his right hand. He waited. The clamor of the People began to die down. Bimeve, who sat on Mret’s left, gave him an almost imperceptible nudge.

      Mret looked up to see most of the faces of the People looking at him. Again, he spoke. “We must not let the Tent-folk come to take from the People. We must not let the Tent-folk ever come to the valley again. I will go now and speak with the night’s sky and the trees and the earth and the fire.” Mret turned and, with a quiet and humble affectation, walked away from the center fire. He pulled the bear’s cloak of brown fur tight around his shoulders as he faded into the night’s darkness beyond the goats’ lean-to. One of the dogs that lived with the People rose from where he lay beside the center fire and trotted after his friend.

      The night was not cold, but cool. Mret and his dog friend curled up together on a pile of grass and leaves under the bear’s cloak of brown fur. The warmth of the dog felt good to Mret, and Mret’s warmth felt good to the dog, who quickly fell asleep. For a long time, Mret did not sleep. He watched the stars and the moon as they slid across the sky, and he had many thoughts.

      He thought of how a night of worry and doubt would fill the People with fear. He thought of how that fear would diminish their doubts. Mret understood that his plan could succeed only when the People embraced their fears. Their fears would make the People strong and brave and confident and vicious. Mret drifted into a fitful sleep, imagining his dramatic return to the People of the valley early the next morning.
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      Mret stepped on sticks as he approached. The sticks cracked under his feet. The dogs jumped up and began barking. The People had just risen from their beds and now looked to the west, where the dogs were yelping and posturing defensively.

      Mret timed his appearance from the trees to coincide with the sun’s rise above the east edge of the world. The sun shone on Mret’s face, and his red hair and his red beard shone in the sun’s early morning light. The People watched their Highman’s approach and waited for him to speak.

      “I have spoken to the sky and the trees and the earth and the fire.” Mret gestured at his dog companion. “Last night, as we slept, the Earth Mother and Man of Fires came to us. The Earth Mother told us that the Tent-folk must be removed from her face. The Tent-folk must be removed for all time; only then will the People and our valley be safe. Earth Mother told us only when all the Tent-folk are gone will the Ghosts of the Sky clear the darkness and allow the light of Father Sun to warm her face again.”

      The People murmured their awe. Bimeve watched the People closely. She read the People’s eyes and faces and bearing, and she detected no doubters.

      Mret continued, “And then Man of Fires came to us,” again gesturing toward the dog with his large hand. “Man of Fires spoke for a long time. He told us of new weapons and new ways to fight. He told us how to fight and where to fight and when to fight the Tent-folk. He told us the Earth Mother must have the Tent-folk removed from her face, and he taught us how this can be done.”

      The People, no longer murmuring, spoke out loud.

      “Man of Fires taught us a new way to fight.”

      “Earth Mother came to Mret.”

      “She must have the Tent-folk removed from her face.”

      “The Ghosts of the Sky will sweep away the dark.”

      “The sun will warm the earth again.”

      “The People must remove the Tent-folk. Then we will be safe.”

      “There will be enough to eat. Again, there will be plenty.”

      “And then the People will be happy.”

      Mret spoke again, and the People quieted and listened. “Earth Mother has told us what we must do. Man of Fires has taught me how to do what must be done. I know what to do. I know how this must be done. And I will teach the People what to do and how to do, just as Earth Mother and Man of Fires have taught me.”

      The People nodded and cheered and slapped each other on the backs, and they were excited. The People knew what must be done. And the People would learn from their Highman how it must be done. The People had no doubts. They were strong and brave and confident, and soon they would be vicious.

      Mret was secure in the belief that the People had a new focus for their hunger and their fear; that war would occupy the minds and the hands of the People; that he, Mret, was the Highman, like his father and his father before him.

      That very day, Mret put Vegel in charge of making arrows. All of the women and some of the children helped Vegel make many arrows. Mret explained to Vegel that the children could help because the arrows did not need stone points, and they did not need perfect feathers. The arrows did not need to be perfect. They would not need to fly as straight as arrows used for hunting.

      That very day, Mret put Peme in charge of gathering chunks of resin from the nut pine trees. Fare and Bejell helped Peme gather many baskets of dried resin from the nut pine trees. Bari and Gartar cut many strips of leather, and Krijeus wrapped the strips of leather around the top of the shaft of every new arrow. The next day, Bimeve, Ujit, and several of the women heated and melted the resin of the nut pine trees at the center fire. Vegel and Krijeus dipped the leather tips of each arrow in the melted resin and carefully laid the arrows in the shade. The resin dried hard and smooth on the leather-bound tips of the new arrows.

      Mret led the men of the People to the ridge above the valley and taught them the new way to fight. The men of the People were awed by the new way to fight, and they were awed by the word of Man of Fires spoken by Mret. The men of the People had a renewed respect for Mret, their Highman, and they also shared a vague new sense of fear.

      That evening, as the sun settled below the west edge of the world, the People gathered at the center fire. They did not have enough to eat, and Mret ordered the opening of the stores of nuts. The People were saving the nuts for the season of long nights, but they were very hungry, and they ate the nuts.

      As the People ate the nuts, Mret spoke of war. “Man of Fires has told me the Tent-folk have left Willow Tree Water.” Mret knew the Tent-folk were gone, as he no longer smelled the smoke of willow wood wafting on the breezes. “They are now moving to Pools of Warm Water, where they will rest for three nights and two days. Then the Tent-folk will climb the Flattop Mountain and walk across the pine flats for two days and two nights. They will come down from Flattop Mountain on the trail to Grapevine Camp. They will be at Grapevine Camp when the seventh sun nears the west edge of the world.”
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