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SEFT TRUDGED ACROSS the Great Plain, carrying on his back a wickerwork basket containing flints to be traded. He was with his father and two older brothers. He hated all three of them.


The plain stretched as far as he could see on all sides. The summer-green grass was dotted with yellow buttercups and red clover that merged, in the distance, into a haze of orange and green. Great herds of cattle and sheep, many more than he could count, grazed contentedly. There was no path, but they knew the way, and they could make the journey with time to spare in a long summer day.


The sun was hot on Seft’s head. The plain was mostly flat but there were gentle ups and downs that were not so gentle when you were carrying a heavy load. His father, Cog, maintained the same walking pace regardless of the terrain. ‘The sooner we get there, the sooner we can rest,’ he would say – a stupidly obvious statement that irritated Seft. Flint was the hardest of all stones, and Seft’s father had a heart like flint. Grey-haired and grey-faced, he was not big but he was very strong, and when his sons displeased him he punished them with fists like stones.


Everything that had a cutting edge was made of flint, from axes to arrowheads to knives. Everybody needed flints, and they could always be traded for anything else you wanted, food or clothing or livestock. Some people stored them up, knowing they would always be valuable and never deteriorate.


Seft was looking forward to seeing Neen. He had thought about her every day since the Spring Rite. They had met on his last evening, and had sat talking into the night. She had been so warm and friendly that he felt sure she liked him. As he toiled in the pit during the weeks that followed he often pictured her face. In his daydream she was always smiling and leaning forward to say something to him, something nice. She looked lovely when she smiled.


When they parted she had kissed him goodbye.


He had not met many girls, working all day in a hole in the ground, but those he had met had never affected him in this way.


His brothers had seen him with Neen and had guessed that he had fallen for her. Today as they walked they mocked him with vulgar comments. Olf, who was big and stupid, said: ‘Are you going to stick your thing in her this time, Seft?’ and Cam, who always followed Olf’s lead, made thrusting movements with his hips, which made them both laugh, sounding like a pair of crows in a tree. They thought they were witty. They carried on in the same vein for a while, but they soon ran out of jibes. They were not imaginative.


They carried their baskets in their arms, on their shoulders, or on their heads, but Seft had devised a way of strapping his to his back with strips of leather. It was awkward to put on and take off, but once it was fixed it was comfortable. They had made fun of it, and called him a weakling, but he was used to that sort of thing. He was the baby of the family, and the cleverest, and they resented him for being smart. Their father never intervened; he even seemed to enjoy seeing his sons quarrel and fight. When Seft was bullied, Cog told him to toughen up.


As they progressed Seft began to feel the weight of his basket, despite his contraption. Looking at the others, he thought they were not as weary as he was. That was strange, because he was just as strong as they were. But he found himself dripping with sweat.


It was noon, judging by the sun, when Cog announced a rest, and they stopped under an elm tree and put down their baskets. They drank thirstily from the flasks they carried, stoppered pots in a leather sling. The Great Plain was bounded by rivers to the north, east and south, but across the plain there were few streams or ponds, many of which dried up in summer; wise travellers carried their water.


Cog gave out slices of cold pork and they all ate. Then Seft lay on his back and looked up at the leafy branches of the tree, enjoying the stillness.


All too soon Cog announced that they must move on. Seft turned to pick up his basket, and hesitated, staring at it. Flints from underground seams were deep, shiny black, with a soft white crust. When they were hit with a stone, flakes broke off, and that way they could be shaped. The flints in Seft’s basket had been part-finished by his father, bashed into roughly the right shape to become knives or axe heads or scrapers or piercers or other tools. In this form they were a little lighter to carry. They were also worth more to an expert flint-knapper, who would knock them into their final form.


There seemed to be more of them in Seft’s basket than there had been when he set out this morning. Was that his imagination? No, he was sure. He looked at his brothers.


Olf was grinning and Cam was sniggering.


Seft realized what had happened. While they were walking, the others had taken flints from their own baskets and surreptitiously added them to his. He recalled, now, that they had come up behind him to make coarse jokes about his romance. That had distracted him from what they were really up to.


No wonder the morning hike had tired him.


He pointed at them. ‘You two …’ he said angrily.


They fell about laughing. Cog laughed, too: he had clearly been in on the prank.


‘Wretched pigs,’ Seft said bitterly.


Cam said: ‘It was just a joke!’


‘Very funny.’ Seft turned to his father. ‘Why didn’t you stop them?’


‘Don’t complain,’ his father said. ‘Toughen up.’


Olf said: ‘You have to carry them the rest of the way, now, because you fell for the trick.’


‘Is that what you think?’ Seft knelt down and tipped flints out of his basket onto the ground until he again had roughly his original load.


Olf said: ‘I’m not picking those up.’


Cam said: ‘Me neither.’


Seft lifted his basket, lighter now, and shrugged into it. Then he walked off.


He heard Olf say: ‘You come back here.’


Seft ignored him.


‘Right, I’m coming after you.’


Seft turned around, walking backwards. Olf was marching towards him.


A year ago Seft would have given in and done what Olf said. But since then he had grown bigger and stronger. He was still scared of Olf, but now he would not yield to his fear. He reached back over his shoulder and took a flint out of his basket. ‘Do you want another stone to carry?’ he said.


Olf gave an angry roar and broke into a run.


Seft hurled the flint. He had the powerful arms of a young man who spends all day digging, and he threw hard.


The stone hit Olf’s leg above the knee. He howled with pain, limped on another two paces, and fell to the ground.


Seft said: ‘The next one gets your head, you dumb bullock.’ He turned to his father and said: ‘Tough enough for you?’


‘No more of this nonsense,’ Cog said. ‘Olf and Cam, lift your loads and get moving.’


Cam said: ‘What about the stones Seft has left on the ground?’


‘Pick them up, you stupid fool.’


Olf staggered to his feet. Clearly there was no serious damage, except to his pride. He and Cam collected the flints and put them in their baskets. Then they followed Seft and Cog. Olf was limping.


Cam caught up with Seft. ‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ he said.


‘It was just a joke,’ Seft said.


Cam fell back.


Seft walked on. His heart was beating fast: he had been frightened. But he had come out of it all right – for now.


In the days since the Spring Rite he had made up his mind to leave his family at the first opportunity. But he had not yet figured out how he would make a living alone. Mining was always a team effort, never a solo job. He had to plan his future. It would be too humiliating to have to go back to the family, dispirited and starving, and beg to be allowed to resume his old role.


All he knew for sure was that he wanted Neen to be part of his plan.
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A high earth bank surrounded the Monument. The entrance was a gap in the circle that faced north-east. Some distance away was the cluster of houses belonging to the priestesses. No one went inside the Monument today. The Midsummer Rite would be held tomorrow.


People came to the Monument for the quarterly ceremonies, but the gathering of so many people from near and far was an opportunity, and they often brought with them things to trade. Some were now setting out their wares. They knew not to go inside the sacred circle. They favoured the area near the entrance, and stayed clear of the priestesses’ houses.


There was a rumble of chatter and a sense of excitement in the air as Seft and his family drew closer. People were arriving from all directions. One group met every year at a hilltop village four days’ walk away to the north-east, then followed a well-worn trail, said to be an ancient road, new marchers joining them as they went from village to village, until they arrived, a long column of people and livestock, at the Monument.


Cog stopped next to a couple called Ev and Fee, who made rope out of honeysuckle vines. The miners emptied their baskets, and Cog started to build a pile of the flints.


Cog was interrupted in his work by another miner, Wun, a small man with yellow eyes. Seft had met him before, several times. He was a gregarious type, everybody’s friend, and he loved to chat, especially to other miners. He always knew what was going on. Seft thought he was nosy.


Wun shook hands with Cog, using the informal left-to-right handshake. Right-to-right was formal, indicating respect more than friendship. The affectionate handshake was right-to-left and left-to-right at the same time.


Cog was as taciturn as ever, but Wun seemed not to notice. ‘All four of you here, I see,’ he said. ‘No one guarding your pit?’


Cog looked suspiciously at him. ‘Anyone who tries to take it over will get his head broken.’


‘Good for you,’ said Wun, pretending to endorse Cog’s belligerence. All the while he was taking a good look at the pile of part-finished flints, assessing their quality. ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘there’s a trader here with a huge collection of antlers. Marvellous.’


The antlers of the red deer, almost as hard as stone and with pointed ends, were among the most important of the miners’ tools, being used as picks. Olf said to Cam: ‘We should see that.’


They were all looking at Wun, and no one was taking any notice of Seft. Seeing his opportunity, he quietly slipped away, quickly disappearing into the crowd.


There was a straight path from the Monument to the nearby village of Riverbend. Livestock grazed either side of the beaten track. Seft did not like cows. When they looked at him he did not know what they were thinking.


Apart from that, he envied the herder folk. All they did was sit around and watch their herds. They did not have to hammer at a flint seam all day, breaking up the hard stone and carrying it up a climbing pole to the surface. Cattle, sheep and pigs reproduced themselves with little help, and the herders got richer all the time.


When he got to Riverbend he stared at the houses, which all looked the same. Each had a low wall of wattle-and-daub – thin branches interwoven and daubed with mud – plus a roof of turves laid over rafters. The doorway was two posts with a lintel lashed to them. In summer everyone cooked outside, but in winter there was a permanent fire in the central hearth. Meat was hung under the rafters to be smoked. Right now a wicker gate half the height of the doorway let in fresh air but kept out stray dogs and all the little creatures that crept about at night looking for food. In winter the doorway could be completely closed with a more substantial hurdle made to fit exactly.


There were a lot of pigs wandering around the village and the surrounding land, searching with their snouts for anything edible.


About half the houses were empty. They were for visitors, who came four times a year. The herder folk took care of their visitors, who brought great wealth by coming to trade.


Rites were held at the autumn equinox, called the halfway; at midwinter; and at the Spring Halfway; and, as now, at midsummer, which was tomorrow. A key function of the priestesses was to keep track of the days of the year, so that they could announce that, for example, the Autumn Halfway would be in six days’ time.


Seft stopped a herder woman and asked the way to Neen’s house. Most people knew her, because her mother was an important person, an elder, and he got directions and soon found the place. It was clean, tidy and empty. Four people live here, he thought, and they’re all away from home! But no doubt they had a lot of work in connection with the Rite.


Impatient, he began to search for Neen. He wandered around the houses, scanning for her smiling round face and her lush dark hair. Many visitors had already moved into the spare houses, he noticed; single people and families with children, a few showing the wide-eyed curiosity of visitors to an unfamiliar place.


He wondered anxiously how Neen would welcome him. It was a quarter of a year since they had spent that night talking together. She had been warm to him then, but she might have cooled off. She was so attractive and likeable that there must be plenty of other men interested in her. There’s nothing special about me, he thought. And he was a couple of years younger than Neen. She had not seemed to mind that, but he felt that she was awfully refined.


He came to the riverside, which was always busy, people fetching fresh water from upstream and washing themselves and their clothes downstream. He did not see Neen, but he was relieved to come across her sister, whom he had met at the last Spring Rite. She was a confident girl with a lot of curly hair and a determined chin. He thought she was about thirteen. She would be fourteen tomorrow. The people of the Great Plain reckoned age in midsummers, so everyone would be a year older on Midsummer Day.


What was her name? It came back to him: Joia.


She and two friends seemed to be washing shoes in the river. Their shoes were like everyone else’s, flat pieces of hide cut to shape and pierced with holes for drawstrings, which were made of the sinews of cows, and were pulled tight to make the shoes fit closely.


He went up to her and said: ‘Remember me? I’m Seft.’


‘Of course I remember.’ She greeted him formally. ‘May the Sun God smile on you.’


‘And on you. Why are you washing your shoes?’


She chuckled. ‘Because we don’t want to have smelly feet.’


Seft had never thought of that. He never washed his shoes. What if Neen smelt his feet? He was embarrassed already. He resolved to wash his shoes at the earliest opportunity.


Joia’s two friends were whispering and giggling, as girls sometimes did, unaccountably. Joia looked at them, sighed with irritation, and said loudly: ‘I expect you’re looking for my sister, Neen.’


‘Of course.’


The two friends had expressions that said: So that’s it.


Seft went on: ‘Your house is empty. Do you know where Neen is?’


‘She’s helping with the feast. Shall I show you the way?’


That was kind of her, he thought, to offer to leave her friends and help him. ‘Yes, please.’


Carrying her wet shoes, she said a cheery goodbye to her friends. ‘The feast is prepared by Chack and Melly and all their kin, sons and daughters and cousins and I don’t know what else,’ she said chattily. ‘It’s a big family, which is a good thing, because it’s a big feast. There’s an open space in the middle of the village and that’s where they do it.’


As they walked side by side it occurred to Seft that Joia might be able to tell him how Neen felt about him. He said: ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Of course.’


He stopped, and she did the same. He spoke in a lowered voice. ‘Tell me honestly, does Neen like me, do you think?’


Joia had lovely hazel eyes that now looked at him candidly. ‘I believe she does, though I couldn’t say how much.’


That was an unsatisfactory answer. ‘Well, does she talk about me, ever?’


Joia nodded thoughtfully. ‘Oh, I think she has mentioned you, more than once.’


She was being careful not to give things away, Seft thought with frustration. All the same, he pressed on. ‘I really want to know her better. I think she’s … I don’t know how to describe her. Adorable.’


‘You should say these things to her, not me.’ Joia smiled to soften the reprimand.


He kept trying. ‘But will she be glad to hear them?’


‘I think she’ll be glad to see you, but I can’t say more than that. She will speak for herself.’


Seft was two midsummers older than Joia, but he could not persuade her to confide in him. She was a strong character, he realized. He said helplessly: ‘I just don’t know if Neen feels the way I do.’


‘Ask her, and you’ll find out,’ Joia said, and Seft heard a touch of impatience in her tone. ‘What have you got to lose?’


‘One more question,’ he said. ‘Is there someone else she likes?’


‘Well …’


‘So there is.’


‘He likes her, for sure. Whether she likes him, I couldn’t say.’ Joia sniffed the air. ‘Smell that.’


‘Roasting meat.’ His mouth watered.


‘Follow your nose and you’ll find Neen.’


‘Thank you for your kind advice.’


‘Good luck.’ She turned and headed back.


He walked on. The two sisters were different, he reflected. Joia was brisk and bossy; Neen was wise and kind. Both were attractive, but the one he loved was Neen.


The smell of meat grew stronger and he came to the open space where several oxen were being roasted on spits. The feast would not be held until tomorrow evening, but he guessed it took a long time to cook something so big. No doubt the smaller beasts, the sheep and pigs, would be roasted tomorrow.


Twenty or so men, women and children were milling about, tending the fires and turning the spits. After a moment Seft spotted Neen, sitting cross-legged on the ground, head bent, intent on some task.


She looked different from his memory of her, but even lovelier. She was tanned by the summer sun and her dark hair now had lighter streaks. She frowned over her work, and her frown was impossibly charming.


She was using a flint scraper to clean the inside of a hide, doubtless the skin of one of the beasts now being cooked. Seft recalled that her mother was a leather tanner. The force of her concentration fascinated him and moved him almost to tears.


All the same, he was going to interrupt her.


He crossed the open space, his tension mounting with each step. Why am I worried? he asked himself. I should be happy. And I am happy. But also terrified.


He stopped in front of her, smiling. It took a few moments for her to tear her gaze away from the hide. Then she raised her head and saw him, and over her face there spread a smile so lovely that his heart seemed to stop.


After a moment, she said: ‘It’s you.’


‘Yes,’ he said happily. ‘Me.’


She put down the scraper and the hide then stood up. ‘I’ll finish this later,’ she said. Taking Seft’s arm, and kicking a pig out of the way, she said: ‘Let’s go somewhere quieter.’


They walked west, away from the river. The ground sloped up, as it usually did near rivers. He wanted to talk to her, but he did not know how to begin. After some thought he said: ‘I’m very glad to see you again.’


She smiled. ‘I feel the same.’


That was a good start, he thought.


They came to a strange edifice, concentric rings of tree trunks. It was obviously a holy place. They walked around the circle. ‘People come here just to be quiet and reflect,’ Neen said. ‘Or to talk, like us. And the elders meet here.’


‘I remember you said your mother was an elder.’


‘Yes. She’s really good with disputes. She gets people calmed down and thinking logically.’


‘My mother was like that. She could get my father to be reasonable, sometimes.’


‘You told me she passed away when you were ten midsummers old.’


‘Yes. She conceived a baby late in life, and she and the baby died.’


‘You must miss her.’


‘I can’t tell you how much. Before she died, my father had nothing to do with us three boys. Maybe he was scared to pick up a baby, or something. He never touched us, never even talked to us. Then when Mamma died he suddenly had to look after us. I think he hated taking care of children, and hated us for making him do it.’


Neen said quietly: ‘That’s awful.’


‘He still never touches us – except to punish us.’


‘He hits you?’


‘Yes. And my brothers.’


‘Didn’t your mother have any kinfolk who could have protected you?’


That was a big part of the problem, Seft knew. A woman’s parents, siblings and cousins were supposed to take care of her children if she died. But his mother had had no living relatives. ‘No,’ he said, ‘my mother had no kin.’


‘Why don’t you just leave your father?’


‘I will, one day, soon. But I have to figure out how I can make a living alone. It takes a long time to dig a pit, and I’d starve to death before I came up with any flint to trade.’


‘Why don’t you just collect flints from streams and fields?’


‘That’s a different kind of flint. Those nodules have hidden flaws that cause them to break often, either while they’re being shaped or when they’re in use as tools. We mine the floorstone, which doesn’t break. It can be used to make the big axe heads people need for chopping down trees.’


‘How do you do that? Dig a pit?’


Seft sat down, and Neen did the same. He patted the grass beside him. ‘The earth here is not very deep. When we dig down we soon come to a white rock called chalk. We dig up the chalk with pickaxes made from the antlers of the red deer.’


‘It sounds like hard work.’


‘Everything to do with flints is hard. We smear clay on the palms of our hands so they don’t blister. Then we dig down through the chalk – it can take weeks – and sometimes, eventually, we come to a layer of floorstone.’


‘But sometimes you don’t?’


‘Yes.’


‘So you’ve done all that for nothing.’


‘And we have to start again somewhere else and dig a new pit.’


‘I never even thought about how people dig for flint.’


Seft could have told her more, but he did not want to talk about mining. He said: ‘What was your father like?’ She had told him before that her father was dead.


‘He was lovely – handsome and kind and clever. But he wasn’t cautious, and he was trampled by a maddened cow.’


‘Are cows dangerous?’ Seft did not tell Neen that he was scared of them.


‘They can be dangerous, especially when they have young. It’s best to be careful around them. But my dadda just wasn’t the careful type.’


Seft did not know what to say.


Neen said: ‘I was heartbroken. I cried for a week.’


Seft tried: ‘How sad.’


Neen nodded, and he felt he had said the right thing.


‘I’m still sad about it,’ she said. ‘Even after all these years.’


‘What about the rest of your family?’


‘You should meet them,’ Neen said. ‘Do you want to come home with me?’


‘I’d love to.’


They left the holy place and made their way through the village. Seft had accepted the invitation eagerly, because it was a sign that Neen really liked him, but he worried whether he would give her family a good impression. They were sophisticated village dwellers – they washed their shoes! He lived a rough life with little social contact. His family had never stayed anywhere long: they built a house near the pit they were currently working, and left it behind when they moved on. Now he would have to talk to Neen’s mother, clearly a distinguished person. She in turn would be appraising him as a possible father to her grandchildren. What would he say to her?


Outside Neen’s family’s house a pot nestling in the embers of a fire gave out an aroma of beef and herbs. The woman stirring the pot was an older version of Neen, with lines around her eyes and silver strands in her black hair. She gave Seft a welcoming smile that was just like Neen’s, only with more wrinkles.


Neen said: ‘Mamma, this is my friend Seft. He’s a flint miner.’


Seft said: ‘May the Sun God smile on you.’


‘And on you,’ she said. ‘My name is Ani.’


Neen said: ‘And this is my little brother, Han.’


Seft saw a fair-haired boy of eight or nine midsummers sitting on the ground beside a sleeping puppy. ‘Smile on you, too,’ Seft said, using the short form of the greeting.


‘And on you,’ Han said politely.


There were two other children. A little girl was sitting with Han, stroking the puppy. Neen said: ‘And this is Han’s friend, Pia.’


Seft did not know what to say to a little girl, but while he was thinking about it she spoke to him, revealing herself to be socially adept beyond her years. ‘My kin are farmers,’ she said. ‘I live in Farmplace. I’m here for the Rite.’ She paused then said confidingly: ‘My dadda doesn’t let me play with herder children, but he isn’t here today.’ She was smaller than her playmate, Han, but her self-assurance made her seem older. She added: ‘I’m looking after my cousin Stam. He’s nearly four.’


Stam looked sulky and said nothing.


Ani said interestedly: ‘Tell me, Pia, why did your dadda not come to the Rite this year? He usually does.’


‘He had to stay behind. All the men did.’


Ani said musingly: ‘I wonder why.’


Clearly she saw some significance in this that escaped Seft.


He was distracted from this line of thought by Han, who looked at him with a mixture of awe and curiosity and said: ‘Can anyone be a flint miner?’


‘Not really,’ said Seft. ‘It’s usually done by families. Young people are taught by their parents. There’s a lot to learn.’


Han looked crestfallen. ‘That means I have to be a herder.’


Han looked as if he was not too keen on that. He wanted to get away, Seft guessed, and see something of the rest of the world. He would probably grow out of it.


Seft said: ‘What’s your dog’s name?’


‘She hasn’t got one yet.’


Pia said: ‘I think she should be called Pretty.’


‘Nice name,’ Seft commented.


Without waking, the puppy farted loudly. Han roared with laughter and Pia giggled.


‘She doesn’t like the name Pretty,’ Ani said with a smile. ‘Sit down, Seft. Be comfortable.’


Seft and Neen sat on the ground. Seft thought this was going quite well. He had chatted to Neen’s mother and her little brother, and had not yet embarrassed himself. He felt they liked him. He liked them, too.


Neen’s younger sister, Joia, appeared, carrying her shoes. ‘You found Neen, then,’ she said to Seft. She put her shoes near the fire to dry.


‘Yes – thanks for your help.’


‘Do you like being a miner?’


It was a direct question, and Seft decided to give a direct answer. ‘No. And I don’t like working for my father. I’m going to leave as soon as I can figure out how to make a living on my own.’


Ani said: ‘That’s interesting, Seft. What might you do instead of mining?’


‘That’s the problem – I don’t know. I’m a good carpenter, so I might make disc shovels, hammers or bows. Do you think I could trade them for food?’


‘Certainly,’ said Ani, ‘especially if they were better than anything people could make for themselves.’


‘Oh, they would be that,’ Seft said.


Joia commented: ‘You’re very confident.’


She was a challenging person, Seft noted. But she could also be kind. A person could be both. Thoughtfully, he said: ‘Isn’t it important to know what you’re good at and bad at?’


Joia said mischievously: ‘What are you bad at, Seft?’


Neen protested: ‘Unfair question!’


‘I’m not good at making conversation,’ Seft admitted. ‘In the pit we hardly say three words all day.’


‘You talk very nicely,’ Neen said. ‘Take no notice of my little sister – she’s mean.’


‘Dinner is ready,’ Ani said, averting a sisterly spat. ‘Joia, fetch bowls and spoons.’


The daylight dimmed as they ate. The air became pleasantly mild, and the sky took on the soft grey hue of twilight. It was going to be a warm night.


The food was delicious. The meat had been cooked with wild roots. He tasted silverweed, burdock and pig nut. They had softened and soaked up the flavour of the beef.


Seft reflected on the contrast between this family and his own. Neen’s family were all nice to one another. There was no hostility here. Joia was combative, but nothing serious. He felt sure they never hit one another.


He wondered what was going to happen when night fell. Would he have to return to his father and brothers? Or would he be allowed to sleep here – perhaps next to Neen? He hoped that somehow he and Neen would spend the night together.


When they finished supper, Ani told Neen to take the bowls and spoons to the river and wash them, and Seft naturally went with her. As they dipped the dinnerware into the water, Neen said: ‘I think Pretty would be a good name for a puppy.’


Seft said: ‘I’ve never had a dog. But when I was a boy I longed for one, and I wanted to call it Thunder.’


Neen chuckled. ‘She’s too cute to be called Thunder.’


‘Han can say it’s because of the way she farts.’


Neen laughed. ‘That’s perfect! He thinks farting is hilarious – he’s at that age.’


‘I know. I was that age once. I remember it well.’


Walking back, Seft heard a man’s voice from behind say: ‘Hello, Neen.’ The tone was warm. He turned to see a tall man of about twenty midsummers.


Neen turned and smiled. Seft reluctantly felt obliged to stop too. Neen said: ‘Hello, Enwood. Are you all ready for the Rite?’


‘Yes, I’ll look out for you.’ This annoyed Seft. Who was this Enwood, to promise to look out for Neen? Enwood went on: ‘I plan to be there early to get a good view. You should do the same.’


Enwood wanted a rendezvous. Neen said: ‘If I wake up in time.’ It was neither agreement nor refusal. All the same, Seft was bothered by the tone of intimacy he detected in both their voices.


There was a moment of silence, and Neen said: ‘Seft has been helping me wash the dinnerware.’


Enwood gave Seft a cool look. ‘Nice,’ he said. ‘See you tomorrow.’ He strode away.


Seft was disturbed by the encounter. ‘Who was that?’ he said as they resumed walking.


‘Oh, just a friend.’


Seft suspected that Enwood was the man Joia had referred to when she had said, He likes her, for sure. Whether she likes him, I couldn’t say. ‘He’s handsome,’ he said.


‘Not as handsome as you.’


Seft was surprised. He did not think he was handsome. But he did not really know. He hardly cared about it. He could not remember the last time he had looked at his reflection in a pond.


It was dark now, and the stars were out. Seft felt that Enwood had spoiled his intimacy with Neen. He said: ‘Well, what are we going to do now?’ It came out more abrupt than he had intended.


She seemed not to notice. ‘What would you like to do?’


The answer came to him immediately. ‘It’s not cold. I’d like to sit with you under the stars, just the two of us. Would that be all right?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


He smiled. It’s all right again, he thought.


They reached the house. Han was inside, tying the dog up for the night. Pia and Stam had gone back to their family. Joia was already asleep. Ani was taking her shoes off.


Neen said to her mother: ‘We’re going to sleep out tonight.’


‘I hope it doesn’t get cold,’ Ani said.


‘We’ll be fine.’


‘I’m sure you will.’


Neen took Seft’s arm and they walked away.


He said: ‘Where shall we go?’


‘I know a place.’


They went to the river, then turned along the bank until they left the houses behind. They came to a sheltered grove with leafy trees, and Neen said: ‘How’s this?’


‘Perfect.’


They sat down close to a thicket.


Seft said: ‘Your life is perfect. All your family love you. You have plenty of food. The herders have so many cattle that no one could count them. You live like gods.’


‘You’re right,’ Neen replied. ‘The Sun God smiles on us.’ She lay back.


It seemed like an invitation. Seft leaned over and kissed her.


He had not done much kissing and he was a bit vague about what was expected, but she led the way. She put her hands to his head and then kissed his lips and his cheek and his throat, stroking his hair at the same time. It was the most delightful thing that had ever happened to him.


Desperate to touch her body, he put his hand on her knee and moved it slowly up her leg.


He had seen naked women, usually when they were bathing in the river. They did not care about being seen, but it was considered rude to stare. Nevertheless, he had a pretty good idea what they looked like with their tunics off. However, he had never touched a naked woman. Now he did for the first time.


‘Gently,’ Neen said. ‘Stroke it gently.’


She kissed him while he touched her and after a little while he noticed that she was panting. Then she said: ‘I can’t wait.’


She rolled him onto his back, pushed up the skirt of his tunic, and straddled him. As she sank down on him, he said: ‘Oh! It’s lovely!’


‘It is with the right person,’ she said; and after that, neither of them said anything coherent for a while.
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It was still dark when Seft woke up. There was no birdsong – it was too early – but he heard the lapping of the nearby river. He felt Neen beside him, her soft warm body pressed against his, with a leg and an arm thrown over him. He was cold, but he did not care. He hugged her.


She stirred and opened her eyes. Looking at him, she stroked his cheek. ‘My sister says you look like the Moon Goddess,’ she murmured.


He smiled. ‘What does the Moon Goddess look like?’


‘Pale and beautiful, with a mouth made for love.’ She kissed his lips.


He said: ‘I suppose we’re a couple now.’


She sat upright. ‘What do you mean?’


‘That we’ll live together and raise our children.’


‘Wait,’ she said, with a little laugh.


He frowned, puzzled. ‘But after last night …’


‘Last night was wonderful, and I adore you,’ she said. ‘And I want to do it again tonight. But let’s not rush into our future.’


He did not understand. ‘But you might be pregnant!’


‘Probably not, after only one night. Anyway, that’s in the hands of the Moon Goddess, who rules over everything to do with women. If she wants us to have children, so be it.’


‘But …’ He was bewildered. ‘Does this have something to do with Enwood?’


She stood up. ‘Listen. Can you hear what I can hear?’


He stood silent and picked up the sound of a distant crowd of people walking and talking.


‘Everyone’s getting up,’ said Neen. ‘They’re all going to the Monument.’


Seft was confused, but he did not know what to say, how to get her to unravel the mystery. He followed as she led him to the river, where they drank the cool fresh water and washed quickly. Then they returned to the village and joined the crowd heading west. Everyone was chattering excitedly, looking forward to the big event.


Neen’s house was empty: her family had already left. She went inside and came out with two pieces of cold cooked mutton. She gave one to Seft and they chewed on them as they walked.


Seft consoled himself with the thought that she had said they would spend another night together. That meant she was serious about him. And perhaps they would talk some more about becoming a couple, and he might begin to understand her thinking.


Outside the village, everyone followed the straight south-west path. Cattle resentfully moved aside as the crowed spilled over the edges of the beaten track. People talked quietly and trod softly, as if fearful of waking a sleeping god; but all the same, their collective noise sounded like a river tumbling over rocky falls.


The path led straight to the entrance to the Monument. People were sitting inside facing the entrance, the way they had come, which was the direction of the rising sun at this time of year. A priestess was kicking the pigs out.


The circle was filling. In the crowd Seft and Neen could not pick out Ani and Joia and Han. Neen suggested going to the far side and sitting on the ridge of the earth bank, from where they would see everything.


The circle was about a hundred paces across. Just inside the bank was a ring of upright stones, spaced more or less evenly, each a little taller than a tall man. There were too many for Seft to count. Their surfaces had not been shaped or smoothed. The rock had a bluish tinge, and Neen told Seft that they were called bluestones.


In the middle was a wood circle, and this was completely different. Seft looked harder and made out a large ring of tree trunks, taller than the bluestones. The timber uprights were joined together at their tops by lintels, or crossbars, that made a continuous circle that was perfectly level. In contrast to the bluestones, these timber structures had been cut to exact sizes, and the surfaces had been rubbed smooth. The carpenter in Seft admired the work, but wondered how sturdy it was. If a crazed cow charged one of those tree trunks, how much of the circle would fall down? No doubt everyone was careful to keep cows out of the holy place.


Within that circle Seft made out a second, smaller ring, an oval of free-standing pairs, each pair having a crossbar but detached from the others. These were just as carefully made but taller.


He immediately felt that the timber rings were the important ones. By comparison, the outer stone ring seemed haphazard and careless. Seft wondered whether it was older, and had been erected by less skilled folk.


The crowd was now surprisingly quiet, feeling the holiness of the place. Seft sensed a mood of tense anticipation. He had been here before, and had seen the priestesses perform the Spring Rite, but this was clearly a more important occasion, and the crowd was much bigger. Midsummer was the end of the old year and the beginning of the new. Everyone was one midsummer older today.


People knew that everything that kept them alive came from the sun, so they worshipped it.


Most of the crowd were herders – most of the population of the Great Plain were herders. But there were a few farmers, who worked the fertile soil in the river valleys, and could be identified by their tattoos. The women usually had bracelet tattoos on their wrists, and the men neck tattoos. However, he could not see any male farmers, and he recalled Ani’s conversation with Pia last night, and the way Ani had looked troubled by the absence of the farmer men.


Also absent were the woodlanders, but Seft knew why. They had gone on their annual pilgrimage, following the deer into the North-West Hills, where there was fresh summer grass.


People were still coming in when dawn broke in the eastern sky. There was no cloud, and as the silver light strengthened it seemed to bless the heads of the multitude.


At last the priestesses appeared, about thirty of them, dancing two by two, wearing leather tunics like everyone else’s but longer, down to their ankles. Their feet were bare.


One of them carried a drum, a hollowed-out log that she beat rhythmically with a stick, making a surprisingly loud, clear sound.


They all did the same movements, swaying to the side and back, like tall grass blown by the wind. Seft was fascinated. He had never seen people dancing that way, all moving together like a school of fish.


They sang as they danced. One with white hair, perhaps the high priestess, would sing a line that sounded like a question, and the others would respond all together. They stepped in and out of the outer circle, winding through the posts, weaving like reeds in the hands of a basket-maker. They seemed to address the wooden uprights individually, as if each meant something different. Seft had a feeling they were counting as they sang, but the words they used were not familiar.


The dance was not sexy. Well, not very sexy. Swaying women were always sexy to Seft, but in this dance that was not the main point.


The outer circle of bluestones, which was just inside the earth bank, played no part in the Rite, which took place around the two timber rings: the circle and, within that, the incomplete oval. The priestesses made their way around the circle, then did the same around the oval, the missing part of which was opposite the entrance – again, facing north-east. This was where the dance ended: in the gap.


The priestesses sank to the ground, still in a long line of pairs. They sang louder as the upper rim of the sun inched up over the horizon. Seft was almost directly in line with the sunrise, and he saw that the orb was coming up exactly between two timber uprights of the circle. Clearly the Monument had been carefully designed that way. The uprights and the crossbar formed a frame, and Seft realized, with a feeling of awe, that this was the archway through which the Sun God came into the world.


The crowd went quieter and the priestesses sang louder as the red disc rose in the sky. Although the sun came up every day, here and now its appearance seemed a special event, as the crowd gazed in a holy trance.


The sun was almost completely up. The song of the priestesses grew even louder. The lowest edge of the sun’s curve seemed to linger below the horizon, as if reluctant to lose contact; then at last it came free, and a fragment of light appeared between it and the earth. The song reached a climax, then song and drum suddenly stopped. The crowd broke out into a triumphant roar, so loud it might have been heard at the edge of the world.


Then it was all over. The priestesses marched two by two through the gap in the earth bank and disappeared into their houses. The people in the crowd began to stand up, stretch their legs, and chatter to one another as the tension seeped away.


Seft and Neen remained sitting on the grass. He looked at her. ‘I feel sort of … knocked over,’ he said.


She nodded. ‘That’s how it takes you, especially the first time.’


He looked at the people crowding out through the gap. ‘I’d better return to my family – but I’ll see you again, won’t I?’


She smiled. ‘I hope so.’


‘Where shall we meet?’


‘Would you like to have dinner with my family?’


‘Again? Are you sure your mother won’t mind?’


‘Sure. Herders like to share. It makes meals more fun.’


‘Then I accept. Yesterday’s dinner was wonderful. I mean, the food was delicious, but most of all I liked that …’ He hesitated, not sure how to express what he had felt. ‘I liked that you all love one another.’


‘That’s normal in families.’


He shook his head. ‘Not in every family.’


‘I’m sorry. Escape to us again tonight.’


‘Thank you.’


They stood up. Seft said reluctantly: ‘I’d better hurry.’


‘Go on, then.’


He turned and strode away.


He did not know whether to rejoice or not. He had made love with the girl he adored, and it had been wonderful – then she had told him she was not sure she wanted to spend her life with him. Worse, it seemed he had a rival, a tall, confident man called Enwood, who was older than Neen, whereas Seft was younger.


Tomorrow he would have to leave with his family, and would not see her until the Autumn Halfway. Enwood would have a quarter of a year to woo her with no rival in sight.


But tonight Neen would be with Seft, not Enwood. Seft had one more chance to make it permanent.


Outside the Monument, crowds of people were already bargaining, offering their wares and asking for what they wanted, arguing about the relative values of flint axes, flint knives, stone hammers, pots, hides, ropes, bulls, rams, bows and arrows.


He found his family. He expected Olf and Cam to ridicule him about where he had spent the night, making obscene suggestions and trying to turn his love affair into something sordid. But they sat side by side on the ground, looking at him, as if waiting for something to happen.


That was ominous.


His father was turned away, talking to Ev and Fee, the rope-makers, and Seft waited for the conversation to end.


After a few moments Cog turned around and said: ‘Where were you last night?’


Seft said: ‘All the work was done before I left, wasn’t it?’


‘As it happens, yes, but I might have needed you.’


‘I’m glad you didn’t.’


‘Anyway, I’m worried about leaving our pit unattended. I don’t trust that Wun.’


This was going to be bad news, Seft felt. ‘What do you imagine Wun is going to do? He’s here.’


‘He’s got a big family, and he probably left some of them behind.’


‘And what will they do – steal our shovels?’


‘Don’t make jokes, or I’ll knock your stupid head off.’


Cam laughed loudly at that, as if it was the funniest thing he had ever heard.


Seft said: ‘I’m only wondering what the danger is.’


‘The danger is that some of Wun’s people spend three days taking flint in a pit they didn’t have to dig because we dug it.’ He pointed a finger at Seft. ‘There, clever boy, you didn’t think of that, did you?’


‘True.’ Seft thought Cog’s whole idea was unlikely, but there was no point in arguing with him.


His father said triumphantly: ‘That’s why you’re going back to guard the pit.’


‘When?’


‘Today. Now. And you can clean it up before I get back. The floor of the pit is filthy.’


Seft took a step back, paused, and said: ‘No.’


‘Don’t you dare say no to me, boy.’


‘I’ve met a girl—’


Cam and Olf jeered.


‘Tonight I’m going to her house, and her mother is going to make us dinner. I’m not going to miss that.’


‘Oh, yes, you are.’


‘Send Olf. He hasn’t got a girl here, or anywhere. And he would be better than me at throwing Wun’s team out of our pit.’


‘I’m sending you.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’m head of this family, and I make the decisions.’


‘And you refuse to reconsider, even when your decision is stupid.’


His father punched him in the face.


Cog’s fists were hard and his punches hurt. Seft staggered back, hand to his face. The blow had struck to the side of his left eye. His vision was blurred.


Olf and Cam cheered and applauded.


Seft was shocked. Although this had happened before, it always surprised him that his own father would be so cruel.


His father drew back his fist again, but this time Seft was ready and he dodged the blow. He felt encouraged: his father was not omnipotent. Seft quickly hit back, wildly, and managed to punch Cog’s nose.


It was the first time he had ever struck his father.


Cog’s nose spurted blood. He roared indignantly: ‘How dare you strike me, boy?’ and came at him. This time Seft failed to dodge the punch, which hit the side of his head and knocked him to the ground.


He was dazed for a moment. When he came round he saw that he was lying next to a small pile of flints. He was vaguely aware of a small crowd watching the fight.


He got up and snatched up a stone with which to defend himself.


Cog said: ‘Hit me with a stone, would you, you disobedient dog?’ He came at Seft again.


Seft raised his right hand with the flint in it. 


But the blow was arrested before it made contact. Seft’s wrist was seized from behind in a powerful grip, and he dropped the stone. His wrist was released and his two arms were grabbed, pinning him in place. He realized that Olf had grabbed him. He struggled but could not move: Olf was too big and too strong.


As he wriggled helplessly, Cog punched him again, hard; first on his face, then in his belly, then on his face again. He screamed and begged his father to stop. Cog’s face came close, with a twisted smile that betrayed pleasure in savagery. Cog said: ‘Will you go back to the pit?’


‘Yes, yes, anything!’


Olf released him and he collapsed on the ground.


He heard Ev, the rope-maker, say to his father: ‘You’ll get yourself in trouble.’


Cog was still angry. ‘Me? In trouble?’ he said aggressively. ‘Who with? You?’


Ev was not intimidated. ‘With people a lot more important than me.’


Cog gave a contemptuous snort.


Seft was hurting all over and crying. He managed to get to his hands and knees. He crawled away. People stared, which made him feel worse.


He tried to stand. A stranger helped him and he managed to stay upright.


Then he stumbled away.
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AFTER THE CEREMONY, and before the evening feast, the main occupation of the day was trading livestock. Herders knew the dangers of inbreeding, and were always keen to introduce fresh blood. They acquired new livestock at every Rite, especially bulls, rams and male pigs, generally exchanging them for their existing stock one for one. Herders from far away would go home with males from the Great Plain to improve their own stock.


Ani walked around with two other elders, Keff and Scagga, watching for signs of discord. Bargaining was normally good-natured, but it could turn nasty, and the elders had the job of keeping the peace.


Elders were loosely defined, and people joined and left the group without ceremony. Keff was recognized as leader and called Keeper of the Flints, because he was in charge of the herder folk’s reserve of wealth, a stash of part-finished flints in a guarded building in the centre of Riverbend. Scagga belonged because he was the head of a large family and had a forceful personality – sometimes too forceful, for Ani’s taste. Ani herself was generally regarded as wise, though she would have described herself as sensible. She had siblings and cousins, all younger, kinfolk who might serve as elders when she died.


The elders ruled the herder community with a light touch. They had no means of enforcement, except that a person who defied the elders would suffer widespread disapproval, and that could be hard to live with. So their decisions were usually accepted.


Ani believed that the happiness of her children, and of potential grandchildren, depended on the prosperity and smooth running of the community, so her work as an elder was part of her duty to her family.


She had already been pregnant with Han when her fearless man, Olin, had been trampled to death by a cow, leaving her to raise three children alone. People had assumed she would find another man to share her burden and her bed: she had been still young, quite nice-looking, and well-liked all over the Great Plain. There were always plenty of single middle-aged men, because many women died in childbirth, but Ani had rejected all her suitors. After Olin, she could not love again. She pictured him now, striding across the plain, with his bushy blond beard, and the vision brought a tear to her eye. ‘I’m a one-man woman,’ she sometimes said; ‘for me there is only one true love.’


She was pleased about Neen and Seft. He seemed a decent boy, kind-hearted, rough around the edges but smart enough to learn fast. And he was terribly good-looking, with high cheekbones and dark eyes and straight hair, almost black. I’ll be very glad if those two give me a grandchild, she thought.


She was not so easy in her mind about Joia. On the surface, Joia was happy with her family and friends, and amiable to others, but underneath she was restless and dissatisfied. She seemed to be searching for something without knowing what it was. Perhaps that was just adolescence.


Han was a cheerful boy, especially now that he had a dog. He liked Pia, but of course they were too young for romance. Childhood friendships did sometimes turn into adult love affairs, but not often, and Ani hoped it would not happen in this case: Pia was a farmer girl, and romance between farmers and herders often caused trouble.


Looking around, she again noticed the lack of farmer men with tattooed necks. Why had they stayed at home? What were they up to? She had asked several of the farmer women, casually, as if making small-talk, but they seemed not to know.


Other than livestock, the goods traded were food, flint tools, leather, pottery, rope, and bows and arrows.


The herders benefited as hosts. Everyone else had to transport their goods, often over long distances. In recognition of this privilege the herders provided a feast at the end of the day.


She spotted little Pia offering goat’s cheese, the soft new kind and the hard long-lasting type. Next to Pia was a woman who was probably her mother. Ani greeted Pia and said to the woman: ‘I’m Ani, Han’s mother. May the Sun God smile on you.’


‘And on you,’ said the woman. ‘I’m Yana. Thank you for feeding Pia and Stam yesterday.’


‘Han enjoyed playing with Pia.’ Ani did not mention sulky Stam.


‘Pia loves Han.’


Pia looked embarrassed and said: ‘Mamma! I don’t love Han. I’m too young for love.’


‘Of course,’ said Yana.


Ani smiled.


Yana said: ‘Taste my cheese. No obligation.’ She offered Ani a piece of soft white cheese on a leaf.


‘Thank you.’ The people of the Great Plain did not milk their cows, because cow’s milk made them ill. But the farmers knew how to turn goat’s milk into cheese, and it was a delicacy. Ani ate it and said: ‘Very good. Would you like two pieces of leather big enough to make shoes?’


‘Yes. You can have a large measure of cheese for that.’


‘I’ll send someone with the leather.’


‘Good.’


A boy messenger appeared and summoned the three elders to a dispute. He led them to where a potter was offering his wares. A disgruntled man was holding a large pot with water dripping from the bottom.


When the potter saw the three elders he immediately said: ‘He made a trade – he can’t go back on it!’


The man said: ‘The pot leaks!’


‘It’s perfectly fine for keeping grain or wild turnips. I never said it was for water.’


Ani said to the potter: ‘What did you get for the pot?’


‘Three arrows.’ The potter showed her three arrows with sharp flint flakes embedded in their points.


The arrow-maker said: ‘They’re perfect.’


Ani noticed that the potter was a short, round man and the arrow-maker was tall and thin. They resembled the things they made. She had to suppress a smile.


She turned to the potter. ‘Did you tell him that the pot would not hold water?’


The potter looked guilty. ‘I might have. I don’t remember.’


The arrow-maker said: ‘You never told me. If you’d said it, I wouldn’t have given you three good arrows.’


Ani took Keff and Scagga aside for a consultation.


Scagga said: ‘That potter is a cheat. He was trying to get rid of a flawed piece of work. He’s dishonest.’


Keff said: ‘It’s bad for our reputation if people get away with trading second-rate goods.’


Ani agreed.


She turned to the potter and said: ‘You have to give back the arrows, and he’ll return the pot to you.’


‘What if I refuse?’


‘Then you might as well pack up your goods and go home, because no one will trade with you if you defy our ruling. People would think you were dishonest.’


Scagga put in: ‘And they’d be right!’


‘Oh, all right,’ said the potter. He handed back the arrows and accepted the pot.


Ani said: ‘If you want to trade that pot, tell people it’s not for fluids, and for that reason they can get it cheap.’


The potter grunted reluctant assent.


Ani was surprised to see Joia appear, looking ruffled. ‘Mother, you have to come,’ she said. ‘And Keff and Scagga. Follow me, please – it’s urgent.’


They followed her. Ani said: ‘What’s wrong?’


‘There’s been violence.’


There were often disputes at the Rite, but the elders did everything they could to prevent fights.


Joia led them to where half a dozen people stood around a pile of half-finished flints as if waiting to see what would happen. Ani had an unpleasant feeling that this might have something to do with young Seft.


Joia said: ‘This is Cog, the father of Seft. I met Seft a few moments ago, heading back to their pit. His face was cut and bruised and swollen and he was walking half bent over from a belly punch. He said his father beat him up.’


Ani said: ‘Where is Seft now?’


‘He’s gone. He felt too ashamed to speak to people.’


Cog said indignantly: ‘It’s no one else’s business how I choose to discipline a disobedient son! And the boy hit me. Look at my nose.’ Cog’s nose was bloody and bent. ‘It was a two-way fight,’ he said defiantly.


Two rope-makers, whom Ani knew, were nearby, and now the woman, Fee, laughed scornfully. ‘Two-way?’ she said. ‘The big stupid one held the boy still while the father beat the shit out of him. He was like a mad bull. The boy crawled away on his hands and knees!’


Cog, enraged, moved towards Fee with a fist raised, saying: ‘You call me a mad bull again and I’ll tear your ugly head off.’


Fee looked at Ani and said: ‘I think that proves my point, doesn’t it?’


Ani stepped between Cog and Fee and spoke to Cog. ‘The spirit of the Monument abhors violence.’


‘I don’t care about the spirit of anything.’


‘Evidently,’ she said. ‘But you can’t come here if you disrespect the spirits of the place.’


‘I say I can.’


Ani shook her head. ‘You must go somewhere else. And never come back.’


Cog said scornfully: ‘You can’t make me go.’


‘Yes, I can,’ said Ani. She turned away and spoke in a low voice to Keff and Scagga. ‘If you two go and put out the word, I’ll stay nearby and make sure.’


The other two went away. Ani moved to a nearby place from where she could keep an eye on Cog. She sat down with two older folk, Venn and Nomi, who made needles and pins of bone.


Nomi was upset. ‘I saw that fight,’ she said. ‘It was cruel. Have you told people not to do business with that horrible miner?’


‘Keff and Scagga are doing that right now.’


They chatted for a while. After a few minutes, a man with a leather tunic over his arm approached Cog. Nomi said: ‘He hasn’t heard.’


‘He will,’ said Ani.


Sure enough a bag-maker opposite Cog called to the tunic man and said something to him quietly, and he went away.


No one else came to trade with Cog.


After a long wait, he and his two older sons began to put their flints back in the baskets. Soon afterwards they went away.


Nomi said to Ani: ‘Well done.’
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Joia loved the evening feast. She liked the poets. They sang about how the world began, when the people first came to the Great Plain, and what the gods did when they interfered in the affairs of humans. The stories transported Joia from the everyday world to the universe of gods and spirits, where anything could happen.


In the beginning, a poet sang, there was no sun.


Joia had heard this one before, sung by a different poet. The story was always the same, but each poet told it slightly differently. However, they all included certain repeated phrases.


The only light came from the pale moon and the flickering stars. So people slept all the dark day long, and looked for food at night, and worshipped the pale Moon Goddess. Life was hard, because they could not see well to hunt game or gather wild fruits.


Joia lay down on her back and closed her eyes, the better to imagine the world of long, long ago.


One day the pale Moon Goddess spoke to a brave man whose name was Resk.


Everyone knew that meant trouble. The gods could be kind, but they were easily offended – a bit like the woodlanders.


Brave Resk told the pale Moon Goddess how difficult life was, and said the people needed more light. The pale Moon Goddess was offended and angry because the people said she was too weak.


Strange things began to happen in the sky.


The pale moon got smaller every night until it disappeared altogether, and only the flickering stars gave light. The people moaned and wept. But the pale moon came back as a thin crescent, and got bigger every night until it was round again, and they rejoiced. However, it waned and waxed like that ever after, as a punishment to the people who had said the light of the pale Moon Goddess was weak.


Brave Resk searched for a solution to the problem. He travelled all over the world.


There followed a long account of Resk’s adventures in three strange countries: a place where it never rained, a place where the rain never stopped, and one where there was always snow.


Then he went to the edge of the world.


The listeners went quiet. The edge of the world was a scary idea.


He knew it was dangerous, but he would not turn back.


Because it was dark, he fell off.


There were lots of gasps, and one person said: ‘Oh, no!’


But an owl flew beneath him and caught him. And then brave Resk saw a bright light shining underneath the world. At first he did not know what the bright light was.


Several people said: ‘The kind Sun God!’


Yes, that was where the kind Sun God lived.


The kind Sun God spoke to brave Resk, and asked him why he had come to the edge of the world. Brave Resk explained that the people were blind all the dark day long, and asked the kind Sun God to come above the earth and shine.


The kind Sun God said: ‘But the pale Moon Goddess is my sister. I don’t want to outshine her.’


‘Then just come in the day, and light up our darkness,’ said brave Resk. ‘Then we can hunt and gather fruits while you are with us, and sleep when you disappear.’


The kind Sun God agreed to that.


Brave Resk said: ‘You will come every day, though, won’t you?’


‘I expect so,’ said the kind Sun God.


And the people had to be satisfied with that.


Until she heard this story, Joia had wondered why the moon waxed and waned, and why the sun vanished at night and came back in the morning. And she was fascinated by the idea of the edge of the world. The world had to have an edge, she supposed.


Darkness had fallen during the recitation. Now the children went to sleep. So did some of the adults, but not all. It was time for the revel.
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Everybody knew that a baby should ideally be raised by the mother and father, and parental couples normally avoided romantic entanglements with others. But inbreeding was dangerous in humans just as it was in herds. Even the farmers, who normally made women subservient, understood the benefit of new blood. So on the night of Midsummer Day many couples would separate, just for a few hours. It was especially good to make a baby with someone from far away. When that happened, both local couples and visiting couples would raise the child just the same as their other offspring.


The revel was a major attraction.


It got started quickly. Joia guessed that some people had arranged in advance whom they would go with, and now they paired up immediately and eagerly headed out of the village together. Others strolled around, waiting to catch someone’s eye. Older people did not look at Joia and her friends: old-young sex was taboo.


Joia was with her cousin Vee and her friend Roni, who were excited. They talked about which boys they liked, and laughed about the unattractive ones. They agreed that they did not want to make babies, and they discussed what caresses they might permit instead.


Joia thought that Roni could probably attract any of the boys. She was the beautiful one of the three, with smooth brown skin and big eyes. Vee might be a bit intimidating: there was a defiant look about the way she stood and the way she walked, as if she was always ready for a quarrel. That could put boys off.


Joia herself was not excited. She supposed she would probably kiss some boy, but she could not work up any enthusiasm for the prospect. She was different from other girls in that way.


She was fascinated by the sun, the moon and the stars, and the different ways they moved in the sky. She thought a lot about the spirits who lived in the rivers and the rocks and the wild creatures, spirits who could be kindly or mischievous or downright mean. She liked numbers. She remembered her mother once saying: ‘Your first word was Mamma, but your second was two.’


At times Joia thought there must be something wrong with her.


The three girls walked around the outskirts of the village in the warm evening air, careful not to tread on people who were already enjoying the freedom of the special night in pairs, threes and fours, some all-male or all-female, some mixed. It was too dark to see exactly what people were doing, but they made passionate noises, sighs and groans and sudden exclamations.


Joia looked out for her sister, Neen. She was eager to know whether Neen would be with Enwood, now that Seft had gone. But she did not see either Neen or Enwood.


Vee and Roni were eager and at the same time apprehensive, and Joia noticed that their voices rose in pitch. Before long they ran into a group of boys including Vee’s brother, Cass, who was sixteen midsummers old. They talked for a minute, joshing, until the most good-looking of the boys, Cass’s friend Robbo, put his arm around Roni.


Just like that, Joia thought.


Robbo’s move was the cue for Moke, a rather plain boy, to rush to Vee. Joia expected her to reject him. Vee had talked a lot about how she would kiss only really attractive boys. However, she now seemed to forget all that, and she kissed Moke without being asked.


Only Joia was left.


There was a moment of uncertainty, then Cass smiled at her. She liked him. He was friendly and intelligent. Now he said: ‘I guess you liked the poem about the Moon Goddess and the Sun God.’ He knew what interested her.


Despite that, she had no inclination to kiss him. But she thought she ought to do it.


He seemed hesitant too, and she thought: Let’s get this over with. She put her hand on his shoulder, tilted her face up, and kissed him.


She did not know what to do next and, it seemed, nor did he. They stayed like that, mouth on mouth, for several moments. His lips did not excite her. Nothing happened. She neither liked it nor hated it. It seemed pointless, meaningless. She broke away.


He sensed that. ‘It didn’t make you feel good, did it?’ he said. His tone was good-natured: he was not upset.


‘No, it didn’t,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘What would make you feel good – do you know?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Well … I hope you find out soon.’ He kissed her again, briefly, then turned away.


Vee and Roni were still kissing Moke and Robbo. Joia felt unhappy and somehow lost. She left the group and walked on around the outside of the village. What was wrong with her? She was surrounded by people up to all kinds of sexual acts that they seemed to be enjoying hugely, and she was indifferent.


She saw Vee’s mother, Kae, coming in the opposite direction, walking arm in arm with Inka, one of the priestesses. Kae was kin: she was the widow of Ani’s late brother. Joia liked Kae, who was warm-hearted and generous, with an easygoing smile. On impulse, Joia went up to her and kissed her.


This was different. Kae’s lips were full and warm on Joia’s. Kae put her arm around Joia’s shoulders and hugged her. Her lips moved a little, as if exploring Joia’s, then Joia was startled to feel the tip of Kae’s tongue.


Joia could have stayed like that for a long time, but Kae broke the embrace with a sigh. ‘You’re lovely, Joia,’ she said. ‘But you should really learn about all this kind of thing with people your own age.’


Joia felt let down, and she must have shown it, for Kae said: ‘I’m sorry.’ She stroked Joia’s curly hair. ‘But it’s no good with an older one teaching a younger.’


Her companion, Inka, said: ‘Lovers need to be equal.’


‘All right,’ said Joia. ‘I liked the kiss, anyway.’


‘Good luck,’ said Kae, and she and Inka moved on.


Joia felt overwhelmed. She needed peace and quiet to think about everything. She headed for home.


Ani was there and so was Neen. They were lying down, but still awake and talking. Joia said to Neen: ‘Didn’t you go to the revel?’


‘No.’


‘I thought you might be with Enwood.’


Neen sighed. ‘I can’t make up my mind. I was planning to see Enwood tonight. Then Seft appeared and I kept thinking about him. But now Seft has gone.’


‘Seft thinks you’re a goddess.’


‘Whereas Enwood is twenty midsummers old, and too grown-up to worship a mere human.’


‘You must like one more than the other,’ Joia said argumentatively.


‘Seft is nicer, but Enwood is here.’


Ani changed the subject. ‘You look troubled, Joia. Obviously you didn’t enjoy the revel. What happened?’


Joia lay down beside the other two. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘first of all Roni got Robbo.’


‘The two best-looking,’ Neen said.


Ani said: ‘It’s often the way.’


‘And Vee got Moke. She seemed very keen.’


‘Good for her. But what about you?’


‘I kissed Vee’s brother, Cass.’


‘And …?’


‘Nothing.’ Joia shrugged. ‘I didn’t feel anything. Just some boy’s mouth.’


‘Was he annoyed?’


‘No, he was nice about it. But it was a waste of time.’


‘And then you came home?’


‘No.’ Joia hesitated, then decided to tell the truth. ‘Then I kissed Vee’s mother.’


Neen said: ‘A woman! That’s a surprise. What was it like?’


‘Really nice. But then she said I should kiss someone my own age.’


Ani said firmly: ‘Quite right.’


‘But now I don’t know what I want – if anything.’


Ani said: ‘Well, you’ve learned that you’re attracted to women, not men.’


‘I don’t know. I can’t imagine kissing Vee or Roni or any of the girls.’


‘Don’t worry. If you’re not driven to have sex, just accept that. It’s not compulsory. And you may change.’


‘Really?’


‘Some people do. When I was your age I knew a boy who always went with boys, never looked twice at a pretty girl. Then, when he was older, he fell in love with a woman. They’re still together and they have children. Though I think he still goes with men at the revel.’


‘I don’t like being different from everyone else,’ Joia said unhappily. ‘I felt a failure tonight.’


‘You are different. I’ve always known it. But you’re not a failure – just the opposite. You’re special. Believe me, you will live an interesting life.’


‘Will I?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Ani said confidently. ‘You’ll see.’
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SEFT WOKE UP in the house near the pit. His body hurt all over. He had a pain in his belly, his head ached, and when he touched his face he found a swollen, tender patch near his left eye.


But the shame of it was worse than the pain.


All those people had seen him beaten like a bad dog. He had crawled away on his hands and knees. Once upright he had kept his head down and slunk through the crowd trying to avoid attention, but he had been unlucky and had met Joia. Now Neen would know how he had been degraded. How could she possibly respect him after that?


He had gone so quickly from happiness to misery.


He got up and went to the nearby spring, where he drank and dipped his head in the cool water. Back at the house, he found cold pork in a leather bag and ate some for breakfast. It made him feel better.


Then he looked down into the pit. It was a mess. The ground was littered with lumps of chalk and flakes of flint, meat bones, discarded antler picks, broken shovels and worn-out shoes. His father had told him to clean it up. We should just clean up every day, he thought. Then we wouldn’t spend our lives wallowing in filth.


He decided he had better get on with it. It was a necessary chore, he had nothing else to do, and he would be in trouble if he disobeyed orders.


He went back to the house to get a basket, but when he looked at the building he saw it was in danger of collapse. The doorway consisted of two posts and a lintel lashed to the posts with leather straps. While the family had been away, the straps had broken and the lintel had shifted. It was still on top of one doorpost but its other end hung loose. He had not noticed this last night because he had been in such distress.


The rafters above the lintel now had no support, and would fall sooner or later, bringing down part of the roof, if not all. It needed to be repaired right away.


The easy way to do it would be to get some new leather straps and re-tie the lintel to the doorposts. However, he did not have any leather straps. And, anyway, that approach seemed unsatisfactory to him. The straps would eventually rot again.


He wanted to take a closer look at the lintel, but it was too high. He gathered some pieces of chalk rubble from the rubbish pile and made a little platform in the doorway. Standing on that he could look down on the lintel.


It was a tree trunk about as thick as his thigh and as long as his arm. He saw that it was rotten with damp, and it would have collapsed soon if the straps had not gone first. So he needed another lintel.


There was a hidden place in the house, a hole in the ground with a wooden lid, covered with a layer of earth, underneath the hide that served as a floor covering. He lifted all the layers and took out a flint axe. Then he hid the hole again.


He searched the territory around the pit and eventually found a young tree of about the right size. Chopping it down and cutting the trunk to length with his flint axe took him the rest of the morning, and he had to sharpen the edge of his axe several times.


At midday he ate some more cold pork, drank at the spring, and lay down to rest for a while. He still hurt all over but the work took his mind off his aches.


He removed the old lintel and replaced it with the new one, but of course it was not stable, and he did not have any straps. However, he wondered if there was another way to attach the lintel to the doorposts.


Perhaps he could use a flint bradawl to dig two holes in the lintel, make matching holes in the tops of the doorposts, and drive a long peg through the lintel and into the doorposts. He did not much like that solution: it would be a lot of work with the bradawl, and the pegs might break.


He thought a bit more and had a better idea.


With a flint chisel he could shave the tops of the doorposts, leaving a bit sticking up in the middle, like a peg. Then he could dig out matching holes in the lintel. It would have to be carefully measured so that when he placed the lintel across the two doorposts, the pegs would fit exactly and firmly into the holes.


He could not see any reason why that would not work.


He spent the afternoon doing it and thinking about Neen.


Recalling his time with her cheered him up. During their night together she had taught him things he had never dreamed of. He smiled as he remembered. In his fantasy, Neen would become a wise and kind mother like Ani. He and Neen would be loving parents, and their happy children would never be hurt.


But she had refused to talk about their future together, which meant – he became more sure of this as he mulled it over – that she was still thinking about Enwood.


He longed to talk to her again. But when would he see her? Did he have the nerve to defy his father again and run away? It was a possibility he could not contemplate while he still hurt all over. And what would she say, next time he showed up outside her house?


The pegs fitted the holes first time. He fixed the loose rafters to the lintel. Their weight would make the peg-and-hole joints even stronger.


He heard a noise and turned to see that his family had arrived home. Cog, Olf and Cam stood at the edge of the pit, looking down. Cog’s nose was red and swollen, Seft saw with secret satisfaction.


Cog said: ‘You haven’t cleaned up!’


Olf said: ‘There’s loads of rubbish left.’


Cam said: ‘You lazy dog!’


‘That doesn’t matter,’ Seft said. ‘I’ve stopped the house falling down.’ He stepped off his platform.


‘Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter,’ his father said angrily. ‘I ordered you to clear up the floor of the pit, and you haven’t done it.’


Seft’s heart sank. Was Cog really going to pretend that he had done nothing useful? How could he be so stupid? ‘The lintel was rotten and it had slipped off one doorpost. The house was about to fall down. But I’ve made a new lintel.’


Cog was unyielding. ‘It’s no good. You haven’t even strapped the lintel to the doorposts. You’ve just been shirking hard work, boy. You should have followed my orders. Now get on with clearing up.’


Seft said: ‘Aren’t you even going to look at how I’ve done it?’


‘No, I’m not. I’m going to cook a piece of beef I got at Upriver.’


Seft was surprised by the reference to Upriver. Cog and the other two must have left the Monument early and gone to Upriver to trade their flints there. He wondered why. Perhaps they had got into trouble over the fight.


Seft hoped so.


Cog went on: ‘And you don’t get any supper until the pit is clean.’


This was outrageous. ‘I’m entitled to that beef. I mined the flints that you gave for it. Are you going to steal it from me now, like a common thief?’


‘Not if you finish cleaning the pit.’ And with that Cog withdrew from the edge of the pit, and the brothers did the same.


Seft could have wept. But he took a basket and went down the climbing pole, a tree trunk with notches cut in its sides to serve as handholds and footholds. He picked up litter until the basket was full, then climbed the pole to the surface and dumped its contents on the rubbish pile.


Cog, Olf and Cam were now resting on the ground outside the house. They had made a fire and Seft smelt the roasting meat. He went back down the pole and picked up more rubbish.


The next time he climbed the pole he saw that Wun, the nosy flint miner, was there. He was a small man who made quick movements and thought fast. He was asking Cog how he had got on at Upriver.


‘Very well,’ Cog said briskly. ‘I sold everything.’


‘Well done,’ said Wun.


‘I shan’t go back to the Monument. No point.’


‘I don’t suppose they’d have you, anyway,’ Wun said. ‘They were very cross.’


That annoyed Cog, and Seft saw his mouth turn down at the corners. But Wun was not intimidated. He had no fear of Cog. Seft liked him for that.


Wun said to Cog: ‘That beef looks just about ready. Smells good, too.’


‘Does it?’ said Cog. He was not going to offer Wun any.


Seft dumped the rubbish from the basket and returned to the edge of the pit. Wun caught sight of him and said: ‘Here’s the cause of all the trouble. I gather you’ve had a lazy day, Seft.’


Seft wanted someone to acknowledge his achievement. ‘If you want to know how I’ve spent the day, Wun, look at the lintel over that doorway. It had collapsed, and the house was going to fall down.’


Wun said: ‘But you haven’t strapped it.’


‘Yet it looks sturdy, doesn’t it? Give the lintel a push, Wun. See if it moves.’


Wun did so and the lintel did not budge. ‘How did you do that?’ Wun said.


‘The lintel is fixed to the doorposts with pegs.’


Wun was fascinated. ‘Who told you how to do that?’


‘No one. I was thinking about the problem, here on my own, and I tried out some ideas.’


Wun stared at Seft with his yellow eyes. ‘Truly?’


Seft was irritated by Wun’s scepticism. ‘No one else knows how to do this!’ he said indignantly. ‘I invented it.’


‘Well done.’ There was admiration in Wun’s expression now. That partly made up for Cog’s rejection. Wun turned to Cog and said: ‘You must be pleased.’


Cog did not look at Wun. ‘I told him to clear up the pit floor.’


Wun laughed and shook his head incredulously. ‘That’s my friend Cog.’ Looking thoughtful, he went on: ‘I like your boy and I’d be glad to employ him. Would you let him go?’


‘No, thanks,’ said Cog.


‘Really?’ Wun was surprised. ‘The way you treat him I thought you’d be glad to get rid of him.’


‘That’s my business.’


‘Of course, Cog, of course it’s your business, but I’d make it worth your while.’


‘The answer’s no,’ Cog said obstinately. ‘And it’s not going to change.’


‘Oh, well.’ Wun accepted the decision. ‘Congratulations, anyway, Seft.’ He swept the group with his glance. ‘Enjoy your beef. May the Sun God smile on you all.’


‘And on you,’ said Seft, but the others remained silent.


Seft watched Wun go.


Cog said to him: ‘Why are you standing around? That pit isn’t clean yet.’


Seft went back down the pole.
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Seft carried on after dark, working by starlight. When at last he finished, everyone else had retired, and the gate of the house was in place.


It was the usual basketwork hurdle. He lifted it silently, stepped inside, and replaced it.


Cog, Olf and Cam were asleep, Cog snoring.


Seft was starving. He looked for the beef, but there was only a bone left.


Fury boiled up inside him. He had the flint axe in his hand. He gripped it hard: he could kill them all now. But he relaxed his grip and lay down. Perhaps I’m not the killing kind, he thought, and he closed his eyes.


He was exhausted, but his mind was restless and he did not fall asleep. Wun had changed everything. Cog had rejected Wun’s proposal but Seft had not. For some time Seft had been asking himself: How could I make a living if I ran away? Today Wun had answered the question.


Seft felt a surge of hope, but there were snags. Would Wun let Seft join his team against Cog’s will? Seft thought he might. Wun was not easily bullied, and did not seem afraid of Cog. He had sons of his own to protect him, and other kin too. He might well defy Cog.


Could Seft get away from here without waking the family? They were full of beef and fast asleep, and his footsteps would make little noise. But what if one of them woke up? He would murmur something about going outside to piss.


His father would surely come after him. It would be wise to disappear for a day or two. Let them waste time looking for him and get fed up with the search. Then he could go to Wun’s pit.


Anyway, now that freedom beckoned he could not say no to it.


He imagined himself telling Neen about it. I just got up and went, he would say.


No more dreams. I’m going to do it, he thought, and he stood up.


Olf grunted, rolled over, and stopped snoring. Seft stood as still as a tree. Olf’s eyes did not open. Soon he snored again.


Seft stepped to the doorway and put his hands on the gate.


His father said: ‘What are you doing?’


Seft turned and looked. Cog was still half asleep, but his eyes were open.


Seft was inspired. In an angry voice he said: ‘Where’s the beef for my dinner?’


‘All gone,’ said Cog. He closed his eyes and turned over.


Seft lifted the gate silently, stepped outside, and replaced the gate. If necessary he was ready to run for it.


No more was said.


He stepped away. The night was warm and the moon had risen. He headed north. When he was too far away for his footsteps to be heard back in the house he turned and looked back.


All was quiet.


‘Goodbye, you miserable pigs,’ he whispered.


He broke into a run.
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Seft went north. He left the plain, entered the hill country, and walked on, taking no chances.


He had explored this area often. His father observed the twelve-day week, with two days of rest, and Seft had liked to get away from his family and wander. Now he came to a valley he remembered from one such trip. It had stuck in his memory because he had seen an aurochs here, one of a species of giant cattle with wide pointed horns. They were rare and he had not seen one before or since. He had been scared and climbed a tree until it wandered away.


Hoping the beast was not still around, he lay down on the ground. He heard an owl hoot, and then he fell asleep.


He woke at dawn. The place was familiar. A few sheep grazed between the trees. Looking around, he saw hundreds of flat stones on the ground, as if scattered there by the gods. Some of them were enormous, as long as four men lying head to toe. He had privately called the place Stony Valley. Somewhere nearby lived a shepherd, the only inhabitant for a long way.


He ate some wild raspberries then returned south to a hill from which he could see the pit and the house in the distance. He stood under a tree whose shadow hid him from view, and watched while his family got up and ate breakfast. Then the three of them set out westwards, undoubtedly heading for Wun’s pit.


Seft stayed at his vantage point all day, until he saw Cog, Olf and Cam come back, their bodies slumped and weary with walking and discouragement. They had found Wun’s pit, and Seft had not been there.


He would sleep in Stony Valley again tonight. Perhaps the shepherd would give him something to eat.


In the morning he would go to Wun’s pit.
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THE FARMERS’ WIVES and children took two days to get home after the Midsummer Rite. They had to walk the length of the plain, from east to west. A healthy adult could do it in a day, but children took longer, as did adults who were carrying children. However, it was a pleasant trip in summer and Pia was happy, walking with a girl of her own age, Mo. Her cousin Stam threw a tantrum and refused to walk and had to be carried all the way by his mother, Katch.


They passed several herder villages. Most were at the edges of the plain, near the three main rivers, the East River, the North River and the South River; but a few were in the middle of the plain, always near a stream or spring. Each had just two or three houses, usually occupied by people from the same family. Pia’s mother, Yana, explained that the herders had to keep watch on their livestock, making sure they did not get into trouble or wander away; and after that Pia noticed that near the herd there were always two or three people, men, women and children, keeping watch.


Pia and Mo were frightened of the animals and stayed near the grown-ups.


Pia told Mo about Han and his mother and sisters. ‘He’s really nice to play with, and he let me pat his dog.’


Mo said: ‘Are you his girlfriend, now?’


‘No. He says that’s silly grown-up stuff.’


Han’s mother had been kind, inviting Pia and Stam to stay for dinner. Pia had been surprised to realize that there was no man in the house, something that was not permitted among the farmer folk. In the farmer community every woman belonged to a man.


As they neared farming country she decided to ask her mother about it. ‘Why are herder families so different from ours?’ she said.


‘In what way?’ Yana asked.


‘When they make dinner, they just share it with everyone who’s nearby. We don’t do that.’


‘That’s because a herder doesn’t have his own livestock. With so many cattle wandering all over the Great Plain it would be impossible to keep track of who owns which cow. So the beasts belong to the whole community, and everyone’s entitled to whatever’s cooking. We don’t have that system. With us, each man has his own land, farmed by him, his woman and children and no one else. Why should we share our produce with people who haven’t helped to grow it?’


‘Well, Han’s mother hasn’t got a man.’


‘That’s not possible for us. We think every woman belongs to a man, either her father or her partner.’


‘Han’s father died.’


‘If his mother were a farmer woman, she would have to take another man within a year. That’s our rule.’


It made sense, but Pia thought Han’s mother had seemed to live happily without a man.


She asked a different question. ‘The way herder men talk to women is strange. Not like the way Dadda talks to you.’


‘We think someone has to be in charge, and among us it’s the man who tells the woman what to do.’


Pia thought for a while, then said: ‘Why?’


Yana looked away, and Pia wondered whether this was one of those things children should not talk about. But after a moment Yana said: ‘Men are strong.’


‘Well, if the woman is smart, she should tell the strong man what to do.’


Yana laughed. ‘Maybe, but just don’t say that in front of our men – they’ll get cross.’


That made Pia think her mother did not completely accept the rules of the farmer folk.


Approaching farmer country, they passed into a gap between two woods. Pia knew that the woods were called East Wood and West Wood, and the gap between them was called the Break. Now she noticed that the Break did not look like it had when they left for the Rite. Then the land had been grass. Now it was earth broken up and ready for sowing. She wondered why.


Her mother stopped dead and stared. After a moment she said: ‘So that’s what they were up to.’


‘Who?’


‘Our men. While we were away.’


Pia remembered Ani asking why the farmer men had not come to the Rite. At the time Pia had not thought much about it. Ani had made it seem like a casual question, but maybe it was not so casual.


Yana spoke irately, half to herself: ‘They wanted to do it while we were at the Midsummer Rite – so we couldn’t try to talk them out of it.’


‘What has Dadda done?’


‘Ploughed up the Break. It was probably all the men, doing what Troon told them to do, whether they liked it or not.’


She was speaking as if this was a big problem. Pia could not see why. Farmers broke up the soil to sow seeds: that was no surprise. She said to her mother: ‘Why are you cross?’


‘Because the Break was grazing land for the herders, and they’re going to be angry with us for changing it to farmland.’


Pia thought for a while. ‘So it’s like when Stam takes my ball and runs away.’


‘Exactly.’


‘But I run after him and knock him down and take it back, and he cries.’


‘Yes,’ said Yana. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’


A friend of Yana’s, a broad-shouldered woman called Reen, said: ‘The men must have worked day and night to dig up the entire Break so quickly. Men are sneaky. You’re never sure what they’re up to.’


Yana said: ‘My Alno wouldn’t have done anything this foolish unless he had to. I’m just hoping there won’t be trouble with the herders.’


Some of the others made noises of agreement.


Reen looked grim. ‘I don’t see how it can be avoided,’ she said.


Pia saw two figures approaching across the Break. As they came closer she recognized them. One was Troon, the leader of the farmers, called the Big Man, which was funny, because he was quite small – though he made up for it by shouting bossily. The other was his minion, Shen.


Troon was Stam’s father, and Stam ran to him excitedly. Troon patted the boy’s head and nodded to Stam’s mother, Katch. She was a timid person, Pia thought, perhaps because her man was so domineering.


Stam’s mother and Pia’s father were sister and brother, which was why Stam and Pia were cousins. She had recently learned what ‘cousin’ really meant.


Most people were afraid of Troon, but Yana was not. ‘What on earth have you done?’ she said.


The other women came closer to hear the conversation. Yana was sticking her neck out by criticizing Troon. They would not have dared, but they were pleased to see her standing up to him.


Troon looked offended by her tone but he only said: ‘I’ve created more farmland. We need it.’ He looked around the listening circle. ‘You women keep having babies. Every year there are more mouths to feed.’


Yana was not satisfied with that answer. ‘This land was grazing for the herders. And it’s their way through the woods to the river. They’ll be outraged.’


‘I can’t help that. We need it.’


‘You’ve done something reckless. The herders may not take this lying down.’


Pia could see that the women were awestruck by Yana’s persistence.


‘Leave this to me,’ Troon said, and he looked defensive, as if Yana was the leader and he was being reprimanded. ‘Don’t you worry.’


‘I’ll worry, and you’ll worry too if this starts a war. For every farmer there must be ten herders, at least. We would be wiped out.’


‘They’ll never attack us. Herders are ruled by their women. They’re cowards.’


‘I hope you’re right,’ said Yana.


[image: Start of image description, A black and white image of Stonehenge at dawn with the caption ‘Fifteen more midwinters pass’, end of image description]


Ani had been wondering what the farmer men had been up to while absent from the Midsummer Rite, and now she knew.


Urgent messages were often carried by quickrunners, young men and women who could travel the length of the plain in less than half a day. Two days after the Midsummer Rite a quickrunner from the herders in the west arrived in Riverbend with a message for the elders. The farmers had taken over a large area of grazing land and broken up the soil ready for seeding.


The farmers were aggressive. Ani thought it was because their way of life was insecure: they could be wiped out by a single year of bad weather, whereas the herds could survive two or more summers of drought. And young farmer women bore a fat baby every midsummer or two, perhaps because they lived on grain and cheese. Herder women, fed on meat and wild vegetables, were leaner, and that might be why they gave birth less often, about once every four midsummers.


The elders gathered in Riverbend, by the circles of tree trunks, to discuss the news. But they realized quickly that they needed to see for themselves what the farmers had done before they could make any decisions. So they agreed that a delegation would walk to the Break the following day. Keff, Ani and Scagga, the three most active elders, were chosen to go.


It was a long walk, but Ani enjoyed the bright wild flowers and the endless grass and the vast blue sky. Living in a large village next to a river, she was liable to forget the magnificence of the Great Plain. She felt lucky to live there.


The ancestors of the Great Plain people had liked to bury their dead in tombs covered with earth. Such little hills, called barrows, were everywhere, but most of all near the holy Monument. As Ani passed them she wondered why the ancestors had done this and how the practice had died out. Today’s people burned their dead. Sometimes they scattered the ashes and sometimes they buried them, but they built no tombs.


Ani’s aim on this trip was to avoid a battle and thus prevent the need for many funeral pyres.


They reached the farmer country late in the afternoon, and had enough time and daylight to take a first look at what the farmers had done.


South River formed the southern border of the plain. Parallel with the river was a long, narrow wood. Between river and woodland was fertile soil, which was what made farming possible. In this stretch of woodland was one gap, called the Break. It divided the woodland into East Wood and West Wood. The Break gave the herd access to the river.


Or it had. Now it was farmland.


The farmer men had used scratch ploughs, probably two men to pull each one, to break up the grassy soil. Then they had turned over the sods with wooden shovels. This allowed the seeds to sink into the ground. At this time of year they would probably plant barley, which grew quickly.


As Ani looked she became more worried. This seizure of land by the farmers would outrage many in the herder community. It could lead to something more than a battle. There could be war.
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