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Southeast Africa, half a million years ago


CHAPTER 1







Something obscured the horizon. Dark billows smudged the boundary between earth and sky; shreds of amber streaked up from the crumpled, scorched savanna through the colors of a healing bruise. She stood up and squinted over the rim of the dry wash, brow crinkled. Was a distant fire roaring through the parched grass, driving antelope and lions before it? These kinanas, the last yams of summer, must be dug before fire destroyed them or winter rains rotted them. As she stared at the muddled hybrid of sky and savanna, the roiling mass of colors coalesced into the blank, thin faces of her younger brother and sister as they had looked after the food ran out last winter. Just a few more, she thought, and rammed her digging stick into the cracked, unyielding earth. Thunder growled, low pitched and barely perceptible, and her eyes returned to the disturbed horizon. Only a thunderhead. No need to run. These kinanas will feed us this winter.


Sweat soaked her neck, and several more small yams landed in the basket. Thunder grumbled again. A dusty breeze lifted her hair and cooled her sweaty back as she stood up to stretch her cramped hamstrings and survey the sky. Where the thunderhead mushroomed above a ridge to the north, two tall figures reached the crest and stood for a moment, silhouetted against the pall of the storm cloud. One outline had hair in a familiar shape, most likely that of one of the nearby ukoos. The other’s head, however, seemed much too small and strangely round, as if its owner were disfigured. Unnerved, she froze, breath held, and watched the figures move east along the ridge and disappear. When they were gone, she drank from her antelope-stomach water bag and resumed digging, her nape hair still standing on end.


Rumbles punctuated the afternoon. Greens, yellows, and purples seethed from the gray cloud anvil into the blue expanse before it. Haphazard, dirt-caked kinanas filled the basket as shadows lengthened disobligingly fast. Plenty of time, she told herself as she jammed in a final kinana. Plenty of time to get home before dark. As she grabbed the basket handle, a pebble skittered from a stand of tall mavue grass, and she flinched. A cane rat, bigger than a baby, teeth sharp as flint? A painted wolf, disemboweler of buffaloes? A spear-wielding stranger? Eyes and ears fixed on the mavue, she rose deliberately, balanced on the balls of her feet. Ten heartbeats, an excruciating eternity, passed.


The mavue twitched. An ocher streak with curved claws and enormous yellow fangs exploded at her. Panic jolted through her; every fraught muscle erupted. She roared, heaved the basket at the leopard with her left hand, and swung her digging stick over her head with her right. The heavy basket slammed into the leopard and parried his attack, yams flying in all directions. His claws only just missed shredding her throat, but she felt them slash through her left arm as she splintered her heavy stick over his head. The leopard staggered and backed away, snarling and shaking his head as if troubled by multiple visions of his unexpectedly fierce prey.


She bellowed again and brandished a sharp fragment of her digging stick with a trembling hand. The savanna disappeared—she saw only the leopard, heard only the rasp of her breath and her heart pounding in her ears. Deliberately, the cat circled, eyes intent on her throat, nostrils flaring at the blood streaming down her arm. She blinked, and the leopard sprang again. As she dodged to her left, she thrust her improvised spear into his trajectory. The jagged stick tore into his shoulder, and she jerked it back before it could break again. He twisted away, snarled at the bloody lance, and slunk back into the mavue.


With one eye on the tall grass and a hand on her stick, she inspected the gash that split her arm from shoulder to elbow. Blood soaked the hair of her arm and splashed into the last hole she had dug. The smell was strong and earthy, like a damp stream bank with an overturned slab of moss, the unmistakable odor of injury. Hyenas will scent that, even a morning’s run from here, she thought, and she examined the stand of mavue, the thickets, the horizons for a reflection of an eye, a movement unexplained by wind. Temporarily satisfied, she turned back to the problem of hiding the blood. Can’t waste drinking water for washing, she thought. She took the zebra-hide carrying strap from her water bag, pulled the edges of the wound together, and bound her arm with the strip of hide, holding one end of the strap in her teeth as she tied the knot. As she worked, the sound of a branch rasping against another drew her attention, and a moment later, a soaring raptor distracted her. Finally, the bleeding slowed to an ooze from the ends of the slash. She kicked dirt over her spilled blood and cleaned her arm as best she could with her tongue. That will have to do, she thought, hyenas or not. With a last look for signs of the dazed leopard, she scooped up the scattered yams and started north along the dry wash at a fast lope. Her eyes swept the mavue on both sides of the wash, flicking back over her shoulder at intervals.


The edges of the wash blocked all but a rare breeze, and sweat soon soaked her back and dripped off her face onto her chest, though shadows in the deeper parts of the wash made her shiver. The banks of the wash limited her view as well, but she knew she could run twice as fast over the flat, hard-packed earth in the wash as she could through the dried grass of the savanna, where an unexpected sinkhole in the limestone karst might break a leg, or send her tumbling into a cave. Although she was familiar with the land within a day’s run of Kura, a new sinkhole could appear overnight, and so she kept to the wash.


A distant moan of wind echoed the whoop of a hyena. A predatory shadow pursued her, and the rhythm of her pounding feet quickened until she recognized the shadow’s source, a scudding cloud. Pain like a smoldering cinder kindled and grew under the improvised bandage, and each heartbeat throbbed against the strap. As a distraction, she began to tell herself the traditional Kura stories she would tell at festivals one day, when she became Mother of Kura like her mother and her mother’s mother.




She started with her favorite, about the mother’s-mother’s-mother who first wove reeds into a basket so that she could carry food to an injured child. Her imagination always supplied the face of her own mother for the hero of this story, and her own face for the injured child. The next one had once frightened her badly on a particularly dark winter night: rock hotter than fire oozes from a mountain and destroys a village. In this story, her eight-year-old brother and four-year-old sister became the children saved by their older sibling who leads them up a high granite outcrop. By the time she got to the tale of the mother’s-mother’s-mother who left her mother’s shelter at Panda Ya Mto and built the first shelter at Kura, her pain was worse, but her mood slightly better. As she ran, an idea hummed through her thoughts. These stories are all about change—big, long-ago change—but their purpose is the opposite: to preserve tradition, pass on memories, explain how things happen. Remember what worked before, they said. It will probably work again.


She kept watch on the flat-topped cloud as it ballooned south. By the time she climbed from the dry wash and turned east to clamber along the base of a jagged gray-white ridge, the thunderhead had boiled over most of the sky and occasional fat raindrops raised tiny puffs of dust in front of her feet. The distant rumbling seemed closer, and she whiffed a sharp, disconcerting odor that reminded her of crushed pine needles. The tall grass became distantly spaced shrubby trees, and the ground grew rougher, with stretches of scree slowing her pace. When she stopped for a drink of water, the shadows of the rocks on the uplands above her stretched eastward like giant upraised fists, and she saw something feline slip into a cleft near the top of the ridge and several stone’s throws behind her.




In spite of her throbbing arm and stiff legs, alarm quickened her pace. Rested, unhurt, and over even ground she could chase a gazelle for the hunters until it was exhausted, but today, her pace was nothing like a gazelle’s. As she sped up, the leopard emerged from the scrub and scrambled over the broken terrain far above her, but she had the advantage of more even ground and kept well ahead of her pursuer. At the end of the ridge, the karst smoothed out into savanna and stretched north toward Kura, and she reckoned she could reach shelter by dark if only she could discourage the leopard. A flash, followed by a rumble, startled her, and the sporadic raindrops coalesced into a steady drizzle that made the fine taupe dust slippery.


Each breath tore through her chest now. Her eyes sought the quickest route and surest footing. Her ears excluded all sounds except the soft scrapes of rock shifting on rock above and behind her. The back of her neck prickled. Finally, the ridge to her left tapered off into yellow-brown grass that brushed her thighs and she risked a backward glance as she turned north, just in time to see the leopard leap onto a low tree branch just above her. A few round stones under her foot sent her sprawling forward. The kinanas rolled in all directions, and the last of her water spilled. Air knocked from her lungs, she struggled to her hands and knees, unable to make a sound.


Over her shoulder, she saw the black spots of the leopard’s ginger coat shimmer in the last horizontal ray of the setting sun as he shifted his weight back and forth from one set of rear claws to the other. A wild, terror-driven explosion of energy erupted in her chest and sparked through her body to her fingertips. A desperate gasp flooded her lungs with air and she tried to scramble up, but before she reached her feet, she was knocked back to the ground, blinded and deafened by a crash with the force of a volcanic eruption.


Sometime later, she felt rain falling on her closed eyelids and opened them. Nothing new hurt, the sun was still setting, and the air seemed cooler. Her injured arm looked about the same, and the fall had only bruised her knees and hands. Plastered against her skin by the rain, her hair was too wet to bristle against the cold. The tree from which the leopard had been preparing to attack smoldered in the rain and generated a cloud of steam and smoke. A blackened carcass hung over one of the larger remaining branches. With a shudder, she expressed relief with a sound like water pouring from an upturned jug, gathered her water bag and yams into the basket, and ran north into the gathering dusk as fast as pain and fear could drive her.


As the rain and the light faded, she struck a familiar, well-trodden path. Her legs became stronger and the basket lighter, and her pace quickened. Soon the white heights of Kura’s limestone outcrop appeared, dotted across its southern face with saffron-colored watch fires. When she judged herself near enough, she announced her arrival with a low-pitched, reverberating sound, like a deep-voiced, peculiarly persistent owl. A tall, dark brown form ducked out from one of the highest shelters, climbed a rock, and looked in her direction. A moment later, it sprang from the rock and sprinted toward her. She recognized her brother Thump, even taller than he had been two years ago, and with his much longer beard and hair now twisted into the style of the Panda Ya Mto. She squealed greetings and sped up the slope, pain and exhaustion forgotten.


He stopped a few feet from her and began to make the respectful signs usually made by a man returning to a village after his summer journey. She laughed, dropped her basket and stick, and grabbed him around the middle with her uninjured arm, mixing sounds for relief and greeting as if she were a stream squealing with pleasure. They broke apart and both began to gesture simultaneously. Two sets of hands flew as they formed words with their fingers, with an occasional sound to convey emotion.


“Don’t be silly!” she signed. “You needn’t act like you’re here for the Bonding—you can’t take a mate in your birth village.”


“Snap, what happened to your arm?” he signed at the same time. “Let’s wash off that blood before a lion comes after you.”


Eventually, the torrent of words slowed and they began to pay attention to each other’s words. Thump picked up Snap’s basket and broken stick, and they walked toward the Kura stream where she could clean her wound.


“You’re as tall as a white rhinoceros. A trader thought you had gone to the Panda Ya Mto people. Half the men in that ukoo must have been born in Kura. Don’t you need to be there for the Bonding? What are you doing here?”


“Tell me your story first,” he signed one-handed, “and then I’ll tell mine.”


The story of the leopard attack fluttered from her hands in the fading light, and Thump rumbled in the back of his throat with amazement and disbelief. When she reached the lightning strike, he gave a bark of astonishment, and then a gurgle of relief. They passed the origin of Kura’s stream where it issued from the limestone just below the village, and then followed its bubbling course down a tiny ravine. Snap reached up and tucked in one of the felted coils of her brother’s beard. “Nice twists. You only had rabbit fur on your face when you left.” Thump glanced at her sideways, as if he suspected sarcasm. Apparently reassured, he straightened up as they walked on. She took a long look at Thump in the dusk. He was bigger, she thought, and his beard was more impressive. She tried to avoid staring at his now adultsize genitals by reminding herself that this was still the same older brother who had taught her to drive gazelles toward the hunters, who had helped check snares when it was not his turn, who had even been known to share his food. After his two-year absence, she was disconcerted by how she felt: oddly maternal, with a hint of the feelings that the older men induced in her.


When the stream slowed and widened into a pool, Snap untied her arm and waded in to immerse it in the water. Blood blossomed into the slowly moving water like a huge pink amaryllis. Snap imagined the pink-stained water flowing downstream, faster past the white limestone below Kura, where hyenas denned in the banks, and slower through the flatter savanna, where crocodiles imitated floating logs, to the Kijito river, a morning’s walk to the south, and she hoped nothing would come in search of the source of the blood.


While she cleaned up, Thump recounted his experiences since he had left Kura. Two winters ago, the arrival of his adult beard had compelled him to leave the village in the spring with the other men to spend the summer traveling, hunting, and trading. Not allowed to seek a mate in his mother’s ukoo, he hoped to find a mate in one of the nearby ukoos at the fall Bonding festival, but unfortunately, the women of both Panda Ya Mto and Jiti found him young and poorly supplied with tools, meat, and hunting skills. He spent the winter in an uneasy truce with several other young bachelors in a makeshift shelter near the Kijito.


The following summer, Thump’s trading and hunting were more successful. That fall, he offered better gifts to the appealing women, and interested one called Dew, of the Panda Ya Mto people. She was healthy, slightly older than Thump, of medium rank, and with no living children, and when the Bonding of the Panda Ya Mto was celebrated, she chose Thump. Dew had twisted his hair and beard into the style of her ukoo and taught him the hoots to identify himself as Panda Ya Mto. When her brother described Dew, Snap noticed he had a partial erection and looked distracted, pleased, and a bit foolish, something like the way he had looked after his first successful hunt.


“Aren’t you going back there this fall?” She grimaced as she freed a blood clot from her arm, and the wound gushed again.


“Of course. But I met someone interesting this summer, and I’ve brought him here to visit. I’ll get back to Panda Ya Mto in plenty of time for the Bonding.”


She frowned, which made her brow ridge even more prominent. “Where is he from?”


“Far away sunset-ward. He is called Bapoto.”


She snorted. “Didn’t his mother give him a real name?” The Kura called all children “Baby” until their fourth spring, when they received a Kura name, a sign similar to those for common sounds. Bapoto’s name, on the other hand, meant nothing; it was not like any sign she had ever seen.


“They have different kinds of names there.”


She finished washing her arm and rinsed out the strap she had used to bind it, and he helped her tie up her wound again. Around them, sepia and beige had faded to black and gray, and both scrutinized the shadows as they walked back to the shelters. Snap signed, “I’m a woman now. I can choose a winter mate at the Bonding.”


He nodded. “Good, it’s about time. You certainly look like a woman now.” Snap wondered if her brother had been trying to avoid staring at her as well. “Is anybody interested?”


“There are more than a dozen men staying at the men’s shelter already, back from their summer journeys. They all bring gifts to Chirp, because she is the Mother of Kura, but she never takes a winter mate anymore. Whistle gets something from most of the men, but she always chooses Meerkat. Not much for me.” She tried to look pleased about gifts for their grandmother and mother, but her brother knew her too well and patted her shoulder.


“There will be more next fall. Men don’t like to be chosen by the lowest-ranked woman in a household.” Snap thought he looked patronizing and gave him a small kick to remind him which of them would be Mother one day.


The nearly full moon was rising as they neared Chirp’s shelter. High on the Kura ridge, it faced southwest toward the Kijito. Like the other shelters of Kura, its walls were white limestone, shaped partly by nature and partly by generations of occupants. Antelope hides laced together with leather strips formed the roof. Often repaired and rearranged, the shelter seemed to have grown from the ridge, an aboriginal refuge from winter storms and spring downpours.


Snap hooted softly outside the door to announce their arrival, and a woman emerged from the door flap carrying an infant on her hip in a sling. At thirty, Whistle was no longer beautiful, but she was nearly as tall and strong as Thump. Her large, calm eyes were unusually green and wide set, like a buffalo’s, and she habitually slouched, as if to hide her high status by disguising her size. Perched alertly on her mother’s hip, the baby crowed a sort of greeting and stretched an arm out to Snap, moving her fingers in a fair imitation of Snap’s name.




Whistle squealed greetings, nuzzled Thump’s ear, and waved him into the shelter with the basket of yams. As she turned to her elder daughter and leaned down to nuzzle her ear as well, Snap’s makeshift bandage caught her attention. “Snap! What happened to your arm? And why are you out in the dark? We have been hearing hyenas nearby all day.”


“I met a leopard on the way home, but don’t worry. I didn’t bring him along.”


The older woman jerked her head upward in amusement. The baby squirmed as Whistle peeked under Snap’s binding. “Does it need to be cleaned?”


Snap shook her head. “Thump and I went down to the stream already. The cut is deep but it’s clean, and it’s not bleeding anymore.”


Satisfied with her inspection, Whistle straightened up. “Thump has brought a far-walker, and also two rabbits. Some of the meat is saved for you, if he hasn’t eaten it already.”


Snap followed her mother under the door flap into the shelter. A small fire burning in a stone ring struggled to illuminate an irregularly shaped room filled with smoke unable to find its way to the flap in the roof or out of the narrow gap that served as a window. Rolled sleeping hides in an alcove in the far wall cocooned her younger brother and sister and her grandmother Chirp. Her neck and back relaxed as her nostrils filled with familiar smells—unwashed women and children, smoke, recently cooked meat, the nearby midden. An unfamiliar male smell, however, made her nape hair bristle.


Thump was sitting near the fire with a man Snap didn’t know. Both were signing rapidly, and Thump was laughing. The man was tall and broad shouldered, nearly as big as Thump. Instead of one of the usual elaborate hairstyles, the visitor appeared to have shorn his gray-streaked mane to the length of his body hair. Snap thought his eyes were too close together and his nostrils too narrow, like a shrewd cobra, and she wondered what this old man was doing so far from home.


Whistle greeted them with a soft squeal. The men jumped to their feet and greeted the two women with respectful gestures appropriate to their high standing—daughter and granddaughter of the Mother of Kura. Whistle went to a storage alcove in the left wall and began to rummage in it. The stranger placed his hands on each side of his face, palms outward. Snap did likewise and squealed a muffled greeting. “This is Bapoto, of the Kao,” signed Thump. “This is my sister Snap, of the Kura.” Formalities completed, she took from her mother a wooden bowl containing a portion of a roasted rabbit and several tiny sour baobab fruit. With profuse one-handed thanks, she squatted at the fire facing the men and began to eat with an occasional oblique glance at the visitor. Whistle waved the men back to their places at the fire, where they resettled themselves and resumed their conversation, unaware of Snap’s surreptitious surveillance. Snap had met most of the men returning from summer journeys as they paid their respects to Chirp on their arrival, and most of them had at least transient erections when they met Snap, but this one, she noticed, did not. When Thump finished telling a story, Bapoto turned to Snap.


“Thump says you were injured by a leopard today,” Bapoto gestured.


She nodded, chewing. Her arm hurt, she was tired and hungry, and she had told the story to Thump already. If the stranger had been one of the younger returning men, one of those with the fascinating scents, she might have told it again, but not to this graybeard.


“And the leopard was killed by lightning?”


She nodded again.


Bapoto made a low-pitched, quavering whistle, a sound that communicated nothing to Snap. “The spirit of the leopard may have entered your wound. You must be careful.”


“What is ‘spirit’?”


He made the odd sound again and signed, “The soul of the leopard. That which lives inside during life, and goes to the Great One after death.”


“Soul” was not a sign Snap recognized either. “I have cleaned the wound, and there is no part of the leopard left inside.” She caught her mother’s eye and raised one eyebrow. Whistle gave her a be polite look. She turned her attention to sucking the last bit of meat from the rabbit bones.


“It’s full dark,” signed Whistle. “You two had better go to the men’s shelter, or Meerkat will come around to collect you, and I don’t think either of you would enjoy that.” Meerkat, whom Whistle had chosen at the Bonding every fall for as long as Snap could remember, was a stickler for tradition in the matter of visiting members of the opposite sex after dark.


The two men took their leave with polite signs, picked up bundles near the door, and ducked under the flap. Through the window gap, Snap watched her brother and the shorn-headed stranger as they headed down the slope in the direction of the men’s shelter in the bright moonlight.


“Why is he here?” Snap asked, still worrying at the rabbit bones.


“Bapoto? Or Thump?” Whistle squatted next to her daughter, drew fibers from a basket, and began to braid them into a rope.


“Both. Thump should be hanging around Panda Ya Mto to make sure no one else pays too much attention to his woman, if he wants her to choose him this winter. And that pompous old man had better think about where he’s going to spend the winter. I can’t imagine any of the Kura women would be interested in someone so peculiar.”


Whistle picked at a tangled strand of unanasi, eyes narrowed. “He’s different, yes, but Thump says these odd ideas make Bapoto a better hunter. In fact, Thump seems to think one of the Kura women will chose Bapoto.”


Snap watched Whistle’s shadow as it flickered on the limestone behind her, one instant appearing solid and ordinary, the next twisted into a contorted, wildly unfamiliar shape. Dubiously, she began crunching up the rabbit bones. It didn’t seem likely to her that weird warbles would make anyone a better hunter, and the idea that some part of a leopard had gotten inside her and would be dangerous was just loathsome, but surely that odd old man would be gone soon. Wouldn’t he?
















CHAPTER 2






Snap’s gash throbbed, every pulse an explosion of agony, a drumbeat in the endless night. She wasn’t due to watch until midnight, but with no hope of sleep, she arose and ducked out under the door flap. Her arm felt cooler in the night air, and it seemed to throb less when she was upright. A yellow-orange moon lit the uwanda, a level clearing containing a fire ring, a large flat rock, and several well-worn stumps. To the north, the shelter and a firewood storage recess burrowed into the sharply rising hillside. Whistle sat near the glowing embers of the uwanda fire.




“I’ll watch,” Snap signed.


With a concerned snuffle, Whistle untied Snap’s bandage and inspected the wound. It had been oozing. Snap clenched her teeth while Whistle cleaned the arm with her tongue and rewrapped it in a soft antelope hide. The door flap fell shut behind Whistle, and Snap heard Whistle crooning to Baby as she nursed her back to sleep, a sound even more comforting than the new soft bandage.


Snap had no trouble staying awake. Firelight reflected from close-set, ground-level eyes several times, but their owners were easily discouraged by small pebbles. Once, when the moon was low in the sky and dawn had not yet hinted at its arrival, a larger pair of eyes at the height of Snap’s waist reflected the yellow-orange firelight. Snap got to her feet and stirred up the fire. Guttering light showed intelligent brown eyes in a heavy-jawed head atop a cobby body, clad in chestnut spots on an ocher coat—a cave hyena of about Snap’s weight. She pulled a flaming branch from the fire and took a step toward the hyena, a growl rising in her throat. For a moment, the hyena matched her threat with a low grunt, but then he turned and disappeared into the night. She threw a new log on the fire and held a brand for the rest of the night, but nothing ominous appeared. As the night wore on, the hide around her arm grew tighter, and she loosened it several times. When Chirp’s turn to watch came, Snap still saw no hope of sleeping and didn’t wake her.


The first streaks of gray light revealed an arm twice its normal size, with burned-looking skin around the wound. Something had soaked through the antelope hide, now stiff and brown. As soon as Snap heard the sounds of people arising inside, she started down to the stream to bathe her arm again. Her balance was slightly askew, and she shuffled to stay upright. The shelters she passed seemed out of focus, even unfamiliar, and twice she stopped to be sure of her route. At the stream, she rinsed the strip of hide and cleaned her wound, careful to watch the awakening savanna for signs of hyenas or another leopard. The breeze was cool and smelled like change, disquiet, and opportunity.


As she made her way back up the slope, the ashen colors of dawn resolved into the browns and greens of day, and she could hear people stirring in other shelters. By the time she reached Chirp’s shelter, her odd feeling of unreality had abated. Skewered chunks of kinana were already hissing over the newly stoked uwanda fire, where Whistle sat nursing Baby. From the shelter echoed the sounds of her brother and sister squealing and howling with early morning laughter. Snap’s peculiar confusion disappeared completely. She greeted Whistle with a soft squeal and started to lift the door flap but was nearly bowled over as eight-year-old Rustle and four-year-old Swish erupted from the shelter and darted off, hooting shrilly, apparently on urgent business of their own. As Snap entered the shelter, Chirp was storing the last of the sleeping hides in a corner of the alcove. The old woman straightened up and turned to her granddaughter as she entered.


“Whistle says your arm is hurt,” she signed, her gnarled fingers morning stiff.


Snap greeted her with open palms and a purr of respect, and nodded. Chirp gestured for her to sit on one of the rolled sleeping hides. With a grunt, the old woman bent her ancient, misshapen knees and knelt next to her granddaughter. The calloused hands untied the bandage and probed the injury. Snap suppressed a low growl; Chirp’s fingers hurt, but she wanted her grandmother’s help. This tiny old woman with her sparse gray hair, many missing teeth, and permanently bent neck was the Fifteenth Mother of Kura, and her understanding of injuries far surpassed that of anyone Snap knew.


“The swelling might keep the edges from knitting. Keep it bound, not too tight. Today, rest and eat.” Snap nodded again, and Chirp snorted in annoyance as she wrapped the arm securely. “Why does this happen right before the Bonding? The bachelors will not bring you any gifts when they see this.”


Snap propped herself against the rolled hide, a water bag by her side and her arm held motionless against her body, while Chirp took her weaving basket outside. Sounds of people going about their business drifted in. A raven landed on the roof, looked through the smoke flap at her, and pecked at the edge of the roof hide. She hissed at it, and it responded with a scornful cackle. Its wings beat the roof as it flapped off, a welcome distraction from her pounding arm. Whistle came into the shelter and tucked a sound-asleep Baby into her basket. From outside, Snap heard Thump’s Panda Ya Mto hoot, and squeals of greeting from Chirp and the children. In a moment, Thump and Bapoto ducked under the flap and greeted Whistle and then Snap. The old man had a loosely wrapped bundle under his arm, and Snap was slightly offended that he seemed more interested in surveying the shelter’s contents than in its women. Her brother had an enormous bundle packed and tied around his shoulders, and he bounced on the balls of his feet as he signed.


“I’m going to Panda Ya Mto. I have some things for Dew, and the air is filled with fall today.”


Whistle hummed with satisfaction. “Good luck for the Bonding, Thump. Dew sounds perfect for you.”




“Thank you.” Thump hummed as well, pleased at his mother’s approbation. “Bapoto will stay here in the men’s shelter until the Bonding. Chirp has given permission.”


Whistle nodded. Snap noticed Bapoto studying Whistle now. What did he see? A mate, an ally, a victim?


Thump turned to his sister. “How is your arm this morning?”


“Worse. Chirp told me to rest.”


Bapoto looked at Snap’s enormous arm and addressed Thump. “A healer might be useful.”


The sign he used for “healer” was unfamiliar to Snap, but Thump seemed to understand. “Maybe. Let’s talk to Chirp.” The two men saluted Whistle and ducked out again.


Snap unrolled a sleeping hide and stretched out next to the ashes of the previous night’s fire. Soon, she heard Chirp make a hissing sound usually used to shoo away small animals or children, and then the old woman stomped into the shelter, lips pursed and eyes narrowed.


“Thump has gone to Panda Ya Mto. He sends you his respect,” she signed to Whistle. “Bapoto will stay in the men’s shelter until the Bonding. I asked if he would be returning to Kao before the rains come, but he showed me his teeth and told me the Kao were his mother’s people. Well, it is traditional to accept all strangers at this time.”


Snap raised her head on her right elbow. “What did they ask you?”


“Among Bapoto’s people, there is some sort of ceremony for people who are ill or injured, and he asked if he could perform it for you. It is not our way, and I refused.”


“What harm could it do?” Snap asked.




Chirp stirred up the fire and added another log, her thin lips puckered even more than usual. “Our festivals unite us and prevent discord. The Bonding celebrates the end of the harvest and the girls who have become women, and welcomes the men into the ukoo for the winter. The Naming celebrates the coming of spring, and the end of infancy and beginning of childhood for those who have four springs. Each person has his or her part, and each person is celebrated at the appropriate time. We have no ceremonies to glorify misfortune or death, and need none.”


Snap made a purr of respect and lay her head back down on the sleeping hide. As she drifted into a state of half-wakefulness, she watched Whistle braid a rope, frowning at escaping strands that refused to blend in.


 


Each day Snap’s wound grew redder, more swollen, and more painful. She ate little and declined even a taste of a perfectly ripe marula fruit Rustle found. Each day, Bapoto visited with polite greetings and a small gift for Whistle, complimented Chirp’s care of her granddaughter’s arm, and offered to perform the healing ceremony. Whistle accepted a bird, two lizards, a hyrax, and a small stone chopper, but Chirp, with her jaws set, continued to veto the healing.


On the sixth day, fall sunshine angled through the open door flap of Chirp’s shelter but didn’t warm Snap. Rolled in sleeping hides, she shivered and moaned in a netherworld between sleep and waking. Now and again, her hands waved restlessly but incomprehensibly. Her huge maroon arm stuck out from her bedroll like the corpse of a limb, the thick, black crust over the gash like a charred bone. Whistle, stiff faced and puffy eyed, sat nearby, helped her change position, and offered her water. Chirp made a show of weaving a patterned basket, but often she shook her head and seemed to lose her place. Rustle and Swish, uninterested in their usual earsplitting pursuits, played a game involving a pile of twigs and several round stones.


Around midday, Chirp stopped in the middle of a row, put away her partly finished basket, and sent Rustle to the stream to fill a large wooden bowl with water. A finely woven grass mat, soaked in fresh water and wrapped around a warm stone from the edge of the fire, became a poultice. When Chirp held it to the tense, shiny wound, Snap squawked and flailed her arms. Whistle’s face looked brittle, as if it might shatter when the tears finally spilled from her eyes, but she put out her hands, palms up, to offer help.


“Hold her. This might help, but she must be still.” Whistle and Rustle positioned themselves to hold Snap, while the Mother held the warm, wet mat to the encrusted wound. The day wore on, the mat was rinsed in fresh water again and again, a cooled stone was replaced by a warm one over and over. Snap keened and moaned and writhed and eventually, she slept.


She dreamt a leopard had entered her body through the opening in her arm. It slunk through her blood, up her bones, around her organs, and became part of her. At first she resisted its presence, fighting the leopard traits, but finally, she relented, allowed her hair to become spotted, her teeth to sharpen, her nails to curl into cruel claws. At last, she was completely transformed. Crouched in a tree, exhausted, she watched a thunderstorm approach.


When Snap awoke, slanting rays of late afternoon sunlight streamed into the shelter. Confused, she tried to remember how long she had been sleeping and wasn’t sure why she had been asleep in the daytime. Her arm hurt, but in a strange, distant way, as if it were someone else’s arm. She was aware of Chirp doing something to her but wasn’t interested in finding out what. She lay limply, occasionally shivering, and did not use her free hand to communicate.


An odd sound drifted into the shelter, coming from uphill, from the top of the white outcrop that formed the rear wall of the shelter. It was a human sound, but not one she could identify, although it was vaguely familiar. Soon, she remembered the quavering whistle made by Bapoto on the night of his arrival, and realized a number of people must be making the same noise. Thumping sounds began to accompany the whistling, and then developed a regular pattern.


Snap opened her eyes. Chirp, on her left, was rearranging the poultice, and Whistle squatted on her right with her arms folded. Rustle knelt near the alcove, uncharacteristically still, with his hands open on his thighs, frowning. Swish clung to his back, her eyes just visible next to his ear. Snap blinked in surprise at her siblings’ stillness. In a moment, she signed coherently for the first time since the previous day. “What is that sound?”


Whistle waved at the ridgetop. “There are about a dozen people up there, and they have brought a fire. Bapoto made a huge drum that doesn’t look like one of ours, and they are dancing and making that odd sound.” As Whistle signed, Snap heard Bapoto’s voice raised in an ululating warble.


The crust over the wound opened, and yellow pus drained onto the mat under her arm. Snap gagged at the stench, and then shrieked as Chirp compressed her arm, expelling the evil with her hands. Whistle and Rustle pinned Snap’s arms while Chirp poured water into the now gaping hole. To Snap, it seemed to take forever, but finally Chirp declared that the wound was clean, and told her not to bind it, but leave it open to the air. Compared to the agony of the previous six days, the pain was gone, and Snap cried for the first time, with relief. She pulled Whistle, Chirp, and Rustle, in turn, down to her with her unhurt arm, kissed them, and released them damp with her tears. As the dusk faded, Snap’s shivers turned to sweat, and Whistle helped her crawl from her sleeping hides and into the cool air outside, where Chirp stood looking uphill.


The eerie whistling and Bapoto’s warbling were much louder outside, and Snap could see the figures on the ridge flashing in the flickering light as they danced. Chirp made a sound of disgust, and Snap could just see her fuming in the dark. “It is full dark, and not yet Bonding. Those women should be in their shelters, and those men in theirs. Where is Meerkat?” In a moment, she had sent Whistle off in the direction of the men’s shelter, and shortly thereafter, the drumming and whistling from the ridgetop turned into a scrabble of people climbing down in the dark, accompanied by what Snap recognized as Meerkat’s roar.


 


Snap was fiercely thirsty and drank all the water at the shelter, but it was too dark to go to the stream for more. She slept for several long stretches, although still unable to find a comfortable position. By morning, she was feeling hungry. Whistle and Chirp were happy to allow her more than her share of the dried fruit. The rigid expression Whistle had worn during Snap’s illness returned to normal, and the children became more boisterous than they had ever been. Meerkat brought a porcupine he had snared,  Whistle roasted it, and Snap ate the entire thing. In the afternoon, Whistle, with Baby in a sling, took Rustle and Swish on an expedition to collect egusi gourds. Snap was sitting at the edge of the uwanda crunching the last of the porcupine bones when Bapoto appeared, accompanied by several men and two women, one of whom was Whistle’s cousin. Snap supposed she had heard them on the ridgetop the previous night. Chirp appeared at the flap of the shelter.


Bapoto squealed polite greetings, palms outward on each side of his face, and Snap replied in kind.


“How are you feeling today?” he asked.


Snap thought his smug expression deserved a pinecone between the eyes, but she replied politely, “Much better, thank you. Chirp put a poultice on my arm that made the pus drain, and now the fever is gone.”


Bapoto made the quavering whistle Snap had heard from the ridgetop on the previous night, and the group behind him echoed it. “The Healing has succeeded. The spirit of the leopard has spared you,” he signed. Chirp made a sound of disgust, and Bapoto turned to her with a purr of respect. “Mother of Kura, do you see the power of the Healing? Others who suffer could be helped as well.”


Chirp straightened up as much as her bent back allowed and signed with steady hands. “Sometimes we have full stomachs, sometimes empty. We have pleasure in our mates; we have pain in our injuries. Life is as it is; whistles and drums and dancing bring us delight, not good fortune.” She hissed at the group in front of her shelter, and they dispersed like termites from an overturned mound. Bapoto backed away making the same gesture he had used for greeting, apparently forgetting which was appropriate. When he was out of Chirp’s sight, but not quite out of Snap’s, she saw him sign, apparently to himself, “The old one does not believe. There is no hope for her.”


Snap sniggered into her hands until they were out of sight, and then laughed out loud, rocking back and forth. “What idiots!” she signed to Chirp.


Chirp shook her head and looked toward the ridgetop, wisps of gray hair flapping like feathers. “No, not idiots.” She turned and hooted loudly as she walked toward the central uwanda, a large open square roughly in the midpoint of the village. Snap followed her. Soon, most of the Kura women, their children, and their potential mates had gathered in the uwanda, and stood looking at Chirp.


Chirp used the large, two-armed signs used for crowds or long distances. “Fall is coming. We will celebrate the Bonding in three days.” The crowd whooped and hooted, and the sound echoed from the limestone ridge and rolled across the uneven savanna to the grove where Whistle heard it. She looked up from the egusi, eyes and ears focused on Kura. “Something’s happening.”
















CHAPTER 3






The cool nights, the first rain, the men’s return—everyone had already known that fall was near. Nevertheless, Chirp’s announcement provoked a storm of activity. Snap watched a group of newly arrived men eye one another appraisingly and imagined what each was thinking. Should I join the main band of hunters? We’d probably make a kill, but it probably wouldn’t be my spear. Should I hunt with my brother and my cousin, and maybe make the kill myself, or maybe come back with nothing? Or should I fish, nearly a sure thing, but not very impressive? Which will that woman over there admire most? In no time, all the men had departed with spears or fishing nets over their shoulders. Bapoto appeared to be leading the largest hunting party.


The women flew around like darting swallows. Whistle traded some dried zebra for a patterned basket from her sister Peep. Chirp forced Rustle to sit still long enough to hollow out a new wooden bowl. With her arm bound and a little help from Swish, Snap laboriously dug as many bambara nuts as she could carry. Women visited one another on the flimsiest pretense, surreptitiously comparing the lavishness of their feast preparations.


Over the next two days, Snap struggled to shell and roast her bambaras with her one useful arm. By midday of the day before the Bonding, she was on her knees just outside the shelter door, grinding them with a heavy stone mchi. Chirp plaited a mat in a sunny corner. At the back of the uwanda, Whistle split firewood with stone wedges and a hand axe and stacked it in its storage alcove near the shelter. Baby was propped in her basket at the best vantage point to see all the activity. Rustle and Swish had gone off with a group of other children, their chores finished. Snap’s arm ached, and sweat matted her hair. She tested the meal with her fingertips. Nearly fine enough, she thought. This flatbread will be my best ever.


An unfamiliar hoot came from the direction of the central uwanda and Snap looked up. Climbing the path was a stranger, as tall as Whistle, with a huge bundle tied over his narrow shoulders and only the beginnings of a beard on his cheeks. Snap guessed he was a few springs older than she was, but exhaustion lined his face, and he picked his way carefully up the track as if he were much older. He greeted them respectfully, hands on each side of his face, and addressed Chirp, the oldest person present.




“I am Ash, of the Kilima people. You are Mother of the Kura?”


Chirp responded with the same polite greeting. “I am Chirp, Mother of Kura. This my daughter, Whistle, and her daughter, Snap.”


Ash signed greetings to Whistle and Snap in turn. As he glanced at Snap, his surprised eyes widened briefly. At once, he dropped his gaze to avoid disrespect. Snap was gratified that this young man, unlike Bapoto, obviously found her attractive. He faced Chirp again. “I arrived here yesterday evening. I ask to use the men’s shelter until the Bonding.”


“You are welcome here.”


“Some of the hunters have returned. I just saw them carrying an antelope to the large uwanda.” The sign he used for uwanda was not the one used in Kura, but Snap understood what he meant when he waved in the direction from which he had come.


Whistle dropped her axe. “They will need help with the butchering. Thank you for the news.” She dashed into the shelter and came out with two obsidian knives and a scraper. Teeth bared, Whistle scooped up Baby’s basket and strode east, down the path to the central uwanda. Snap knew that Whistle wanted to be helpful, but she also suspected her mother wanted to be present when the hunter decided who would get what. I suppose I should go, too, she thought, but I won’t be much help with a crippled arm. In any case, I want to know who this stranger is.


Chirp signed a farewell at Whistle and turned back to the young man. “Please come into my shelter and share my fire.” With her partly finished mat tucked into her basket of grass fibers, the old woman shuffled into the shelter, followed by Ash. Snap hurriedly covered her partly ground bambaras with an upturned wooden bowl and did likewise. Inside, Chirp prodded the fire with a new log and forced her creaking knees to kneel at the flames. In the light of the blazing fire, Snap thought her grandmother looked strong and more erect than usual, the regal Mother of Kura.


The old woman stretched her gnarled fingers toward the smoky warmth, and Ash dropped his bundle and squatted opposite her, fatigue and age mirroring each other. Snap retrieved a basket of dried fruit from the storage alcove, offered it to her grandmother, and then to Ash. When Ash accepted a few marula slices and a gourd dipper of water, Chirp nodded gravely, as she always did when welcoming one of the returning men. Today, however, Snap thought her grandmother’s eyes seemed more good-humored than solemn.


Ash drew a small leather packet from his bundle. “Please accept a gift. This tool is called a shazia among my people.” Snap did not recognize the sign he used, so she moved closer to see better, squatting so her knee almost touched his. He glanced at her, and then opened the packet, which contained several sharpened slivers of bone, each with a hole bored in one end. With a purr of respect, he chose one and presented it to Chirp, who raised her eyebrows and accepted it graciously.


“What is this?” she asked.


Ash took a hank of grass fibers from his bundle and demonstrated how to pass a fiber through the small hole and use the shazia to repair a woven mat, or to join two together. The Mother looked amazed and delighted, to Snap’s surprise. She thought her grandmother knew everything worth knowing.


“What an idea! Won’t you excuse me? I want to show this to my daughters. Please entertain our guest, Snap.” Chirp excused herself with a polite sound and scurried out carrying the shazia, the twisted fibers, and two old mats.


Snap moved around and took Chirp’s place at the fire. Acutely aware of her sweaty body and obvious injury, she did her best to represent the Mother. With no higher-ranking women present, Snap no longer needed to keep her eyes down, and she knelt at the fireside with her head above Ash’s.


“I am Snap, daughter of Whistle, daughter of Chirp.”


Ash purred respect and looked at her with his mouth slightly open, which made his face look even younger and a little silly. He had an erection again. “I am Ash, of the Kilima people.”


Ash’s disarming expression made it hard for Snap to maintain her dignified gaze. “And where is Kilima?”


“Toward the dawn and the Great Desert, near the Great Water. It took longer than a moon to walk here from my mother’s shelter.”


“You arrived yesterday?”


“Yes, at nightfall. It was too late to pay my respects to the Mother then.”


“How did you happen to come here?” Snap continued to kneel up, but her inquisitive expression and the way she leaned forward to see his words spoiled her attempt at aloof decorum.


“I began my journey in the spring with Tor, who was my mother’s mate for many years. He has taken many long journeys, and has paid his respects to Chirp before, long ago. Half a moon ago, he was swept away when we were crossing a river. I searched far downstream for him, but didn’t find any sign of him.” Ash made a brief keening sound, to which she responded in kind, and then they sat in silence. This Ash, she thought, is a far-walker, and probably not so foolish as he looks. She prodded the fire, and added another log. He showed no sign of departing, and kept his eyes firmly on Snap.


Finally, he pointed at his own eyes and then at hers. “Your eyes—I’ve never seen anyone with green eyes.”


Snap shrugged. “Nor have I, except for my mother. They work just like yours, I think.”


Next, Ash indicated her bandage and asked, “Is your arm injured?”


She waved the question away with her uninjured hand. “Just a scratch.”


“I understand the Kura will celebrate the Bonding tomorrow?”


“Yes.”


“Among my people, all are welcome at the Bonding, and any man may be chosen by any woman of the ukoo. Is it so here?”


“Yes, but often women choose the same mates over and over. Didn’t you have a mate last winter?”


“No, among the ukoos near my home, there is an excess of men. I spent the last two winters in a bachelors’ shelter. Would it be rude to ask if you will choose a mate this fall?”
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