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Many dream of better worlds.
Few help create them.





[image: ]





[image: ]






Who is more wretched than he who has
no gods, yet dreams of demons?

—MOTHER STILLSHADOW








On the first day there was Kori, nothing.

Out of Kori came num, and num birthed the jowk, the lake of fire, in whose depths dwelled a butterfly and a spider. The spider wove num into fibers, making himself a dream world. The butterfly wove num into a glowing egg cocoon bright enough to shame the stars. The spider wove bones for the egg, and thus the first man was born. The spider and the butterfly were pleased, and let the man play in the dream. And then made other men, other creatures, and let them play as well. Because it was his nature, the spider gave them Hunt, the game of life and death.

The spider thought the game so grand that he wove Great Sky into being and lived there and named himself Father Mountain.

The butterfly loved her children also and wove Great Earth and lived there as Great Mother. She thought the spider’s game cruel and gave her children Love, the game of male and female, so that through sex they could free a little num and awaken from the dream, if only for a moment.

In the fullness of time, Father Mountain calls for their bones. The egg cracks, the cocoon unravels, and the num returns to the jowk. The young and the sleeping are told that “You die, and then Father Mountain gives you new bones!”

The truth is that there is no “you” to give them to. There is only jowk.

Jowk is what looks out through your eyes, and back at you through the eyes of another.

The egg thinks it is you. Most eggs fear the day Father Mountain returns their fragments to the earth. Most will struggle against death and would struggle even if struggling were the only sin. But then, the door opens. There are no words for that knowing.

Most think this First Way is the only path through the darkness.

But there is the Second Way: to awaken within the dream. It is not easy or even possible for any but dream dancers and hunt chief. And most of them will never awaken fully. But those few …

As you know the taste of your own mouth, they know that we come from Kori, and to Kori, the nothing, we return.

They also know that the Nothing is everything.

—IBANDI SECRET TEACHING






Chapter One

[image: ] Summer’s warm rains had long since riven the earth, then dried again to dust. Three moons would wax and wane before the winter rivers swelled within their graveled banks.

Hot Tree had lived most of her adult life in Fire boma, the bamboo-walled cluster of huts a day’s walk southeast of Great Sky. Now her hair was streaked with white, her brown skin deeply wrinkled, her breasts empty sacks. Years had cooled the fire in her dancing feet. She felt both hollow and heavy, and knew it would not be long before Father Mountain summoned her bones.

So much had changed in the past few moons.

For generations unknown the Ibandi had lived within the sheltering shadows of the mountains called Great Sky and Great Earth. The peaks were home to Father Mountain and Great Mother, whose timeless passion had birthed the world.

Three moons ago, Great Sky had exploded, the cataclysm wreathing the sky in stinking smoke and spewing rivers of boiling mud down its verdant slopes. Trees had been wrenched up by the roots, tumbling like dead brush. The Ibandi hunt chiefs had died. Some believed the god Himself had perished, but Hot Tree did not, though she well believed that the explosion was a sign of His displeasure with their wickedness.

Whatever the truth might be, a second disaster soon struck. From the south came the Mk*tk, brutal men who killed many and even stole three of the sacred dream dancers. The bloody war had almost undone the Ibandi. If Hot Tree’s daughter had not brought her here to Water boma, Tree did not know what might have become of her.

Much had changed since then. Sky Woman, the girl who had earned her name by climbing Great Sky, had fled north with half the tribe, accompanied by her lover, Frog Hopping, who had climbed Great Sky with her in search of wisdom. Some said he was a mighty hunter, but Tree had never been impressed by Frog. Both his elder brothers, greater providers by far, had died on the great mountain, but their widows, Ember and Flamingo, had traveled north with Frog.

Hot Tree inhaled deeply. The afternoon air reeked of burnt grass. She stood just outside the boma’s bamboo gate at the edge of the wide blackened zone singed every moon to deny hiding space to leopards. Beyond that dark space, grass grew knee-high, and beyond that the plain was broken by round and flat-topped trees and dusky scrub ranging out to a thinly ridged northern horizon. The air smelled of dust and burnt thornbush.

Her old eyes could just barely distinguish a hyena’s brownish-gray pelt, lurking a spear’s throw from the edge of the blackened zone.

Another four or five spear casts distant loped three giraffes, two adults and one calf half the height of its parents. Even as she watched, they dissolved into the shimmering air, much like the cloud creatures the strange boy Frog had so often babbled of.

Night Song approached from behind. Hot Tree would have known that tread among tens of others: Song’s rotten left knee caused her to drag that leg a bit. No hunter’s accident or thieving disease had caused this, only that great hyena, time itself.

“I wonder where they are?” she said, not realizing she had spoken aloud.

“Stillshadow?” Night Song’s hair had faded to gray stubble. At times it was difficult to see the nimble young dancer trapped within her twisted, heavy frame. Despite her age, Song’s voice was still honey, and her dark eyes brimmed with curiosity. Song was Hot Tree’s sister-in-law, an old and valued friend. “Gazelle? Sky Woman?”

“Yes. And Snake,” she said. “Sweet Snake. When he was young, and I was not yet old …” Her smile was both bitter and sweet. Despite the intervening years, the memory remained a deep, swift ache.

“Do you wish you had gone with them?” Song asked.

Hot Tree sighed. “It is strange. Fire boma seemed so hollow. Then, I thought I was too old to go along. Now I fear I was not young enough to stay.” The old ways were shattered. If… if the Ibandi could rebuild, that new world belonged to young skin, not old bones, even such sacred bones as Mother Stillshadow’s.

“Perhaps they will return,” Night Song ventured. “They will learn it is safe and come back to us.”

Hot Tree made a clucking sound. “And how will they learn that?”

“What?”

“How will they see that it is safe? Are we to send runners? We do not know where they are.”

Song shivered. “I made a song,” she said. Many of their people forged habits that complemented their birth names. “I sing it to my daughters, and as I go to sleep …” She described it, sang a bit. It spoke of the old woman who had birthed so many of them, named most of them, and whose acolytes sung the sun to life each dawn. “Perhaps she will hear my song,” she concluded, “and they will return….” Her voice trailed off, as if unable to convince even herself.

In the eyes of the Ibandi, Stillshadow was Great Mother incarnate. The old woman’s voice held the songs, her feet taught the dances. In former days she had walked the Circle once a year, bringing medicines and knowledge, knitting Earth, Wind, Fire and Water bomas together. She healed, dreamed names for their children and in the ripeness of time brought talented girl children into the ranks of the dream dancers.

Hot Tree cupped a handful of soil in her hands. “Things are not as they were before Great Sky died.” The earth trickled out between her fingers. “Heaven and earth are far apart. It is said that in the last days, old bones will dance again. Boar Tracks says the hunters have seen … things on Great Sky.”

Night Song asked, “What manner of things?”

“Thorn Cloud told me that a ghost roams the slopes.” Once, such a thing would have been unthinkable. But that was another time, before so much death and fear. Before the shape of the world had changed. Surely, power great enough to reshape a mountain could split the thorn walls separating life and death. “Perhaps it is a hunt chief’s spirit.”

“Then heaven’s gates have opened,” Night Song said.

The air seemed to take on a deeper chill. If heaven’s walls were breeched, might not hell’s gape as well? Good men went to Great Sky. But beneath the earth, locked behind Great Mother’s protective arms, demons raged, devouring the souls of evil men.


Chapter Two

[image: ] Through tufted grass, across soil not much richer than sand, a hand of Ibandi walked single file toward the horizon. Far to their left, the sun was dying.

Three walked with the grace and confidence of hunters. Leopard Eye and Leopard Paw were tall, lean young men who shared the same face, twins who had been raised together in Water boma. The third, Rock Knife, had come to manhood in Earth boma. The Leopard twins were the only surviving sons of Stillshadow, the head dream dancer. For two moons they had been their mother’s primary guardians. Walking by her side was Sky Woman, the girl some still called T’Cori—a name that was actually no name at all. The root word, Kori, meant a void, an empty space.

The old woman called Stillshadow leaned upon a bamboo spear haft and stepped as if her hips were as fragile as eggshells. She raised her withered hand, a sign for stillness and silence. She squatted, her dusty heels raised high. Stillshadow stirred around in the dirt with her fingertips, and closed her eyes.

For many breaths the three hunters watched the dream dancer. They slowed their breathing, pulling it down to their stones to cool their impatient blood. At long last, the gray-hair stirred from her trance.

“What did you see?” Leopard Eye asked. His hands were knobby, his mouth broad and smiling even in repose. Quick to laughter and slow to rage, he was generally thought the best hunter of the men who had followed Frog Hopping and Great Sky Woman on their trek north. Most of them were now to the northeast, traveling toward their next resting place.

Stillshadow, Sky Woman and their escorts had gone to the west, seeking visions. They would catch up with their people tomorrow night perhaps. Or the day after. The walking families would find a camping ground, then wait for them. Two tens of tens of families left a very clear trail.

Neither brother had been raised by their flesh mother or father. As with all dancers’ male offspring, they had been raised by Stillshadow’s cousins and siblings.

“What do you see?” echoed Rock Knife, shortest of the three.

“Thirst,” Stillshadow groaned, eyes still closed tightly.

“You see what I feel.” Leopard Paw scratched his side, plucking out a little purple itch-thorn between the thick nails of his thumb and first finger. “Is there water? Plants to draw the leaf-eaters? My belly wants meat.” He slapped his stomach. For the last two moons they had traveled endlessly, never spending more than a few days in any one place. Stillshadow said the ancestors demanded this sacrifice in exchange for future happiness.

“Quiet, now.” T’Cori sniffed the air. She stood, spread her arms wide and turned in a slow circle. Her eyes, ears and nose absorbed hands of hands of scents and sights and sounds. The breeze swam with mint and fire cactus. Click beetles mated in the tall grass, burring with pleasure as their love made new life. The air chilled as clouds shaded the sun.

T’Cori crouched on her hands and knees, hovering in trance, a gift of the plant children and her endless years of breath control, prayer and sacred dance. With their help, she could see through the world of men into that of dream, and perhaps even into the jowk itself.

Her gaze shifted to her mentor, lost in her own visions. Her num., the field of living light surrounding Stillshadow’s body, flared. For one brief moment it seemed bright and clear enough to transform night into day.

“There,” the old woman said at last, pointing to the east. “I will find my answer there.”

They walked a time, until after a quarter-day they heard hiccoughs of baboon laughter floating through the yellow grass. Stillshadow stood, one hand pressed to the small of her back. Her face flattened with pain but then regained a dignified calm as she walked toward the chuckles.

“Careful!” Leopard Eye called. “There is much danger.”

“For you, my son. But then,” she reminded him, “baboons do not like leopards.”

T’Cori shook her head. “Mother …”

The great dreamer grinned. “It will be good. Look.” Stillshadow knelt and brushed the earth with her fingertips. The soil was torn, speckled with blood and bits of bone. “Something bad happened here. What do you see?”

“I don’t know. …”

“This is not a knowing thing,” the old woman replied. “It is a thing to see.”

T’Cori closed her eyes. Freed from vision, her mind caught memories like fish in a net. At such times it seemed that she could touch yesterday, and the yesterdays before that.

And then she saw.



The baboon troop had spent a long, lazy day eating dates and lean dry-season grasshoppers. As the wind shifted, three brown-backed males at the outskirts caught a strong sour meat-eater scent. They growled and barked. The rest of the troop crouched low, submitting to them completely. The females grabbed their young and fled to the circle’s center. The younger bucks gathered around the females and their pups and bared their teeth, snarling.

The leopard’s belly had sharp teeth. The rains had not fallen in moons, and as the water holes dried, the flesh she so desperately needed had wandered far.

The two or three big bucks moved around the outer edge of the troop, pacing back and forth, eyes fixed on the starving cat. The troop did not panic or run away. In other days, the leopard might have avoided baboons, but this was not one of those days. Baboon was juicy and delicious. Emboldened by hunger the leopard was at the height of her strength and power and aggression.

She advanced. The three big bucks, followed by several younger shaggy brown males, scrambled to meet her.



T’Cori blinked as she finished her dream of torn branches, footprints, and bloody soil. “I have seen this before,” she said. “Baboons are smaller than leopards, but … they are many and the leopard is only one. They come from all directions. Look! Only scratched earth and blood remain. Just scraps of bone and fur, flung in all directions. Baboons frighten me. No other monkey acts so.”

Stillshadow stood ten paces from the troop’s edge, not close enough to alarm them. Three males shambled toward her. The old woman stood as motionless as a tree, even when the apes bared their fangs and barked in chorus. She closed her eyes.

The baboons circled her, barked a few more times and then retreated. The troop watched her as she opened her eyes and backed away, watching them the entire time.

“Mother,” T’Cori said when the old woman returned. “Did they … speak to you?” The four-legged made signs any hunter could read. But speech? This would be marvelous beyond even Frog’s imagination.

“I heard them,” Stillshadow replied. “There is game and water—” she pointed north “—beyond the horizon. There. Now come. We will find our people.”


Chapter Three

Northeast …

[image: ] Beneath a swollen skin of deep blue clouds, two tens of tens of Ibandi wandered north. For two moons now, most had looked to their trek father, Frog Hopping, for wisdom. Although he had lived only two tens of summers, they believed his climb up Great Father’s treacherous south face had conferred wisdom beyond mortal years.

Frog was the height of the average Ibandi male but a bit thinner. His head sometimes balanced uneasily on his slender neck. His eyes were exceedingly bright, his hands nimble. Despite his slightness he was an expert climber and hunter. His hair was a mass of tight black coils and a thin thorny beard speckled his narrow cheeks.

Only he and Sky Woman had survived the climb of Great Sky—although to save his honor they had lied and said Uncle Snake had completed it as well. Now Sky Woman shared his hut, and together they led twice ten tens of Ibandi northward to a new life in new lands.

By twos and fives the Ibandi walked behind them, through drought-stunted acacia trees and across cracked riverbeds littered with dead branches and bleached bones.

Once those bones had held flesh, enough flesh to feed their grumbling stomachs.

Bones that had once been living creatures, and that now pointed the way to the death awaiting all men.

“Come!” Frog called over his shoulder. “We shelter before the sun dies.”

A small boy walked near him. The boy was thin, with a bald spot on the right side of his head and bright, questing eyes. Frog knew him as Bat Wing. The boy and his mother were from the Wind boma. As they walked, the boy studied every bush, every stone, every dung beetle and mantis, his moon face seldom less than merry and inquisitive.

Frog had rarely seen the boy without a smile of welcome or curiosity. Had he himself ever been so light of spirit? Could he ever be again?

Bat Wing glanced back over his shoulder at the ten or so family groups in easy sight. Others were straggling along farther back. “Will we wait for Sky Woman?”

Frog forced himself to shrug. “She will find us.”

Before the sun had moved a finger toward the horizon, they came upon the sparsely grassed banks of a trickling stream. A weeping wattle tree’s spreading branches webbed the ground with shade. Careful to avoid ant nests and sharp rocks, they set their lean-toms and skin rolls for the night.

During rest times, food was shared within and between families. Whether the wanderers originated in Fire or Earth or Wind bomas, all now stood within the same circle, walking toward unknown horizons.

Just before the sun touched the western horizon, Frog went to find his mother, Gazelle Tears. She and his younger brother were on the far side of the shallow bowl chosen for the night’s camping, near a tumble of fallen trees. He had just greeted her when a boisterous shout reverberated through the hills. “Stillshado w!” came the cry. “They are back! The dream dancers have returned!”

Worry flew from his heart. “At last.”

His mother squatted at the side of their new fire, feeding it twigs. “You were afraid?” she asked. Time had sharpened his mother’s shoulders and cheekbones. Her hair was streaked with gray but not yet white. Nor had she clipped that hair short as many other Ibandi women do when the loss of their moon-blood signaled entrance to the elders’ circle.

“Of course not.” The lie slipped from his tongue so quickly that he barely tasted it. It would not do to have his people know how heavy his heart grew whenever his love left his sight.

He was soon directed to the stream just south of the camp, where it burbled across mossy green rocks. There he found T’Cori and Stillshadow, filling gourds with fresh water. Game tracks dappled the ground around them. Perhaps this was the place they had sought?

T’Cori smiled up at him, but continued to busy herself with some little game that she and her teacher had been playing. To Frog, that smile had always been like the birth of a new sun.

To some, T’Cori seemed a sparrow. But Frog was not deceived by the long fine bones in her forearms and thighs. She was stronger than any hunter, any champion of the wrestling circle. Her strength, not his, had carried them to the top of Great Sky.

Her gleaming hair cascaded to her shoulders in tightly woven braids. Her hairline descended slightly at the center of her forehead. Like most dream dancers, she wore a deerskin covering both her breasts and her sexual organs.

All human beings had seven eyes: two on the face, two in the palms, one in each foot, and one in the the sexual organs—the seventh eye, the most powerful and precious. A dream dancer’s sexuality was for her to gift and for no man to steal with hands or eyes or root.

T’Cori’s eyes were the most remarkable thing about her: they were the color of yam skin, brown with greenish tints and speckles of yellow as bright as sunflowers. They were soft but piercing. He often wondered if they could see past his skin to the blood and marrow beneath.

Stillshadow cupped water from the stream with her hands, raising them and offering her apprentice a sip. Every time T’Cori bent, the old woman let it run out between her fingers. They laughed heartily, and then the game was repeated. He drew close enough to hear Stillshadow’s whispers.

“Listen,” Stillshadow said. “Whether flowing from the ground, touching your lips or cooling in your gourd all are water, yes?”

T’Cori nodded.

“How did you see water on Great Sky? Steam? Rain? Streams?”

“And there was more,” T’Cori said. “Hard, clear water. There are no words to describe how cold it was. Even more, pieces of the cold hard water fell from the sky.”

Frog cleared his throat, announcing his presence. “Old one,” he said, “did Great Mother give you a vision?”

“Yes,” Stillshadow said. “Soon. There.” She pointed at the northern horizon, as she had countless times before. Then, as if her strength was spent, the crone’s shoulders sagged, and she seemed to collapse. “I must rest.” She shuffled off to find shade.

Frog scanned the shallow brown rise of the distant hills, their straggly thorn bushes breaking a monotonous horizon.

A dust-colored hawk bent the branches of a bush only a spear’s throw away. Its head rotated almost like an owl’s, gazed at him and T’Cori.

“Blessings, winged sister,” she said.

The hawk skawed, flapped its wings and climbed steeply into the sky.

“I wonder,” Frog said, “if she knows something we don’t.”

“We have horizons to cross,” T’Cori said, “but we will find it.”

Frog wondered. “You are sure?”

“Very sure.”

“I was worried about you,” Frog said.

She trailed her fingers softly along his arm, sending sparks. “It was only three days. I was safe with Leopard. You know that.”

“There are many kinds of danger.”

T’Cori frowned. “What are you saying?”

“He has no wife,” Frog said. “His root swells when he dreams of you.”

“Ah. You see these things? You dance in the other world now?”

“No, but a man knows these things.”

“So does a woman,” she answered. “And no matter what he dreams, I am yours. Unless, of course, he needs me to make medicine with him.” The corners of her mouth turned upward, hinting at mischief

Frog made a clucking sound. “If you are to be his medicine, he had best be very, very sick. Sick enough to wilt his root.” Could he demand that Leopard meet him in the wrestling circle? Certainly. And one day he might do that, if he wanted to eat dust a few times.

She rubbed cheeks with him, smooth against rough. “You have nothing to worry about.”

Frog laughed. “I will be back to eat soon. We have yams and spring hare for dinner.”

Her eyes sparkled. “A feast.”

Frog headed off toward a circle of men, who were sharpening spears and knives. They waved as he approached.

Uncle Snake stood quiet and alone at the circle’s edge. After the death of Frog’s father, Baobab, Snake had hunted for food for his brother’s family and cared for them. After his first wife’s death, Snake had married Frog’s mother and raised Frog. His left eye had been torn away by a lion many years before. A pale web of scars masked the left side of his face. His uncle’s good right eye blinked as Frog approached. “I will go and see if the women need anything,” he said.

“Uncle!” Frog protested. “Wait. Please. Sit with me.” They squatted together, away from the others. The wind rustled around their ankles, rippling the grass.

“It is worst with the children,” Snake said.

“What?” Frog asked.

“Their eyes are so bright,” the old man whispered. “The young ones believe in this great man, this hero named Snake.” His thin shoulders rounded forward. “Why would Father Mountain not give me a stronger heart?”

Frog knew his uncle’s pain but could not ease it. After the Mk*tk war, the holy women had decided to climb Great Sky to ask Father Mountain and Great Mother for advice and aid. Seven had begun the climb, two had completed it. Four had died and one, Snake, had given up. But Frog and Sky Woman had lied to protect Snake, had made him a hero of the climb.

What a wonderful, blessed lie it had been. In that lie, Hawk Shadow had died on his feet instead of his knees, crawling away from the wolves. Fire Ant had died defending Sky Woman instead of trying to kill her. Snake had driven them on with the supernatural strength of his num instead of turning back like a coward.

His uncle, whose strength and courage had failed him, had been transformed by Frog into the strongest of them all. Was it wrong to protect the man who had fed and raised him?

He considered, then asked the question that itched at him. “When was the last time you took pleasure with my mother? She loves you, and you do not touch her.”

Snake’s lips twisted in annoyance. “Why do you say this?”

“I know my mother,” Frog said. “When she is loved, she dances through her day.” He paused. “She has not danced in moons.”

“I am old,” Snake said, “and my root-fire is low.” Snake seemed unable to meet Frog’s eyes. “I should steal num from Gazelle?”

Frog shook his head. “You cannot steal what is given freely. And I do not believe your root has wilted. Just a year ago, around the fire you bragged of how you made her sing in the tall grass.” A hummingbird-swift shift of Snake’s eyes told him his arrow had struck home. It was Snake’s spirit that failed, not his flesh. “You have loved little since we came from the mountain. Since we began our journey. Is she so ugly to you now?”

Snake winced. “Do not say such things!”

“Are her breasts empty?” Frog bore in, deliberately provoking. Anger was better than self-pity. “Perhaps her eyes were brighter when she’d danced fewer winters. Has she lost a girl’s easy step?”

Snake growled and raised his hand as if to strike his adopted son. He hesitated and lowered it again. “Do not speak of your mother so.”

“Why don’t you go to her?”

Snake’s nostrils flared, but his tongue found no words.

“Uncle,” Frog said, “as men, we think that all our strength comes from our muscle, our bones, our num. I think that is wrong. I think that a man is strong when his soul vine binds him to his woman.”

“What of the hunt chiefs?” Snake retorted. “They lived without women, and were they not strongest of all?”

A good question. All had died, save the coward Boar Tracks, who had refused to attempt the climb of Great Sky.

Could the dead ones have been strongest of them all? When he, Frog, had done what they could not? All his life he had believed the songs and stories, but now he was not certain. “Were they? Did they? Uncle, they all had Ibandi women. Whenever a hunt chief’s root hungered, he needed only walk down from the mountain and display it. You suffer no weakness. You believe you are no longer worthy.”

Was that a smile tugging at Snake’s lips? “Perhaps.”

“Uncle … I was strong because I had the Nameless One, she we now call Sky Woman. You walked alone.”

“And your brother Fire Ant?”

Frog flinched as if Snake had thrust a stick at his eye. “I do not speak of him.”

Snake frowned. “Frog, he is dead. He died trying to save his people. There is nothing you could have done.”

“Perhaps.” Frog ground the ball of his foot into the dirt. When he finally replied, his voice was flat and harsh. “And if you could have been braver, stronger, you would have been. And can be now, if you will forget the past and look to our future. Your future. With Gazelle.”

Snake found Gazelle Tears with her younger son, Wasp, and Fire Ant’s plump widow, Ember, and her baby. All crouched near the stream’s trickle. As their campfire burned to glowing coals, they busied themselves with preparations for the evening meal. Ember held her infant girl to her breast with her left arm, as she and Wasp pounded seeds against rock, splitting the husks and shaking out the meat to make mush balls. “I bring impala,” Snake said, and dropped the carcass on the ground before Gazelle.

“It looks scrawny. Not juicy at all.” Her eyes twinkled. “But I will cook, and we will eat together. Wasp,” she said, “clean this.” If they found a home … when they found a home, the boy would begin his run with the hunters. For now, he remained close to his mother.

“We need to speak,” Snake said quietly.

Her pounding slowed. She moved a bit farther away from her son and daughter-in-law. “You need to ask? When have I refused you anything?”

He looked south, toward Great Sky. For the first moon of their travels, the sacred mountain had wavered behind them in the distance. Then only when the air and heat and light were just so did it appear, as if floating above the horizon. And then one day … it was gone. “Perhaps because we are distant from our home.”

“Sky Woman says that home is where we build our fire. Where we feed our families. Where we hold each other.”

He looked at her, curious. “You’ve heard stories of what happened on the mountain?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Everyone loves a hero,” Snake said. “They make dances and sing songs for the hero. I do not know who this ‘hero’ is. Is it this ‘hero’ you love?”

Gazelle Tears laughed.

Wasp grunted, sawing at the web of muscle between the deer’s ribs. The boy was a smaller, younger version of his brother, Frog. Grunting, he ripped a section of ribs free and handed it to Ember for approval. She nodded and passed it to Gazelle Tears.

She selected herbs from a leather pouch, and crumbled a healthy pinch onto the meat, then began kneading the seasoning in with a smooth, clean rock. “I brought our sons, Frog and Wasp, our daughter, Little Brook, into the world through my body. Each was born wet and wrinkled. Brook cried as if she were the first lonely soul in all creation. I helped Frog take his first steps, and now people speak about my son as if he is no longer a two-legged. It makes me laugh.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “I don’t know what my son felt and saw on the mountain … but he is still my son, as much as he was before he could wipe his own bottom.”

“And what of me?” Snake asked.

“I don’t know what happened to you on Great Sky,” she said, “but you are still my husband. When you rub your hips against me, my body opens to you. It is no hero I pull inside me. It is the man who fed my children when their flesh father died. The man who taught little Frog to wrestle and hunt.”

“You will still cook my meat?”

She pressed her palm against his forehead, and gave him a little push. “Always.”

She plucked a pair of tubers from the pile beside her, rolled them in green leaves and handed them to Wasp, who slipped them into the coals. “Do you remember our first night together?”

The very memory sweetened the moist, warm air. “Of course.”

She touched his arm. “Tell me what you were thinking.”

Snake nodded. “When my wife died, I mourned and thought my heart had dried. You made me food and made me laugh and made me come.”

“These are all good things.” Gazelle Tears chuckled.

“I needed these things,” Snake said. “And you needed a man to hunt for you.”

“Even before your wife died, you hunted for me,” she reminded him.

“Yes. But after she returned to the mountain, I hoped you would see me with warm eyes.”

In that moment, Gazelle Tears seemed a young girl once again. “All my eyes are warm to you, Snake. All are open now: two hands, two feet, two face-eyes.”

“And the seventh eye?” he asked.

In answer, she rubbed her rump against his. The smoothness soothed one ache but intensified another. If the sudden, delicious heaviness in his root was any measure, he was not quite as old as he feared. Snake smiled. “Perhaps tonight …”

“Yes.” As she pounded the seeds, her tempo quickened.

“A walk in the brush …”

She sighed as if he had entered her already. “I will roll my hide. It might be nice to have a place to sit.”

“Or lie.”

Gazelle’s shyness had vanished, replaced by something with sharp, friendly teeth. “Yes. It might.”

Snake crouched between his wife and Ember. Ember’s man, Fire Ant, was gone, dead on the holy mountain. Since his death Ember had been closer to Gazelle Tears than ever. She had chosen to travel with Frog rather than return to her own boma.

Here, Ember was a legend’s widow. She seemed to take some comfort in that, at least enough to get on with her life.

Could a legend’s widow be stronger than a legend? This was not a question Snake could answer. Instead of trying, he busied himself pounding leaves and herbs and ground seeds into the slab of deer ribs. In every way, tonight would be a feast.

The sun was a thumbnail-sized spark, sinking toward its grave below the western horizon. To T’Cori the clouds seemed layered there, dark orange at the bottom and edges, darkening in the middle as the sky sighed and prepared for sleep.

She and the other women tended to gather at their own fire, a few paces from the men’s. A world away. Out here on the unknown northern savannah, where their former lives had blown away like cobwebs in the wind, the informally drawn boundaries seemed more important than ever.

Tonight, six women crouched around the blaze, its living shadows painting their faces. Hearts open, they awaited morsels of wisdom or comfort from Stillshadow Perhaps they would be called to sing. Song and dance could transform a dreary night into a celebration. T’Cori had brought along her drum in hopeful anticipation.

The lead dream dancer sat at the edge of a log, her elbows resting upon her knees, her weathered face tilted up to the darkening clouds. Stillshadow rested her hand over her heart. “I die soon.”

Fear tightened T’Cori’s throat. “Mother! Do not say such a thing.” Then she paused. “When?”

“Not today or tomorrow,” the old woman promised, “but there is much to teach and little time to share it.”

Relief flooded T’Cori’s heart. She could lead, alone, if she must. But please, Great Mother, not yet.

“Where do we begin?” Sing Sun asked.

“When we find our new place,” Stillshadow said. “We must make a new drum.”

“What is wrong with this one?” T’Cori asked. She reached down and ran her hands along its worn sides. The drum was as tall as her forearm, as broad as a large man’s hand. It was formed from a hollowed willow log, with deerskin pegged with bone splinters stretched around the rim. T’Cori had owned it since childhood, and she slapped her palm against the drumhead to make a high, mellow thump.

“It is a fine drum,” her teacher said, “but a new land needs new music. We make it from the trees, from the animals. In that way, when we play, we speak to the land itself. We will walk on. We need to be swift but careful.”

Her brow wrinkled. “I feel that in a new land, we need a dance as quick and light as rabbits. Bring the drum, and we will teach our men the rabbit rhythm.”

“Yes, Mother,” T’Cori said.

“Sky Woman, tell them the story of Zomo the rabbit drummer,” Stillshadow said. “Hunters use Rabbit when they must run fast and quiet for a short time. This is Zomo’s rhythm.”

T’Cori’s hand fluttered on her drum, tapping out a song. As the thumps triggered memories of dance and song and mushrooms, she searched her memory, hoping to earn a smile, or an affirming nod, from her mentor….



Zomo was not very big or strong, but he was a very clever rabbit. But Zomo was greedy and wanted something more than cleverness. He wished for wisdom. Father Mountain told Zomo that in order to earn such a boon, he would have to do three things.

First, he would have to bring the scales of Big Fish to Great Sky. Second, he would have to bring the milk of Buffalo to Great Sky. And third, he would have to bring the tooth of Leopard to Great Sky.

Zomo promised Father Mountain to do exactly these things.

First, he traveled to the edge of the sea seeking Big Fish. There he sat and began to play his drum. He played so loudly that Big Fish heard the music and swam up to dance upon the sand. Zomo beat his drum faster and faster. Excited, Big Fish danced so fast that all his scales fell off. Naked and embarrassed, Big Fish leapt back into the sea.

Zomo scooped up all the scales in his sack, wiggled his tail and hopped off into the forest. While hopping through the trees, he saw Buffalo. He insulted Buffalo by telling her she wasn’t big or strong. Zomo dared Buffalo to knock down the little palm tree.

The little rabbit made Buffalo so angry she ran to tear the tree up by its roots. But because the bark was soft, her horns got stuck fast.

While Buffalo struggled, Zomo slid down, reached under her and filled his drum with milk.

Then Zomo went to the top of BreakClaw hill, a place where Leopard was known to hunt. He tipped his sack and sprinkled scales on the path, and then tipped his drum and spilled a few drops of milk into the dust.

Zomo went to the bottom of BreakClaw and hid behind a big rock. Soon Leopard came walking over the hill, where he lost his footing on the slippery scales and the milk. Leopard slid all the way down the hill. His face hit a rock, and a tooth popped out of his mouth. Zomo grabbed that tooth and ran away just as fast as he could.

So he took the three things back to Great Sky and climbed it, and at the top he found Father Mountain. “See?” he said. “See! I did what you asked me to do.” The little rabbit stood proud and tall. “Give me wisdom!”

But despite all he had done, Father Mountain just laughed at Rabbit. “You are clever enough to do what cannot be done,” Father Mountain said. “So now I will give you wisdom. Three things are worth having in this world. Courage, good sense and caution. Little rabbit, you have much courage, a bit of quickness and no sense at all. So the next time you see Big Fish, Buffalo or Leopard—you’d better run!”

And that is why to this day we sing: Rabbit is not big. Rabbit is not strong. But Rabbit has wisdom, so he runs very, very swiftly.



At the same moment T’Cori finished singing her story, her fingers fluttered to a rest.

The six women around the fire had been joined by others, including men and children, come to hear the tale. They smiled and clapped along, and laughed with pleasure as she came to a close.

While warming, their praise skimmed the surface of her heart. Only Stillshadow’s approving nod warmed her to the core.

T’Cori, Sky Woman, had done well.

T’Cori lay on her back beneath their lean-to, her stepson Medicine Mouse sleeping at her side, his wet nurse’s milk moistening his breath.

Throughout the rest of the camp soft burring snores replaced conversation and laughter. The twin fires burned low.

For a time she thought that Frog lay sound asleep at her side, then felt him nudge her ribs. The shadowed darkness barely revealed his form, but she felt him jerk his head toward the lean-to’s open side.

Taking care not to awaken his son, T’Cori followed Frog out.

Their tens of families had clustered their skins and lean-tos around the fires. With the exception of a pipe-smoking shadow to the south, all seemed quiet and still.

They moved around to the other side of the acacia’s trunk, sitting close enough for thigh to brush warm thigh. “What is it?” she asked.

“I have thought long about this, and come to a decision.” He paused, as if gathering strength. “I want you as my woman.”

She stared at him for a moment, and then struggled not to laugh. “I cook your food, I share your roof. I spank your son when he is bad and kiss him when he is good. What more remains?”

“My tongue tripped. I want you to be my wife” he said. “For us to make ceremony before the tribe, before Father Mountain and Great Mother. I want us to own each other and proclaim that bond before all: to the sky, the mountain and the earth.”

She sighed, mirth gone. “Great Mother’s children have needs. And those she provides. We do not get everything we want.”

He smacked the flat of his hand against the ground. “Why not! So many things in the world have changed. Why not this?”

She waved her hand at the lean-tos and twin campfires. Peaceful now. Tomorrow, they would rise and walk another day. And a few days after that, another walk. And on and on, until Stillshadow and Sky Woman told them they had found a home. “Look upon them, Frog.”

“Upon who?”

“Our children,” she said.

“Children?” He rested his hand on her rounded belly. “Do you see the future now?”

T’Cori laughed. “No, fool. I mean our people. The ones who follow us. They trust us. Need us, like children do. Hands of hands of families.”

“I see them,” Frog said.

She leaned her cheek against his shoulder. “Just as you see the faces in the clouds. Watch them. They watch us. They try to laugh, to sing, to dance. They try to be brave … but they are afraid. Too many things have changed. If all things change, they will have nothing to hold on to. We must wait.”

“Wait?”

“Yes,” T’Cori said. “Yes. In seasons, all things come. You and I can love, because more and more every day our people see you as our great hunt chief. But if I became your wife too soon, they would say you had taken Great Sky’s woman. Then, what if the jowk makes evil play with us? If a hunter is gored or if plague falls? If a baby is born with six toes, they will say our union is cursed. Please, my love. We must be strong.”

“But … you will still share my hut?” he asked, irritated by the pout in his own voice.

She nodded. “Only as long as you will have me.”

“Then you are mine forever.”

T’Cori sighed, and nestled closer. “We have lost so many things.”

“My father,” Frog said. “Three brothers.” Scorpion and Fire Ant, dead in fire. Hawk Shadow, torn by wolves.

“And I, four sisters.” Small Raven, dead of cold. Fawn Blossom, killed by a crocodile. Dove and Sister Quiet Water, lost to the Mk*tk

Could such tragedy be overcome? Dared they even to hope?

“Can we hold on to each other?” His voice was a little strained. Anxious.

“Of course, big ears.” She laughed. “Who else would have either of us?”


Chapter Four

[image: ] In girlhood, Hot Tree had danced from dusk until dawn, but those days were now gray ghosts. Muscles once tireless now felt like rotted string.

“My bones are heavy,” she said more to herself than anyone else. In still water, when the sun was just so, her grandmother smiled back at her. So strange. How could this be? Where had this old woman come from? Deep within the cocoon of fatigue, Hot Tree still felt like a girl.

A boy with a round head and a huge nose tugged at her arm. “Gramma? Is there something you need?”

She shook her head. “No, Snail. Just gather the firewood. Pick up branches in the firebreak. Be a good boy.”

“Always,” Snail said.

Imitating his full name, Snail Crawling Backward dropped to his hands and knees and scurried away giggling, toward the boma’s walls and safety. She barely noticed, looking off toward the south, her brow furrowed.

Something was wrong. She could not see it. Could not hear it. But whatever the danger, Great Mother would protect them. She knew it.

Ibandi men had beaten the Mk*tk. Surely now their gods would smile upon them and protect them.

Surely, the Mk*tk would not dare strike their hallowed ground.

That evening, Hot Tree served her family yams and monkey meat on a bed of crossed broadleaf Most of those remaining in her daughter’s boma were old men and children—barely enough hunters to provide flesh. There was rarely as much meat to share as there had been before Great Sky had died.

Nor were there enough men to protect them. Something tickled at her nose, a scent … sweat? Perhaps—if that sweat mingled the musk of man and lion.

“The wind stinks,” Hot Tree said.

Snail hugged her leg with all the strength in his small arms. “I smell nothing, Gramma.”

“Go to your mother,” Hot Tree said.

“Nana,” Snail Crawling Backward begged, “come with me.”

“Never you mind,” the old woman said. “Just go.”

Hot Tree shuffled to the gap in the boma’s bamboo wall. It was a man and a half tall, its poles sharpened at the top and lashed together with vines and leather strips. Its door of woven thorn branches was open during the day and closed at night. Although dusk had descended, the door had yet to be lashed shut. She squinted toward the east. Nothing but dried grasses and flat-topped acacia trees, dappling the plain as far as the eye could see. She started to turn and then changed her mind. If there was nothing out there, why did her spit curdle in her mouth?

Then as she turned, she used a hunter’s trick: from the sides of her eyes she caught something she could not see straight on. Men thought this secret belonged to them, but women could use it as well.

Every moon, hunters set fire to the brush around her daughter’s boma, to deny cover to lions and leopards. The edge of the blackened zone snarled with dense brush. Her tired old eyes detected one shadow oddly … different within that tangle of moonlit thorns and stalks. Larger than a man, but smaller than a lion. It was darker, harder than the other night shapes. Motionless as a cactus, it crouched.

Then it began to move.

Stealthy as a spider, the shadow crawled toward the boma.

Her muscles became bones. Now she detected other forms, humping across the burnt grass, blending with the shadows as clouds throttled the half-moon. Hot Tree might have been in the dream world, her arms and shoulders struggling to run, her feet rooted to the earth, stuck as fast as her namesake.

Thick, twisted silhouettes stood erect, shadows casting shadows. Stillness. Apish faces stared through her, past her, intent upon the boma walls to her rear. One. Two. Three. Another. A hand. Two hands of two-legged shadows. Spears and clubs bristled. As yet unmoving, they regarded the woman standing in the gap in the boma’s thorn walls.

She backed away, at first unable to speak, then suddenly unable to stop screaming, “MK*TK! MK*TK!”

Fighting panic, Tree barely dragged the thorn wall halfway closed before the first wave of attackers fell upon her. Agony drove thought from her mind as a spear point pierced her belly She fell back, blood clotting the breath in her throat. The Mk*tk stomped on her chest and wrenched his weapon free, then leaped toward














OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BATFANIIINEEB OO KS






OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_tp_r1.jpg
onadow Valley

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_m02_r1.jpg
PATH OF THE 8ANDI
e






OEBPS/images/Barn_9780345515018_epub_m01_r1.jpg
IoAvD!
e

Hower

e
>
o, € £
g P R
a o A
> WA
<~

, Y =






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





