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Dedication

Und die nie der Sonne lachten,
Unterm Mond auf Dornen wachten.
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Spiral (noun)

from Latin spira, and Greek speira, ‘a coil’.

from Proto Indo-European sper, ‘to turn, to twist’.

1. A spiral line, course or object.

2. A two-dimensional curve, the locus of a point whose distance from a fixed point varies according to some rule as the radius vector revolves.

3. A continuous rise or fall, as of prices, for example.

4. A helix (non-technical use).
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Helix (noun)

from Latin helix ‘spiral’.

from Greek helix related to eilein, ‘to turn, twist, roll’.

from Proto Indo-European wel-ik-, from root wel- ‘to turn, revolve’.

1. A screw-shaped coil.

2. A curve on a developable surface, especially a right circular cylinder, which becomes a straight line when unrolled into a plane.
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Introduction

Generations of stars lived and died.

Around 4,600 million years ago, the death of one of these stars, in a supernova, causes a shockwave to hit a vast molecular cloud, or nebula, made of dust and gas. Words cannot describe how large this nebula is. Only numbers can; it would take a particle of light sixty-five years to cross it.

The shockwave triggers a reaction in the nebula; the dust particles within it are drawn together, and as they collide, and stick together, so their gravitational attraction causes more and more material to coalesce, so that now a small part of the cloud starts to collapse and spin. Over the course of the next 100,000 years, the competing forces of gravity, pressure, magnetism and rotation creates the beginnings of the Solar System; the vast majority of matter forms at the centre of this spinning disc, the Sun. Around it revolves a mess of gas and dust that will, as tens of millions of years pass, form the planets.

The Solar System at this time is cluttered and chaotic; an overcrowded maelstrom of rocky planets, gas giants, moons and asteroids all hurtling through clouds of dust and gas left over from the Sun’s formation. Collisions are inevitable, and they occur.

About 4,500 million years ago, a giant body the size of Mars hits the newly forming Earth. Known as Theia, it slews into the proto-planet at an oblique angle; most of its matter fuses with the Earth. Its iron core sinks to join with the iron core of Earth; but a significant amount of the crusts of both planets is flung back into space where it becomes our Moon.

The impact of Theia proves critical to our existence.

The Solar System is bathed in electromagnetic radiation given off by the Sun, deadly to most forms of life – certainly to human beings, but the iron core of Earth is larger than it would have otherwise been, large enough to remain hot and liquid. The warm liquid rises and falls in strong convection currents within the Earth’s core, which, together with the Earth’s high rotational speed, gives the planet a powerful magnetic field. It is this magnetic field which repels the great majority of the radiation, sending the charged particles back out into space, or spiralling down the lines of magnetism to the poles of the Earth, where they collide with the atmosphere, causing the Northern Lights, and their Southern counterpart.

The impact of Theia also causes a wobble in the Earth’s rotation – it is this wobble that gives us our seasons; spring to summer to autumn to winter; and yet it is also the continuing presence of the Moon after the collision which stabilises the Earth’s motion. Without which the variation in temperature between our seasons would be much greater, lurching between extremes of hot and cold that could make our life here impossible.

A period of relative peace arrives, but then around 500 million years later, the gravitational effects of Jupiter and Saturn not only move Neptune and Pluto further out into space, but also start to influence the uncountable number of asteroids in orbit. Many are pushed out into deep space, but some are propelled into the inner Solar System, colliding with the Earth and the Moon.

As the Earth is struck again and again, the temperature of our planet’s surface rises high enough to melt rock, turning our home into a deadly hell. Yet the Late Heavy Bombardment, as it is known, dies away relatively rapidly. In its wake comes a steady trickle of impacts with icy comets and asteroids. These deliver water to Earth from the outer, colder regions of the Solar System; water that will form the oceans. And they also deliver something else; organic compounds, from which the development of life itself is possible.

The Late Heavy Bombardment would have almost certainly eradicated any life on Earth that existed at the time; and yet, the earliest forms of life we have discovered, simple cells without a nucleus, known as prokaryotes, date to immediately after the end of the impacts.

Impacts of objects from space still occur.

It is believed that the time of the dinosaurs ended in a mass extinction around 65 million years ago, the result of a collision with an asteroid. Even in the life of our own species, events such as the Tunguska explosion of 1908, or the Chelyabinsk meteor strike of 2013, show that the danger is not over; collision with an asteroid large enough would throw enough dust into the atmosphere to block out the Sun for many years, causing vegetation, and those animals that depend on it, to die out. Of all the species of life that have ever existed, it is estimated that 99.9% are now extinct.

Yet somewhere in the time since the dinosaurs were destroyed, the mammals that somehow survived evolved, eventually leading to the arrival on Earth, some 4,598 million years after its formation, of mankind.

We cling to the surface of our planet; we live, for the most part, in a tiny layer of breathable gases wrapped around a ball of rock that flies through space, revolving around the Sun. But our path through space is not circular, because the Sun itself is travelling; heading away from the galactic centre as the Universe expands. So the shape that we describe as we fly through space is not a line, nor even a circle; as the Earth revolves around the Sun which itself moves out through space, we form quite another shape altogether; the three-dimensional spiral known as a helix.


*

There are four quarters to this story; they can be read in any order and the story will work. The four quarters are assembled here in just one of twenty-four possible combinations; this order makes one kind of sense, but the reader should feel free to choose a different order, and a different sense, if desired.

Marcus Sedgwick
Hadstock
May 2014
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QUARTER ONE

Whispers in the Dark
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I

She is the one who goes on,

when others remain behind.

The one who walks into darkness,

when others cling to the light.

She is the one who will step alone into the cave,

with fire in her hand,

and with fire in her head.

She walks with the people,

climbs up beside the waterfall.

Up, as the water thunders down.

Up, through the cool green leaves,

the summer’s light lilting

through the leaves and the air.

They have come so far,

and ache with the pain

of their feet and their backs,

but they cannot stop,

because the beasts do not stop.


From where they climb,

they cannot see the beasts with their eyes,

but they know they are there.

In their mind, they see the deer:

their hooves, their hair, their hearts.

The antlers on the harts,

among the hinds who have the young.

They take the long path into the valley,

moving slowly, day by day,

while the people climb the waterfall

to meet them

with arrows and spears.


II

Just once, she slips,

her cold foot wet on green moss rock,

and close to the spray,

the water wets her neck.

Her face close to the drop,

her gaze falls on the frond of a fern.

A young plant, pushing its way out from rocks,

the tip curled tight.

Curled in,

in close-coiled secrecy

round and round, tighter and tighter,

smaller and smaller,

forever, it seems.

She stares, forever, it seems,

then a hand holds hers,

and pulls her to her feet.

The waterfall thunders;

and they are deaf.

Muted by its power,


they climb in silence

to the year’s final camp,

in the trees, under the cliff,

under the high caves,

the high hanging dark

where magic will be made.

Where magic must be made.


III

Her thoughts are deep in the caves,

though her body is with the people,

at the leaf-fall camp.

Through the trees; the great lake.

The lake that spills itself down the waterfall.

The great lake: that will be crossed

to meet the beasts at dawn.

They are silent, for the most part.

They speak with their hands

as much as with their tongues.

A gesture; do this.

Do that, go there; the pointing hand.

Come. Sit. Faces talk as much as mouths.

Besides. They know what to do.

All of them. The old and the young,

each works hard.

Man and woman, boy and girl.


Only the very young do nothing;

and there are no very old.

She, who has been bleeding for two summers,

will soon give more young to the people.

It has not happened yet,

though she has been with some of the men,

and some of the boys have tried,

it has not happened yet.

She knows it will,

just as the deer they hunt have come to mate,

out there on the plains beyond the lake,

so the people too make new.

The one who will go to the caves walks,

and speaks

to the one who will lead the hunt.

The one who will lead the hunt approaches her.

He looks at her and tells her food

and food it is she goes to find,

while others make fire, and others

fetch wood and others sharpen spears,

and others put huts together from the skeletons of old ones

and others find the boats they left before.

A few of the people set out from camp, foraging.

She leaves them to go their way,


while she goes hers. Leaf-fall is here,

yet the evening is warm.

She leaves her furs behind

and walks naked with the moist green air on her skin.

Through the trees of the wood which stretches along the whole lake shore,

beneath the cliffs, beneath the caves,

beneath the high, hanging caves.

She has a basket, folded from reeds,

and she fills it with what she can find.

There are nuts, which will be good on the fire.

Berries. She finds a root she knows,

and then she lifts

the spiralling fronds of ferns, and finds snails.

Large snails. Good eating.

She places them in her basket,

one by one.

One hovers in the air on her fingertips,

as she traces its shell with her eyes,

round and round, tighter and tighter,

smaller and smaller.

Forever.

Or so it seems.


The snail tries to slip up her fingers, to escape her grasp,

and she puts it in the basket.

Time to eat.

At the camp, the fire is fierce,

And they have returned.

Some have left their furs,

others stay in theirs.

She feels the cold as the sun dips from the trees,

and slips her fur over her back.

They eat.

There is dried meat.

Fish from the great lake.

There are berries and the nuts she found

which toast on the rocks by the fire.

When the eating is done,

the telling begins, and the one who does the telling

tells of the hunt that will come.

And then he tells

the old tells of the beasts,

and the tell of the fight between the Sun and the Moon.

He tells the tell of the journey to the caves,

and the one who will make the journey stares into the flames,

and he sees darkness.


But she doesn’t listen to the stories.

She holds the shell of one of her snails;

its body in her belly, its back in her hands.

And by firelight she stares at it.

There is something about the shell,

the shape of the shell.

Like the shape of the uncurling,

unfurling ferns.

It is speaking to her,

she’s sure, but she doesn’t know what it says,

because it speaks in a language she doesn’t know.

She picks up a stick,

a small dry stick, and puts its end in the dust at her feet.

She moves the end of the stick, and a mark is made in the dust.

A short, curved line.

Her eyes are fixed on the shell;

on its colours, on its curving line,

the slight white line in the centre of the curving body, wrapping in,

wrapping in.

Tighter and tighter, round and round, smaller and smaller.

Or, looked at another way;

out and out, larger and larger.


A shape like that could go on forever,

or so it seems,

and still it speaks to her,

and still she doesn’t know what it says.

But she knows she has seen it,

when her eyes were shut.

She shifts her foot and the line in the dust is gone.


IV

As the firelight dies, they make ready.

There will be no sleep.

Spears are re-sharpened, hardened in the fire ash.

Spear throwers checked; here, a new one is made.

Pitch and cord bind stone to shafts,

a splinter of flint with fresh-cut edge:

an arrow.

Gut is pulled across a new bow’s back,

it takes strong shoulders to bend it,

but then, the people are strong.

And the strongest will cross the water,

the night-dark water, with half moon

light to light their way, across the great lake

to the plains. Where, at dawn, the deer will be

waiting, unaware that they are waiting to die.


And then there he is: the one who will go to the caves.

He is old. Almost the oldest of them all.

So it will be his last time in the caves,

and he must take another,

who will become

what he has been.

It is his choice. The one who goes to the cave.

It is his choice to choose the new, and she,

She wants it to be her.

She thinks she knows what he does.

She knows why he does it,

that is something they all know;

the magic made as the hunt begins.

From the high cave mouth,

the plains are across the great lake,

From the high cave mouth,

the beasts can be seen.

And as the hunt begins,

the one who goes to the cave

must enter the dark, and make the magic on the walls.

The magic that makes the arrow fly farther,

the spear thrust deeper.

and the beasts die, quicker.


And she wants it to be her,

she knows it should be her, so she waits

while she should be working, and

watching him, watching him,

hoping he will turn to her.

Come to her and say;

You! Girl!

Come!

Come with me to the high dark cave,

and I will show you how to make the magic.

She waits, the stick in her hand,

the small dry stick, and now she makes another mark in the dust.

A hump, a long curve, a flick at the front for antlers.

A beast, a deer: a stag.

In three lines.

She has seen what he does,

how he draws the shapes in the sand,

when no one is looking, how he does it

again and again, till the line is good and the beast is real.

There is a sound behind her and the one who will lead the hunt is there.

He sees what she’s done, and kicks at the sand.

He lifts his fist and she hides her head,

but he does not strike.


He does not need to, for she knows it is wrong.

The marks are not for the sand,

the marks are for the dark,

and only he who goes to the cave should make magic.

The one who will lead the hunt is angry,

but he has more to do than punish girls

who are not yet giving children.

He leaves, and in his place comes the one who does the telling.

The one who does the telling points at the dust,

where her lines lay.

He nods.

She smiles.

He sits beside her.

He tells her a tell,

a strong old tell,

about the making of magic and how it is done,

and must be done well, up there, high up there in the hanging dark.

How the magic is made to make them fall when the arrow strikes.

For now it’s the time for hunting.

At dawn, on the plain.


She listens.

She listens and she understands.

She understands the tell, but she knows

why the one who does the telling has that name,

and that his name means weaver of words;

weaver of words,

sentinel of speech,

retreating in awe at the world,

speaking with the divine.

Speaking with the blinding saving light-divine-magic in the dark.

That is what his name means.

He puts the stick back in her hands,

pushes the end onto the dust by the firelight.

Make, he says.

So, with one eye on he who leads the hunt,

she makes.


V

It is time to go.

The leaf-fall night is nearly done,

and the lake must be crossed,

and the cliffs must be climbed, before the dawn of the sun.

He who leads the hunt points at he who goes to the cave.

Choose, he says.

So she stands with the others

as the one who goes to the cave looks

from face to face, trying to see, trying to find something.

He walks slowly round the fire, almost gone now,

and he stops by a boy, then moves on.

He stops and looks hard into the eyes of a girl,

a girl who is not her . . .

moves on and he is in front of her.

He looks into her eyes.

Her heart beats hard.

She opens her mouth.

She wants to say,


‘Take me with you,

take me to the high dark caves

and I will make magic like you.’

He takes one last look,

then turns away, and goes back to the boy.

His hand touches his shoulder,

and the one who goes to the cave has made his choice.

Her head hangs, and her heart is angry, and then,

the one who goes to the cave comes back,

shoves her shoulder so she stoops before him.

He reaches to the fire’s edge and takes burned wood.

Puts it in her hand.

Carry, he says, and she knows she has been chosen.

Chosen, not to make magic, not to go into the caves,

not to go into the dark and make magic.

She has been chosen to carry.

There will be paint. And reeds.

And torches for fire. And a bow for protection from beasts.

And she will carry, while they climb free.


VI

Those who will cross the water have left,

leaving her, the boy, and the one who goes to the cave.

They don’t seem to notice her.

They have forgotten she exists,

now that she is ready, with a basket.

And in the basket;

reeds, hollow,

the rock that burns to red,

charcoal from the fire ash,

the things to make fire.

He who leads the hunt

has given her a bow,

with more than one arrow,

long feathered shafts,

which she will use before the dark is done.


VII

At the water’s edge, the great lake waits,

lapping lazily against the shore,

against the shins of the people as they climb aboard the canoes.

These boats are old,

but they have made this journey many times,

and the people believe in their boats.

They push out.

Climb aboard.

Four to a canoe.

One in front to see.

Two in the middle to paddle,

one to carry the weapons that they will need to kill the beasts.

The half-moon light

guides their way.

The night air is wet and cool,

and they shiver from the air on their skin.


Their furs lie on the ground, far behind them;

wet fur is heavy and colder than nothing at all,

but they shiver as the air strokes their skin.

Soon, the two who paddle will be warm

from their work,

while the others

will feel the cold all the way to the far shore.

The far shore; half a night away.

Paddles dip, silently,

unseen,

each stroke leaves twin spirals

spinning in the water behind.

In, push, out.

Twin spinning spirals in the night-dark water.


VIII

She watches.

The one who goes to the cave pulls off his fur.

He points at the boy, who does the same.

They turn and look at her, just once.

He who goes to the caves gestures now,

and her furs fall to the ground.

He who goes to the caves nods, grunts, satisfied.

He points to the things she will carry, turns,

and walks into the night forest,

under the cliffs, that hang high above them

and the people,

and the boats and the beasts,

and the lake,

and everything.

He who goes to the cave leads the way,

with the blue-grey light by which to see,

but he knows the way because he has made it his own.


It has become his.

Till now, when he hands it on to the boy he has chosen.

The boy’s mind is full of fear,

the old man’s mind feels only the years.

As she walks behind, the basket digs

into her bare skin.

The bow is slung across her shoulders,

the arrows in her hand.

The torches sit,

unlit, in the basket on her back.

Grasses whip against her legs, but her feet are tough.

And in the unseen green by her feet,

nesting and alarmed,

a snake coils, ready to strike.

Its body pulls in on itself, around and around,

and it tenses, holds.

But they pass and it uncoils,

curling around its eggs once more.

So she doesn’t see the snake,

and yet, she’s thinking.

She’s thinking about the mark she made

in the fire-side sand.

Something is trying to speak to her.

But it goes as soon as it tries to appear in her thoughts.

Then she’s thinking about something else.


Three things:

the fronds of ferns,

the shell of the snail, and then,

a falcon.

She saw the bird on the walk before the waterfall.

Saw it stooping from the sky

Saw how it dropped, not in a line,

but in the shape of the shell,

the form of the fern-tip.

Round and down,

round and down, far below to the ground.

The falcon, the ferns, the shell.

They are all trying to tell her something,

but she does not know what it is.

She cannot know what it is. Not yet.


IX

The cave.

The cave has waited for almost all of time,

waited for the people to come and make their marks.

The cave has waited since the rocks were young,

just after the face of the world cooled,

when the volcanoes grew still,

when the cliffs were pushed up to the sky.

It was a long wait,

during which,

nothing lived.

Stars burned out in the heavens while it waited,

until finally some tiny filament found a way to copy itself.

Some long strand, of twisting complexity,

which made itself anew, and then there were two.

Ages ached through the heaving dark,

and burning light, as the filaments grew,


slowly organised, preparing for the invasion,

the eruption, of life.

And then the cave waited no more,

as ferns grew at its feet, spread, and changed,

and then there were plants, primal and bare

the first flowers and brutal trees

which reached into the air

with the energy of the young,

with the infectious power of the young information inside them,

and the cave was no longer alone.

Then came the beasts, the first small creatures;

things that crawled without eyes,

things that slithered,

things that heard by smell

and saw with sound,

things with hard shells,

things without bones.

Next there were legs,

fur and teeth, fangs

and horns and now, at last

the people,

come to the high hanging cave

to make marks in the dark.


For lifetimes of men,

they have come to the cave,

and as the hunters hurl their spears,

they draw the beasts on the wall.

But before they can draw the beasts,

before they can draw a horse or deer or bull,

they must announce themselves to the dark,

with the print of their hand at the mouth of the cave.

It is their way; each and every one who has gone to the caves

has left the outline of their hand on the wall.

Ochre blown through a reed,

red powder blown over the hand held against the rock,

and the negative print of the hand is made.

Then, each one who goes to the cave

must make it his mark and his alone,

with some sign inside the outline:

two dots, perhaps; three lines.

Crossed lines.

Forking lines.

Five dots.

Each one different, and he who goes to the cave now

has made his mark over forty times, so old is he.

Forty times.; the same mark; two lines.

Two lines.


Two lines he will make again,

on this, his final trip.

It is two lines he has in his mind,

as he walks with the boy,

and the girl who bleeds but who does not give children.


X

Through the wet dark forest

she walks,

behind the boy, behind the one who goes to the caves,

who leads the way by owl light;

that half shine of the moon which will operate on them tonight.

The basket is hurting her back.

She stops for a moment

while the ferns wind around her feet,

and lifts the weight from her.

Waits.

Then walks on after the boy and the man

while the ferns cry out after her

saying, understand us! Know us! Be us!

She doesn’t hear them,

because her eyes are on the back of the boy

who is to become what she wants to be.


She sees,

his weak arms;

his skinny legs,

and knows his bad eyes need him to keep close to the old man ahead.

She hurries, closes the gap

and almost slams into the boy.

The face of the cliff:

the way leads up into the dark

He who goes to the cave doesn’t stop,

doesn’t look

as he whispers one word; climb.

So they climb.

Through trailing plants, they make their way

hand over hand, toehold by toehold.

In the mind of he who goes to the cave

is a single thought; dawn is close.

As they reach the height of the tallest tree,

a breeze hits them; fresh dawn air,

and he doesn’t need to look over his shoulder,

to see that the light is coming soon.

They need to hurry.

He increases the pace of his climb,


and the boy is left behind,

and behind him, lower down,

she knows why she was brought to carry,

because the boy is not strong enough to

climb with the basket on his back.

As she comes to the tree tops,

she can see handholds ahead of her,

and yet the boy is holding her up.

She calls to him, gently,

worried he might fail and fall back to the forest floor.

He doesn’t reply, but he moves on,

and so, slowly, they lift their way up the rock wall,

which runs with water and young green moss.

Her back is hurting, and her arms ache

as she pulls herself higher,

one reach at a time.

She looks up.

He who goes to the cave has gone from sight,

and with relief she knows the climb is nearly done.

Three more reaches and the boy goes too,

slips from sight onto the shelf.


Three more reaches, and her hand waves into air,

her wrist is grabbed by the old man,

and he pulls her onto the shelf.

Crawls to safety, next to the boy,

who lies panting beside her.

She rolls onto her back,

sits up, and her eyes widen.

There is the world before her,

the whole world

wide and far below her.

The forest through which they walked,

the lake, and the plains beyond.

The far hills still too dim to see,

but the lake sits like a slab of black.


XI

Hurry, says the old man, and they get to their feet.

He leads the way along the shelf,

wide enough not to fear falling,

uneven enough to make the going slow,

but he will not go slowly, because the sun won’t wait for them.

The boy is lagging,

and her feet are dragging;

the way has been long and the man

though old, is strong.

He has surprised them both

with this strength, and they hurry to keep up,

through the skinny trees that dare to grow on the cliff side.

Then, they are at the cave.

He who makes the marks stops,

and for the first time,

he looks at her.


Fire, he says, and with beautiful relief

she slips the basket from her back.

Fire.

She has brought two torches;

each a haft of good strong wood,

wound around at the end with

resin-soaked hair.

She bends to work fast,

taking the fire-sticks;

spinning one on the other

by means of a bow,

a miniature version of the thing on her back,

but with a looser string.

A string that winds around the stick,

so that by working the bow the stick spins.

She’s done it a thousand times before.

Spinning the first stick

in the hole she’s made on the flat of the second,

till smoke comes, and then flame.

A thousand times, and yet,

it’s only now that she sees something.

She sees how the string of the bow winds round the spinning stick,

and suddenly she thinks of the snail,

and the falcon, and the fronds of the ferns.


He who goes to the cave shouts at her.

She sees she has made a flame and not even known it,

because her eyes are full of the string of the bow.

From the spinning, fire has come

and she touches the end of the torch to the flame.

Hands it to the old man.

Who turns and goes to the cave.

Come, he shouts over his shoulder,

and the boy follows.

She watches them go, then

she slides the basket back onto her back,

and she follows too, clambering

over rocks and through brush

into the mouth of the cave,

desperate to see what she has always wanted to see,

so desperate she doesn’t heed the warning

that her nose is giving her;

the faintest hint of a smell.


XII

There! Just inside the mouth:

Hands! Dozens of them.

Red hands in negative.

The ancestors of the people,

each hand made by the one who goes to the cave,

made before he goes to work.

The old man beckons to the boy,

points at her, but before she can get the reeds and the red,

the darkness erupts with a roar.

It happens so fast.

So fast, that at first

she doesn’t know what it is.

A shape flies at them.

Before the shape lands, the boy is dead.

His head hangs by a cord from his shoulders,

stripped by a giant paw.

A cave lion.


It lands as the boy’s body

pumps blood across the cave mouth.

The lion roars.

She stands. Frozen.

Her eyes on the boy,

and she remembers how he came from the belly

of the woman that she came from.

In another eye blink, the beast turns,

ready to run at them.

It does, but the old man is quicker

than the dead boy and leaps to one side.

Not fast enough,

the lion catches him with a claw,

and he collapses on the rocks, screaming.

He writhes on the floor.

Blood pouring from between his fingers,

pushing from long wounds in his side.

She scrambles from the cave.

The lion sees her and leaves the old man

to his pain.

It takes two steps and she turns in time

to see it leap.


But she is fast and her fingers have fitted

an arrow to her bow string.

As the lion leaps, she pulls back the string,

wildly, without aim, the arrow flies, and

it is luck that takes it to its target.

The lion doesn’t know it.

The arrow sticks from its mouth,

and has penetrated its brain,

but it rushes at her, knocking her down.

She falls to the ground, and there is no pain,

only the time in which to save herself.

She pulls another arrow from the basket

as the lion turns and stumbles towards her.

It closes its jaws,

the arrow is broken.

The shaft clags on its mouth, stuck in its teeth

but it makes another leap.

She fumbles to fit the second arrow,

and this time she is not fast enough.

The beast is on her, but with a wild pain brain

controlling its body, it paws at her without control,

and so it is


that without control,

the beast and the girl

tumble away over the edge of the shelf,

the shelf of the cliff,

into the dark

waiting

green.


XIII

On the lake,

the paddles dip.

The boats draw near to the shore.

It has been a long night

but now dawn is coming,

and he who leads the hunt calls softly,

across the water,

to the boats behind.

Paddles dip faster,

eager now to be done with the water,

eager to be at the beasts,

to see them run, to hear them stampede,

to watch them fall under the spears.

He who leads the hunt leaps silently,

landing in the shallow water by the shore,

and as he pulls the prow of the boat onto the shingle,

he looks up at the high cliff,


where the sun will soon strike,

and he hopes that he who goes to the cave

is working hard,

in the powerful darkness,

making the magic that must be made.


XIV

She hangs.

Just over the lip of the cliff,

strap-strangled,

suspended by the cords of the basket,

caught on a branch of a high-clinging tree.

She twists, wrestles, fights,

her arms pulled above her head by the cords,

and all she does is make

everything in the basket tumble

to the forest below.

Somewhere down there lies the lion,

its body broken across a rock on the forest floor,

the end of an arrow stuck in the roof of its mouth.

She hangs in the air,

and light begins to seep across the valley.

As she twists,


the black lake turns grey, then silver.

Then orange, and sunlight finds her face.

She hangs.


XV

Thoughts are in her head;

thoughts which collide.

She feels as if she is spinning.

The boy is dead;

his head taken and his blood spilled.

The old man’s blood flowed too.

And the lion’s is leaking onto leaves below.

But not hers.

Not yet,

though she knows it will if she falls,

and that she will be eaten by birds if she does not.

Her strength is leaving her.

She twists, looking at the cliff,

looking up, looking down,

and she knows that is her chance:

to climb down the tree which saved her.

But she needs to be free of the branch.

She hangs for a moment more, and thinks,

and then she sees,


that with one heave,

she could lift herself out of the strap.

She waits.

Then she pulls, pulls hard,

lifts herself up,

her foot has found a branch,

she pushes, and slides her shoulders

out of the cord.

The tree sways.

Her head sways with it.

and she looks down at the drop and wants to be sick.

She waits,

and then hand over hand, one branch at a time,

she begins to descend the trunk

as the light grows harder with every passing beat of her heart.

The softness of dawn is leaving.

Down she climbs,

and as she goes, the way becomes harder.

The branches are bigger, but farther apart.

But now that she knows she is not going to die

she moves faster and finally jumps to the forest floor

where she lands by the lion,

who is still, but still warm.


Heat comes from its body,

and flies are already dancing on its wounds.

She looks at it,

and sees the blood on the claw

that took the head from the boy

who came from the same belly as her.

She turns.

Blood runs from cuts on her back.

The inside of her thigh is badly bruised,

the skin of her breasts is grazed.

The trees are sparse on this shelf of the cliff.

A narrow shelf, like the wider one above.

It runs away to nothing to her left,

to her right: it slopes up and widens out.

With fewer trees, she can see across the whole valley.

And though she is lower than before,

she sees the sun striking the plains.

She sees tiny black dots:

boats touching the shore.

The people have landed.

And there is no magic.


XVI

The softness of dawn is leaving

as she panics.

No magic!

No hunt can prosper without magic.

She looks up at the cliff,

down which she half-fell, half-climbed.

There is no way back.

But maybe the slope on which she stands

finds its way back to the higher shelf.

Maybe the old man is dead,

and the boy is dead,

but she can make the magic

if only she can find the cave again.

She scrabbles in the scrubby grass at her feet,

hunting.

She pushes plants aside and grows desperate,

and then she finds them:

the things from the basket.


The red ochre, wrapped in leaves,

the reeds,

the second torch,

the fire-sticks and bow.

Charcoal.

She gathers them together,

makes a bundle which she binds with summer-dried grass

and hurries up the slope,

hoping to make her way to the cave.

Fern fronds and snail shells crush under her feet,

as she steps,

one eye on the path ahead,

one eye on the sun-lit valley.

She must find the cave, and make magic soon;

she knows what to do, but she must find the cave first.

And then,

as the shelf narrows, then turns a twist

as it runs round the cliff face,

she comes to a corner, and her heart leaps.

A cave.

Not the cave, but another.

which, just like their own, looks across the water.


She looks ahead:

the shelf shows no sign of meeting the higher one.

It starts to lead down the cliff.

But here is a cave,

from which she can see the people

on the plain.

She can see long grass where the dawn deer will be grazing.

And here, here is a cave.

Something calls to her from inside.

Deep in the dark.

Something waits for her.

Come! it says.

Come, and understand.

She bends, and makes fire.


XVII

As she crosses the threshold,

a thought.

She must make the mark.

She must make the red hand on the wall.

The red hand, to make her part of the cave,

or the magic will not work.

She leans the torch against a rock,

and by its glow, she chooses a smooth face

on which to work.

And she works quickly.

A fresh-sharp flint knife takes the ends off a reed.

It is dry and hollow, and she pushes its end into the red.

The red ochre.

She places her hand against the smooth rock wall,

presses hard.

Then, the reed to her lips, she blows.


The red powder sprays perfectly,

a strong, narrow blast

which sticks to the wetness of the wall,

absorbed by the moon-milk there;

the soft white wetness that seeps from the rock.

Her heart beats.

She has only covered one finger ; and her thumb.

She bends to the powder,

refills the reed,

puts it to her lips.

And blows.

Two more fingers.

Good.

Again she bends, and when she blows this time,

her hand is done.

She steps away; in awe.

She made the mark.

She is part of the cave.

She hurries.

A mark is not enough.

She must make magic;

she must make the deer

as they are hunted,

and she knows the hunting will begin very soon.

But for this magic to work,


she must be in darkness.

The dark light of the cave mouth is not enough.

She takes the torch back from the rock

and walks into the blackness.

As she climbs over boulders,

and slides in wet mud,

and turns to look behind her

every once
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