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Soulmates #1 The Tribe

The valley was quiet this time of the day as the men crept through the bushes along the river. Their movement was stealthy, barefoot on callused feet on the loose, muddy ground. The muscles of their necks, arms, and thighs strained to keep their crouched positions. They could not afford to be seen or heard by their sharp-eyed quarry. Experience had taught the hunters this. They had been stalking the giant beast for many hours today. Getting close, but not close enough to mount a successful attack. The leader had his eyes on their target and directed his band of huntsmen. They were seasoned men, his band. A noise from the rear of the line made him turn. He glared at the source of the unwanted sound – the boy. The idiot boy had dislodged some rocks with his foot. He grunted low and jabbed his flint-headed spear in the boy’s general direction.

The boy, for indeed he was not fully a man, grew pale and looked chastised. It would not do to anger the leader, since he also happened to be an influential member of their tribe. The boy breathed in sharply and strove to keep his head down.

The hunters advanced through the tall grass, ignoring the sweat on their brows and the circling birds above.

The beast had its back to their advance; it grabbed grass and shrubs with its winding trunk and fed itself voraciously. Its massive lotus leaf-sized ears flapped lazily, keeping the flying insects at bay. The rest of its herd also grazed, in a tighter pack a good distance away. This mammoth, with its massive yet budding curved tusks, was a young bull. Aggressive by nature but at the moment had no cause to display its impressive attacking prowess.

The men of the tribe closed in. The leader gave the signal to encircle the animal. They moved in, ready for the command to strike. The boy was nervous. This was his first major hunt. He had shown promise with the slingshot in taking down birds and rabbits. The men all carried flint-headed spears, the boy had one but he also had his trusty slingshot, tucked into his girdled loincloth. His back was bare and lean, with developing muscle. His hair was long and unkempt, his face showed the beginnings of a beard.

The leader gave the signal with an upward stab of his spear hand. The men attacked as one, startling the young bull. It turned and bellowed, taking in the scene of the men darting in. They rushed at it, a couple of them landing their spears into its thick hide. This angered the beast, who charged at one of the men. The others quickly closed in to finish the job. The man being charged at scampered but the mammoth was nearly upon him. The boy saw this, having hung back in the initial melee. He took aim with his catapult and landed its projectile right above the animal’s eye. This proved a vital distraction, buying the hunter enough time to evade a colossal foot stomp that would have crushed him.

The bull mammoth sized up the boy as the source of its most recent injury and thundered towards him. One of the men sprinted forward and shoved his spear deep into the animal’s undercarriage, piercing its massive lung. The rest got in with their spears. But the animal lunged forward with its last reserves of energy. The boy stood, transfixed as the mammoth was upon him, its trunk spraying blood. The boy’s fear made him drop his weapon. The men continued to stab at the mammoth, and its knees buckled. It came crashing down, its enormous trunk landing with force across the boy’s torso. The boy was thrown a few feet sideways, his head knocked unconscious on the rock it landed on.

A couple of men came to his aid while the rest put the creature out of its misery. They revived the boy who eventually sat up. His chest was bruised and it hurt him to breathe. He looked at his ribs, they were out of place. Dread filled him. He looked up at the men, they also shared his look of consternation.

He had heard tell, over the years, of tribesmen who sustained injuries during hunts and didn’t make it back. He suddenly wanted to be back in his tent, safe, warm, and well-fed.

The leader eventually walked over to him, while his men butchered the carcass. “Can you walk?” he grunted.

The boy attempted to get to his feet and managed to stand. “I can walk.”

The leader surveyed his injured chest.

“When we return to the village, we will go to the healer. I will take you.” He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, who winced as the man patted him. Still, he was glad to be shown favor by him. When the tale of this hunt was told around the campfire at night, the boy’s part in it would be highlighted. How he saved the other hunter’s life, how he heroically was injured. He would win the respect of the tribe. These thoughts warmed him as he watched the men strip down the meat and hide of the creature they had brought down. Eventually, they were ready to head back to the village.

The walk was a long one and the sun had set by the time they reached. Calls went up proclaiming their arrival, the tribespeople cheered the arrival of the successful band.

The boy waved at his mother and father, who approached him, concerned. The leader of the hunt allayed their fears about their son and his injury. “I will take him to the healer, she will set him right again.”

The villagers set about building the campfire and preparing the evening feast as the boy and man went off in the direction of the woods where the healer lived.

Her hut had a roof of tree branches, clay, and stones, its walls were also clay. A perimeter of herbs and other plants were interspersed with rocks. A small fire burned outside the narrow door. As the boy came closer, he smelled the smoke. It was unlike a regular fire. The tribespeople said the healer had special abilities She was supposed to have healed many diseases and injuries. He had heard of her from a young age, and always supposed she was an old woman.

The huntsman called out from the perimeter of her hut and she eventually emerged. The hunter’s and her eyes met and they regarded each other until they each stepped forward and embraced.

The boy was enraptured by the woman’s beauty until this moment. She seemed timeless but was in reality no more than thirty years old. She and the man kissed. The boy felt awkward standing there. She eventually disengaged from the embrace and enquired after him.

“A new addition to the hunting band,” explained the man. “He did good at helping us bring down our prey. But the boy was slow and got hurt.”

In the fading light, she came over to him, her purple eyes flecked with gold in the firelight. She looked over his chest injury, pushing down gently on his ribs. He winced but did not cry out.

“His ribs are broken. He needs rest and support to the chest. I will make a poultice for the pain.”

The man acknowledged this. “Hurry, medicine
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