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Aqqa and her family:

Chun, Nuno, and Barq, her brothers  

Kyloo, her best friend

Tloquk, her uncle     

Tlutuq, her father

Tvotoo, wife of Barq Nommuq, father of Tvotoo

The Snow Fox village:
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Hyva

Kyleah (mother of Kyloo)

The Novices:

Spitfire (Sa’ana)

Raven (Aqqa)

Sparrow (Takael)

Bear (Eyoherk)

Quickling (Niedarak)

Ashari

Sword (Zark)

Fawn

Sky

The Kotidor

Lo Ta’av

Megistael

Trygrar

Ikovark

Sol-leks

Johonark
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PROLOGUE
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Far across a grassy path formed by sheep moving down from summer grazing, four men sat around a campfire. All of them appeared armed. Not with woodland folk's traditional bow and knife, but with swords and clubs. One man carried a double-headed ax that looked like it would be too heavy to swing effectively. They sat out in the open, defying anyone to approach them. Anyone openly carrying such weaponry could not be law-abiding citizens of the Empire.

Takael, as the senior Lawgiver, signaled for Aqqa to come closer to join her. As soon as the younger woman came up beside her, she whispered, “The loudest one is probably their leader. I will take him and the big fellow with that ridiculous ax. You aim for whichever one starts to get away fastest.” Aqqa tensed herself, like a cat who spotted a mouse. Her companion’s skill with a bow far exceeded the younger girl’s. 

Takael drew back her string, settled herself, then sent her arrow deep into the chest of the most boisterous man in the group. As his companion, wobbly from drink, yanked his huge ax from his belt and rose, a second Kotidor arrow went deep into his torso as well. Two shots, two men gravely wounded. 

Aqqa’s initial arrow struck the third robber high in his arm, jutting out from the flesh through which it passed. Takael’s next arrow hit the remaining brigand in the belly. The bandits appeared angry, frightened and confused—all simultaneously.

The warriors drew their swords and charged across the clearing, bellowing, “For the Goddess and for Justice!” Only the man with the arm wound made any attempt to repel the two Kotidor. Takael’s Lawgiver sword cut his arm nearly to the bone before he could get his sword clear of his belt. Aqqa’s blade dispatched him. 

As he sank to his knees, she thought, This is what your evil ways brought you, a death far from your loved ones.  The other three bandits lay mortally wounded by the arrows. The warriors quickly ended their suffering by delivering justice, sending the robbers into the next world.

They went through the dead men’s pockets and clothing and found a small number of coins. It looked as though these brigands stole mostly food and goods from their victims. Aqqa, the less senior Kotidor, would carry whatever they took from the robbers to distribute to any citizens in need whom they might happen upon.

“Woodlands people generally only carry money when they go to their towns,” Takael told her charge. “Bandits seek food, fine or warm clothing, and good tools and weapons in these parts.”

“Where I come from, people don’t use money,” Aqqa said. “Everything is traded.” They left the bodies to the scavengers.
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HISTORY LESSON


“THE FAR NORTH” OF NISAB
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Anyone reading the official Imperial history detailing the conquest of Nisab must conclude that the Empire conquered all the various peoples of the region in a relatively short time. That perception is erroneous, albeit intentionally so.

In just one example, the Empire never made any serious military incursion into “the Far North” of Nisab. In fact, until the late 9th Century, as measured on the Minyeros calendar, the Empire lacked any substantial knowledge of the people living a nomadic lifestyle so far from the Provincial Capital. Sporadic contacts by trading ships provided scant, unreliable information about the region's people.

According to their timekeeping in the mid- to late-7th century, following the Conquest, the only Imperial presence consisted of a fort, piers, and docks in a newly erected town on the edge of the winter ice shelf. Initially, the community was called “Port Ardosh.” However, within a decade, the name became Port Pyothor, re-named after the emperor, who began the conquest of the Far East. For centuries, until the time the Minyeros Empire started to unwind and collapse, Port Pyothor represented “the northernmost town” in the province of Nisab. Such designation was based on the distinction that the tiny villages scattered farther north along the coastline were never continuously occupied. Instead, the region’s inhabitants followed seasonal changes in the ocean and the land, changing their diet according to different food sources at other times of the year.

Original provincial records describing the peoples of “the Far North” have been lost; however, a few tenth Century documents refer to information gathered on an expedition directed by the Lord of Nisab. The explorers who compiled the first records of that part of the world are no longer known to even the most dedicated experts on the Minyeros Empire.

In recent years, DNA evidence proved the people of the Far North arrived later in prehistoric times than the natives of the province living further south in the woodlands. While in evolutionary terms, all the indigenous groups of Nisab share a common ancestry, the inhabitants of the forests are believed to have reached the Eastern Sea sometime between ten and twelve thousand years ago. Archaeological evidence of human populations in the Far North cannot be dated earlier than six thousand years before the current era. This evidence accounts for differences between cultural artifacts unearthed north of Port Pyothor and forest-dwelling communities south of the port.
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CHAPTER ONE:

THE WHALE 
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“Aqqa! Aqqa!” her brother Chun yelled from outside their cabin. “A whale! Bring tools and a sled!”

He did not need to explain in any further detail. The people of her village hunted and took smaller whales, the white ones not much bigger than their boats. Chun’s cries meant a grand prize lay washed up on shore: one of the huge black whales of the ocean. Everyone in the village would help take whatever they could salvage from the monstrous body. It meant materials such as whalebone and plenty of food for all, assuming they could get the carcass stripped before it rotted or washed back into the sea.

Aqqa snatched up every cutting or chopping tool she could find and tossed them onto one of her family’s sleds. She loaded the smaller one used for hunting or fishing trips, not the larger sled built to carry the contents of the household. Aqqa did not hitch any dogs to the sled. She dashed over to the home of her best friend, Kyloo. Together, the two girls pulled the sled down toward the beach. Since the dogs would become agitated by the scent of so much meat being cut and carried from the villagers’ prize, everyone’s sleds were pulled by human muscle. The dogs stayed behind, barking at the commotion, agitated to see so many sleds departing without them.

They lived in one village among a series dotting the seashore. The Snow Fox, white in winter but brown in summer, was the village totem. In every cabin, each family kept a drawing of a fox on the door. Little bits of floating ice dotted the ocean at this time of year, but the ice extended far out onto the sea in winter. So Aqqa’s family lived off the bounty of the ocean: whales, seals, walrus, and plenty of fish of all kinds. Shellfish and crabs dwellers on the seafloor besides the finny tribes who swam in the cold water, supplemented by land animals like deer in summer months.

Six families inhabited the village, divided among nine dwellings. The houses all looked the same: a single large interior room with raised sleeping platforms built into the walls. In every home, the sole door faced southward. If any protracted snowstorm slammed the village, they would bring their dogs inside. The animals slept on the floor beneath the humans. They constructed their dwellings with wood, primarily pine logs transported from the river valleys.

Before the worst part of winter descended, each family cut ice blocks, dragged them into the community, then stacked them around the house. These helped keep out the wind as well as provide insulation. Aqqa’s people burned whale oil for light and cooking, but wood remained a resource so scarce they could not use it to fuel their fires except in extreme circumstances.

When the two girls arrived at the beach, people from other villages joined in cleaning off the flesh and blubber from the dead giant. It was a grand celebration—people laughed as they struggled to load heavy slabs of meat onto their sleds. Children happily chewed on chunks of raw blubber. Aqqa, a year older than her seven-year-old friend, noted out of the corner of her eye several young men armed with spears formed a line some distance from the whale. It would not be long before the ferocious white bears arrived, hungry for such an easy meal. Those young men would try to keep the huge bears away.

Sea village people always left some meat and the whale’s inner parts for the bears, fox, and shorebirds. If a rough sea did not charge up to reclaim the remains, leaving bones picked clean, the villagers would disassemble the skeleton and bring back whalebone to be used to make boat or tent frames. Nothing would go to waste. A beached whale provided plenty to the people living beside the sea. Today was indeed a day to celebrate what the gods gave them. No one would leave the beach empty-handed.

Kyloo and Aqqa did not have any responsibilities aside from handing tools to the adults. They ran about with the other children, gobbling up blubber, singing and playing tag or other games. Someone brought along a wooden hoop which they rolled around and chased. Days were already long, even though summer had not yet arrived. By the time they trudged back home, exhausted but with full bellies, the girls headed straight to bed even though the sun tarried above the horizon. As often happened, little Kyloo slept with Aqqa in her bed. They were inseparable. Aqqa had two older brothers but no sisters. Her best friend had one sibling—a baby sister still too young to play with them. They relied on one another.

When Aqqa’s father and brothers moved about the dark cabin, the girls jumped out of bed. The men went out to fish at first light, so the girls happily assisted in heating soup for their morning meal. As soon as the sun reappeared, Kyloo and Aqqa searched for fun. They wore traditional clothing: a layered skirt which reached the top of their seal skin boots, decorated with feathers or fringed strips of deer leather. The girls wore only a heavy cotton shirt in summer, no jacket. Villagers regularly traded with Southerners in Port Pyothor, the last outpost of the Empire in the northlands. They swapped carved walrus tusks and other goods for cotton shirts, iron kettles, and harpoon points forged from iron rather than bone as their ancestors utilized. Bone-tipped harpoons were not as effective as the newer weapons. More than once, the people recovered bone points from deep inside beached whales, proof of nonfatal wounds.   

Everyone treasured the softness of Nisaban cotton in the layer closest to their skin. Much better than the fur of rabbits. Grandmothers lamented how the younger generation grew “soft” with that sort of luxury—a sharp rebuke in a cold, harsh land where the weak often perished. Once cold weather returned, the people added a fur or woolen sweater and a heavy coat over the cotton shirts. The sea village people could endure extreme cold and harsh winter winds in their traditional garb. 

Every village family possessed several sled dogs. A dozen puppies born earlier in the spring yapped and barked for attention at this time of the year. Even if they had something else they needed to do, Aqqa and Kyloo always presented themselves to help feed the sled dogs. Then they could frolic with the puppies in the wooden pen where the young dogs stayed once weaned from their mothers’ milk. As the puppies grew into working adults, they would lose interest in playing.

Lika, an older girl, tolerated the younger children’s assistance, even though they slowed down the feeding rather than helping finish it more quickly. Aqqa did not like to have to listen to Lika’s instructions. She was only eleven years old—not an adult. When the older girl became too bossy, Aqqa would drag Kyloo off before clearing away the dogs’ droppings, leaving Lika to the most unpleasant task of the animals’ care.

The girls ran about the village, hoping to coax other children to play with them. This morning, they found only one playmate, a girl of ten years named Hyva, who would usually be watching the toddlers and babies. after all the work on the whale the day before, most adult women remained in the village finishing the preparation of the meat obtained from the beached giant. Cooking fires filled the village with the delicious promise of a feast. If any adult woman needed to complete tasks that might prevent closely watching her children, she would simply leave the infant or toddler with another mother. Like most villages, the families here shared kinship or marriage ties to most of their neighbors. Any baby could be handed over to an aunt or uncle to mind her. Hyva had no excuse not to go off with the younger girls.

Later in the summer, most villagers would travel up the Peylungk River to the sparse pine forests lying inland to the southwest. They would cut down trees to repair cabins or erect new buildings. As autumn approached, they would hunt ducks and deer. Besides eating something other than sea creatures, they used deer hides and bird feathers in making clothing and leather goods. Aqqa never liked making the trip away from her home because the villagers scattered along different river branches and creeks. She would be apart from her best friend for many days. In the village, the girls played together every day.

As everyone moved about the village, Lika’s mother stepped into the path of Kyloo’s mother and began to sing: “Ohmeelomelomeloloohmumohm,” she began, bringing her voice up from deep inside her.

All around the two women, the villagers stopped what they were doing to watch the Song Challenge. Lika’s mother seemed bold in starting her song because the other woman, Kyleah, seemed to invariably best any challenger. As soon as Lika’s mother paused, Kyleah responded, “Ohmeelomelomeloloohmumohmamayemaheyololoel.”

At first, each woman took her turn, extending the original chant which launched their contest. Once the song reached a certain length, Kyleah picked up the ululating chant without allowing the older woman to sing alone. Both women sang simultaneously, ever louder, the notes rising the scale to a higher pitch. They remained smiling, despite the intensity of their efforts. The song continued until Lika’s mother could no longer continue. She stopped, bowing her head, acknowledging her defeat. Kyleah embraced her, graciously patting the other singer’s shoulders. Neither woman said anything before returning to their work on the whale meat. Every villager made a point of bowing to the winning singer when they made eye contact with Kyleah.

As mid-day approached, while her mother rested after her impressive performance, Kyloo wanted to go and look at the remains of the whale.

“I don’t know,” Hyva replied. “There might be white bears....”

“We won’t get close,” Kyloo pleaded. The younger girls took the lead, sprinting toward the beach. Even from a distance, they could see at least three white bears rummaging about in what remained of the whale. Countless shorebirds surrounded the bears, scavenging whatever they could tear away from their fellows. Aqqa recognized three different types of seagulls dodging around the bears to claim some food.

Hyva, the taller girl, suddenly grabbed her younger playmates. “Sea raiders,” she hissed. “Duck down!” Aqqa and Kyloo knew to obey any instructions from their elders at once. Their companion hardly spoke before the girls dropped to their knees and bent from their waists, making themselves smaller to escape the gaze of anyone looking their way.

On the horizon, half a dozen large boats, each with a single mast and sail, carrying a few men, moved slowly toward the shoreline. Despite her youth, Aqqa recognized the strangers—the mysterious men from somewhere across the sea. Sometimes they came to trade. They liked acquiring uncarved walrus tusks, white bear claws, and fox pelts. Other times, they attacked the people who lived along the beaches, taking as much from a village as they could carry away to their boats. Although they dressed a little differently from Aqqa’s people and used odd words, the sea raiders spoke the same language as their victims. When they came as traders, both sides understood each other’s speech, as if they were the same people long ago. The strangers claimed to live on large islands offshore, to the east of the mainland. That seemed plausible, given they came over the horizon in their ships.

Satisfied the strangers had not spotted the girls, Hyva made the youngsters crawl back over the rise. As soon as they knew the strangers could not see them standing, they ran back toward their village. Kyloo fell behind, so Aqqa drifted back, took her friend’s hand, and encouraged her to keep running. By the time they got home, Hyva had roused everyone in the village. The girls stayed behind with Aqqa’s brothers and Hyva. Most of the adults went down to the beach. After a tense time, the villagers returned. The sight of so many armed villagers waving spears and harpoons convinced the sea raiders to head south.

That night, Aqqa suffered terrible dreams of the strange men coming to her village, killing her parents and their dogs. In addition, they carried away her friend Kyloo. It took her a long time to stop crying after Aqqa awoke from her nightmare. She refused to believe she dreamt the whole attack. In the morning, she asked her mother why sometimes the raiders came to steal, while other times they came peacefully to trade.

“Perhaps there are different people,” her mother told her. “Some of them are real traders, while others are wicked robbers. Your father and I do not know who they are or where they really come from. They always arrive in numbers. It is hard to tell if they come back more than once. I suppose it is also possible that the same traders come to raid when something happens to their homes or families. Are they raiding because their children are back home starving? Even though we understand their words, we may never know their reasons.”

“How can anyone starve when the ocean is full of fish, Mama? They sail on the sea; they must pass by fish and seals on the way to our shores.”

“Well, truly, I don’t know the answer to your question, Aqqa. You are right. It does not seem sensible. On the other hand, living off the sea comes easily for those who understand its ways.” She leaned close to her daughter as she spoke before gently rubbing Aqqa’a shoulders.

Later that day, Chun, thirteen snow falls old, took Aqqa and her little friend to gather clams and shells. Kyloo especially loved this chore. Besides her strong singing voice, Kyleah displayed a talent for incorporating beautiful seashells into jackets, boots, and belts. Her skill at that craft rivaled her reputation in the Song Challenge. Kyloo developed a keen eye for spotting even tiny fragments her mother could use. Whenever she found especially pretty shells, she held her chin high as she brought her finds to Kyleah.

Aqqa loved how her brother would open some of the clams and share them with the girls. If they found a good number, their bellies filled before returning with their harvest. On this day, they went by the whale’s remains again on their way home. Most of the enormous bones had been cleaned off. Walking home, Aqqa thought about all the sea provided her village. Every season brought another source of food. Why the sailors from the islands preferred taking from sea villagers instead of hunting and fishing for themselves made the raiders somehow scarier.

One of the village grandmothers started a fire under a large iron cauldron in the middle of the village. Besides the clams, Grandmother showed the girls how some fish could be mixed into soup, leaving their clean bones to be scooped from the mixture. Most village children already learned how to do this by the age of five or six, but it would have been rude to say so to an honored elder.

***
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“I THINK WOLVES SEEM a lot like dogs,” Kyloo mused. The girls were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder on the rocky rise overlooking the beach. Down below, white wolves played: a male and a female with four pups about half the size of their parents. Using their mouths, they were tossing about what looked like a chunk of whalebone. Mother and Father Wolf would snatch the prize from a youngster, then toss it over another one, sending the pups scrambling for their “toy.” Sometimes the adults would bump into their children, causing the smaller wolves to stumble or tumble. The expression on the wolves’ faces looked the same as the girls observed on sled dog puppies’ faces when playing with them.

Later, when she was older and traveled far from the Northlands, Aqqa would see the wolves of the woodlands—usually gray, sometimes black—all much larger than the white wolves of the Far North. These beasts posed little danger to her people—quite the opposite. The wolves would scatter if the girls had stood up and started yelling and waving their arms. Humans carried spears and other things that allowed them to inflict injuries on wolves from a distance. Knowing this, clever wolves fled from noisy villagers, even little ones.

Suddenly all six wolves froze. Their ears pricked up high and straight on their heads. Up the beach, still, some distance away, they caught sight of a massive white bear heading their way. One of the adult wolves seemed to bark before they raced off down the beach, in the opposite direction from the bear.

“Oh, they left their toy,” Kyloo said.

“Let’s go back. That bear is not going to find much left to eat among the whale’s bones.” As soon as the girls put the rise behind them, they ran toward their village while holding one another’s hand, giggling at nothing. Chun brought up the rear, ensuring the girls went straight back to the village without spilling the buckets of clams they gathered.

Aqqa and her friend found their fathers and other men returning with a good fish catch. Some of the younger men began cutting up fish for the dogs to eat. Seeing the dogs gulping down their food, Aqqa and her friend happily joined in. The biggest, most robust well-fed lead dogs weighed about as much as a female white wolf. Each day, the pups grew bigger. They would be ready to pull sleds when the snow returned. A few older ones would live out their remaining days as “camp dogs,” alerting the villagers to intruders, leaving the sleds to a new generation.

Tloquk, the older brother of Aqqa’s father, held a position as the village elder. He sought out the girls and asked them what they observed of the whale’s remains.

“Almost nothing left but bones, Uncle,” Aqqa answered.

“Nothing left for bears. Or wolves. Or foxes,” Kyloo added.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE REINDEER CLAN



By this time of the year, for a brief few days, the sun never completely set, although it seemed to want to slip below the horizon. After the villagers finished their supper, they returned to the beach to harvest the enormous white whale bones cleaned by scavengers. Just as the girls predicted, the white bears abandoned the carcass. Only a few gulls were left searching out whatever scraps remained. The people did not take all the heavy rib bones of the huge whale. They left some for neighboring villages to take for themselves.

Sadly, for Aqqa, the endless days meant she would soon be traveling upriver, taking her away from her friend. Despite being with her family, without Kyloo, she considered herself alone during the warmest, most leisurely summer days. The girls hugged each other tightly while crying as if they would never see each other again. They cried just as hard the previous summer; on the day they departed the village.

Aqqa’s family traveled upriver in two boats. Her older brother Chun, mother, and even the little girl herself paddled in the larger one. Behind them, in a smaller one-person boat, her father followed. They left behind their oldest son, Barq. He and two other young men would remain in the village to guard the cabins and dogs from any bears who might come nosing about. A dangerous assignment but an essential step on the road to being recognized as a man. They might have to fight to protect the village. Bears posed a danger to the villagers and their homes. Sometimes bears fled when the young men confronted them, but the people told stories of boys forced to fight a desperate beast. 

Aqqa’s family returned each year to a bend in the river where the water formed a deep pool reliably full of fish. Those fish, in turn, attracted different kinds of waterfowl. Even though Aqqa’s arms and shoulders ached from paddling, she assisted Chun in cutting branches to make a lean-to as soon as they landed their boats.

By their third day in the river camp, Chun and his sister needed more wood for their fire. Chun cradled the fallen or cut branches in his arms. Aqqa carefully added smaller sticks to the pile. The longer they stayed in their camp, the harder it would be to find wood.

As they started back, the girl asked her brother a question she wanted to ask for some time. It bothered her that her mother did not call her the same word Kyloo’s mother always called her friend.

“Chun? Why does Mama not call me woqduk?” If a parent used the term, it meant “first daughter.” Younger siblings used the word as a term of respect— “oldest sister,” not simply every older sister. Barq would be politely referred to as “woqul” —oldest brother.

Her brother sighed. “If I tell you, will you promise you will not speak of it to our parents?”

“Yes. I do promise.” She leaned closer to him as if he would whisper his reply.

“Before Barq, when Mother and Father were young and not married long, Mama gave birth to their first baby. A girl. Before she was a year old, the time came to come upriver. They were all three of them in the boat, and the baby started to fuss—”

“What was her name?”

“I don’t know. Barq heard the tale from Uncle, and then he told me one day when we were hunting. Anyway, the baby started squirming, and our parents, not skilled in handling such a problem, became distracted trying to make sure our woqduk did not get loose from her blanket. The swift current turned the boat, and they capsized. Barq thinks they panicked, though Uncle says the water was simply too deep and fast for them to react promptly. That might be the truth. By the time they found her, the baby had drowned. Even if she were older and could swim, the icy water would have taken away her breath and strength. When they found her, our sister was already cold and stiff.

“They have never spoken of this since the day they told Uncle why they’d come back without their baby. And you should know—the baby drowned on the same branch of the river where Kyloo’s family sets up their summer camp. That is why we do not travel with your friend. Mama will never go up that way ever again.”

Tears slipped down Aqqa’s face. She felt ashamed for focusing on her feelings about not being called “First Daughter” when saying the word could break Mama’s heart. In the Far North,  many dangers threatened children, beyond an illness that sometimes took the lives of the young and old. Parents tried to be cautious and watchful to ensure children did not wander off into danger. Unfortunately, sometimes the children managed to do so anyway. 

When their parents returned with fresh fish, Aqqa ran to her Mama and hugged her tightly.

“Is everything all right, Aqqa?”

“Yes, Mama. I just missed you.”

“Chun, you haven’t been tormenting her?”

“Oh no, Mama! Chun takes good care of me and watches over me.”

“Well, hearing you say so makes my heart glad.”

Not long after Chun revealed his parents’ secret, they moved farther up the river. The time for hunting deer was getting closer. Deerskin could be dried out then crafted into pants, belts, and other goods. The hides felt softer against the skin and stretched more quickly than other skins, making deer more desirable for clothing. Men liked to adorn their hats worn for important ceremonies with antlers. Fresh deer meat provided a welcome change from fish. Hunting deer involved far less danger than whaling out on the open sea.

They carried branches and wood to make their shelter. They made camp on this part of the river on a high, broad, treeless riverbank, covered in grass that turned yellow or brown under the endless sun. Chun and their father set up wooden stands to dry fish to take back with them for trade. The fish could be guarded and kept away from predators bent on taking what the family caught from the river in the open space. The basic drying structures, vaguely tent-shaped, stood intact from prior seasons, but some of the cross pieces had been damaged by the winter or by bears who picked up the faint smell of fish on them. Aqqa’s people built the drying stands high enough so only a bear could reach the fish standing up on its hind legs. Her first chore was to cut some branches to replenish the damaged cross pieces.

That night the sun briefly went down below the horizon. It was easier to fall back to sleep when the sky was dark. Like most nights, all her hard work and the long days meant Aqqa slept soundly, dreaming happy dreams of playing with Kyloo.

The next morning, while her mother cooked their morning meal, Aqqa headed out to gather small river stones to drive any crows or other birds away from the fish racks. As the youngest, her job was gathering and, as needed throwing the small smooth rocks at birds. The goal was not to hit or injure them, just persuade them to look elsewhere for food. Crows and ravens, like cranes, were favorites of the gods of sky and wind, and harming them would bring bad luck. Often children Aqqa’s age underthrew their targets. The rocks would cause the birds to fly up, with little chance of a stray stone accidentally striking them. It did not take long for the girl to gather a pile of suitable missiles nearby each rack.

Aqqa broke her fast with fresh duck. It tasted so different from fish, oddly greasy to her taste. She would have told them whale meat or blubber tasted much better than waterfowl if anyone had asked. Besides food, she and her mother set aside feathers of various colors that they would later attach to their boots or winter jackets. Her mother liked to make a pattern of three or four feathers, each a different color, which she attached to each of her children’s coats. Even with their hoods drawn close around their faces, the feathers identified her children from a distance.

The racks became filled with fish drying out in the warm sun in just three days. Aqqa managed to keep away the birds without hitting any. She and Chun helped load the small boat with fish, and then their father took much of their catch downriver to trade with sailors from the south who came by the villages this time of year. Barrels of river fish were salted to provide preserved food for sailors headed south.

The days when her father was away from camp made Aqqa anxious. They had no dogs to bark and growl warnings, and if any danger came along, Chun would need to act to protect them. She loved him, but Aqqa thought of her brother as just a boy. She worried about relying on Chun to defend them. Whenever she finished a chore, her thoughts drifted to what could happen to them. At times, Aqqa stared off into the distance, lost in dark thoughts 

One night, just before the sun began setting for more extended periods, some wolves came sniffing about the remaining fish on the racks. Chun, Aqqa, and their mother picked up flaming branches from the campfire, swinging them as they loudly sang The Fox song unique to their village. Most coastal communities sang a traditional song that honored their totem animal. It set forth all the creature's qualities, which the villagers emulated. Unlike Challenge songs, the village tune had lyrics, not improvised sounds. At first, the wolves looked at them, seemingly confused by the loud human voices. When the singers got a bit closer, the wolves bolted off. W Bears scared her more than wolves. The massive predators would not flee from a woman and two children. 

Still, Aqqa desperately wanted to see a brown bear. She heard they were almost as big as the white bears but far less dangerous. Villagers who traveled down to Port Pyothor told of seeing brown bears digging up clams and eating them. Aqqa thought one hungry bear would probably need to eat more for one meal than Aqqa’s family consumed in several days. She hoped someday she could travel on a trading trip just to see the brown beasts who lived on salmon, clams, and—although she did not fully believe it—on berries and salty sea grasses. The white bears ate only meat. Preferably seals, but they happily ate other kinds of meat if given a chance.

Despite all the critical work in the summer camp, the family still found time to enjoy themselves. Aqqa’s father brought his drum, and in the evening, they would sing. Her mother was no trained Storyteller, but she knew all the essential tales and remembered the details of their favorite stories. Not with the same gestures and aplomb the traveling Tellers used but as far as Aqqa knew, her mother’s versions kept close to what she heard around the village fire. Her mother adequately performed traditional songs, but she never pursued the Challenge.

Chun taught Aqqa to throw a spear. Then, using a technique passed down for generations, he flung a large clamshell, the size of their father’s strong hand, while his younger sister threw a straight branch, one nearly as tall as her, to try to hit it. Although childcare responsibilities seldom joined the hunt, young or prospective wives were expected to help hunt birds and small animals. Learning such skills helped feed the woman and her husband and passed along necessary skills for her children’s survival. It was said, “a mother teaches how to hunt; a father how to kill.”

Talk of having a husband disturbed Aqqa. Typically, girls married into a different village. Sometimes a girl might take a husband in her home village, but Aqqa knew among her neighbors there were six girls between seven and twelve years old and only two boys in their age group. She did not want to even think about Kyloo and her marrying into villages far apart. Nor did she much care for the notion of marrying an older man with children from his first wife. One thing seemed inevitable: even if one of them stayed in the village, there was no way both girls would remain together once they got married.

Between work and free time singing, practicing her spear-tossing, or watching her father working, Aqqa’s days in the summer camp passed quickly. Except for the rainy days. Summers usually remained dry, but sometimes storms would billow up on the ocean then travel over the land, carrying cold, steady rains. Those days, huddled together, tending the fire to hold off the cold and damp, dragged on. Once, Aqqa asked how soon she could go to bed for the night, and her mother reminded her they had not eaten supper yet. Like most of the people of the Northlands, there were times during winter storms when Aqqa’s family remained in their beds bundled up under heavy skins to ward off the brutal cold for most of the dark day. At such times, her parents did not scold their daughter or remind her how even rainy summer days were much warmer than the worst of winter.

Soon, the time came for them to return to their summer base camp, harkening the end of their time upriver. Aqqa could no longer stand outside, watching the moon and stars, without shivering. Their brief autumn had just begun, but the night’s cold already had an edge to it which foretold snow would soon fall. The family worked quickly to close their summer home before paddling downriver.

Chun and Aqqa practiced spear throwing, which improved with hard work and much practice since no chores required their attention. Their parents were farther upriver, clearing away any fishing nets or lines that remained when the children felt the ground tremble.

It was not an earthquake. Aqqa had lived through many of those. During bad ones, the ground shook. In worse ones, she knew, the ground seemed to turn into liquid, moving in terrifying ways, as if it melted beneath their feet. Other times, cracks burst all around them, opening so abruptly people or dogs fell into the chasms, never seen again. She could only remember going through that horror once, and this shaking did not feel like a quake. So, no, whatever was causing the noise, at least it was not an earthquake.

Her parents appeared, paddling furiously toward their campsite.

“Children! Aqqa! Chun!” their mother called. “Come quickly! You must see this.” They beached the boat and hurriedly tossed whatever they gathered into a rushed heap on the grass. All four of them were now together in the boat. This seating arrangement could be dangerous Aqqa thought. What could make her parents so agitated yet, unafraid?

As they paddled back upriver toward the increasing sound like thunder,  Aqqa spotted what looked for all the world like a moving forest in the distance. A forest of bare trees, without leaves or pine needles, not much taller than the men of her village. When they were closer, she let out a cry of surprise. It wasn’t a moving forest but reindeer. Hundreds of them, moving as one living mass. Not the more petite, common deer her village hunted, but the large, heavy reindeer of the lands even further north than the sea villages. Unlike the lesser deer of the Pine Forests, all these reindeer, males, and females displayed great racks of sturdy antlers atop their heads.

These were not wild animals. Mixed among them were men and women, carrying staffs, keeping the herd moving together. Getting closer still, Aqqa and her family could see that many of the reindeer had packs or some such things on their backs, in the same way that extra dogs not tethered to sleds carried supplies for the sea villagers. Aqqa, at that point in her young life, never saw people who herded animals, but she knew there were Southerners who raised small beasts they called sheep, whose coats produced the wool the sea village people sometimes traded to obtain. Such people devoted themselves to following their animals to new places to graze rather than pursuing game.

“They are of the Reindeer Clan,” her father said. Aqqa’s parents no longer paddled forward. Instead, they just kept the boat holding its position. One of the herding women spotted them and waved in greeting.

“Ho!” Aqqa’s father called out. “May we offer you some fish?”

“We would not want to toforv your senyoz,” the woman seemed to yell in response. However, not all her words were familiar to Aqqa.

“We probably don’t have enough to feed all of you fully,” her father replied, once more paddling forward. “But enough for each of you to have some. Please, come eat with us.”

The reindeer herd started slowly crossing the river. Bigger and more muscular than their cousins, the heavy animals made it through waters that could sweep away and drown common deer. Aqqa was surprised to see some herders wrapping their arms around a reindeer’s neck and letting the creature pull them across. She also noted a developing problem. As the reindeer climbed up on the opposite side, they would turn back to drink, blocking their comrades who crossed after them. Some herders shooed their animals away from the banks, tapping the beasts’ hind legs with long sticks.

The woman broke away from the herd and approached Aqqa’s family with a leather drinking pouch. “Here,” she said. “Please, take some milk.”

For Aqqa, this was her first taste of reindeer’s milk. It seemed strangely thick, different from what human mothers fed their babies. Raising the skin close to her face, Aqqa found the deer milk smelled odd and tasted even stranger. With no younger siblings, Aqqa never tasted milk while helping feed a baby brother or sister. All she consumed was water, except during ceremonies or holidays when the villagers occasionally drank small amounts of seal or bear blood. Aqqa did not care for those, either. Aqqa ducked her head so the reindeer woman would not see her sour face and then croaked, “Thank you.” She stepped slightly back, hoping the reindeer herder would not offer her another drink.

Each of her parents, then Chun, took a swig from the leather pouch. Her family seemed to like the milk more.

The woman chatted with her parents for a moment. She told them there had been a fire further upriver, probably started by lightning striking dry grass. The blaze depleted the grazing, so she and her people began moving their herd farther south than they typically foraged. There was not much time for anything more than some pleasantries. The woman took several dried fish from Aqqa’s mother, stuffed them into another leather bag, then ran to catch up with the rest of her clan.

Aqqa would not allow her father to paddle back toward camp until she intently watched every one of the reindeer and their herders vanish over the hills on the far side of the water.

“I know I will see them again,” she said. She assumed she kept the words inside her heart, pushing aside any thought of never seeing the Reindeer Clan again, but Chun must have heard her because he asked Aqqa what she said. 

“Nothing. Never mind.”
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CHAPTER THREE:

A TIME TO RUN
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Soon after Aqqa and her family returned to the village, several men embarked on what would be remembered for years as a rash and foolhardy journey. Sea raiders struck a village north of Aqqa’s, but the raid ended badly. Nearly half the raiding party were wounded or killed, and when they retreated, they left behind one of their vessels, as well as their fallen comrades.

Encouraged by their victory, some of the young sea village men—including an older brother of their friend Lika—gathered up weapons and put them out to sea. No one who remained behind understood what the reckless young men hoped to do as they rushed out to sea. Were they planning on overtaking the surviving raiders? Did they mean to follow the enemy back to their own homes on the distant islands, attacking them in reprisal? Aqqa’s father told his children that if their plan was intended to be some kind of counterattack, the sea villagers lacked numbers and sufficient weapons to sack a raiders’ village. He told her they were just showing off and would return before nightfall, complaining about how the cowardly raiders escaped, hoping to impress pretty neighbors.

The people of the sea villages did not use sails. They either paddled small one- or two-person boats or pulled long oars when hunting for whales or walrus in larger vessels. Here in the North, the winds blew so hard so often that sails seemed to increase the danger of capsizing.

Using the sail despite their inexperience, the seven young men moved quickly over the open ocean. Unfortunately, they never caught sight of—let alone caught up to—the surviving raiders. Worse, they could not prevent their boats from traveling farther and farther from shore without the proper skills. As a result, the men in the boat soon became desperate. They were able to catch fish from the sea, but they lacked sufficient water. Before long, they faced the danger of dying from thirst. Drinking fish blood helped but hardly provided an adequate alternative to freshwater.

After eight days at sea, the small sailboat finally came within sight of land. Their boat had four oars. Not enough to push westward against the wind, but they could control their approach to the beach. As desperate as their thirst, they scouted out the rocky shore rather than immediately landing. No villages dotted the island. They did not see any people at all. Putting aside their concerns about facing a force of raiders, they landed in a natural harbor on the island's western side, beaching their boat on coarse gray sand sheltered on either side by low rocky cliffs. A single seagull watched them land their craft before the bird flew out over the sea.

Two young men stayed with the boat while the others explored the shore. They found small streams flowing out of the moss-covered rock, more than enough for drinking. Lucky for them, the island provided freshwater, or they would quickly die of thirst.

Keeping quiet as much as possible, the only sounds the sea villagers heard were tinny, chime-like calls of birds. They were not varying songs as they heard back home. One type of song. From many birds, all the same. The birds making the sounds displayed brilliant white feathers. Unlike seagulls, whose white feathers are complemented with black or gray or sporting dark-feathered heads, the birds of this land were strikingly, almost exclusively white. “Snowbirds,” the lost sailors dubbed them because even though light flurries danced on the wind each day, the vast flocks of the sweet-singing birds made no effort to leave to migrate south. 

They could look far in every direction, but they did not see much. No trees, just moss and short grass, which they supposed only grew during the brief spring and summer of the Far North. Red foxes, not the smaller white fox so familiar around their villages, occasionally appeared, keeping their distance from the men. They reckoned the small population of foxes lived on the snowbirds and field mice; the men noticed skittering across mossy rocks. Surely seals and walrus must visit this place at some point, but during the time they spent there, none of those sea-dwellers climbed out of the water.

.During their explorations, the men discovered the birds made their nests in tight places among the rocks. Since catching fish from among the waves proved easy, they left the nests intact, choosing not to catch any of the little birds
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