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CHAPTER ONE
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KIN SPIRITS OF THE FIRE






LET THE CHILD LIVE, the youth heard in his mind. It was a moment of joy before his fear gathered. It was the dead of night, and the fire had burnt down to red embers. Moeslet was waking, as if out of a trance.

He spoke to the fire, struggling to stay awake. “I will bring you back to life! I will stir you and coax you back.” 

Beyond the reach of its light was a dark, half-shaped thing, looking at him. There was something else too, like an enormous cat, but it flickered away. Maybe it went to the mountains where it lived in the shadows. The dark spirit that remained was content to stir around the edges of light. It did not seem to want to bother him tonight.

Moeslet got up, his body aching. He moved long bones further into the fire and blew hard until the flames leapt.

“Be gone,” he shouted, waving a flaming bone and, to his surprise, the unnamed thing left. Still, the spirit might return in the dark, and Moeslet needed to stay awake. Some long bones, already cracked for their marrow, were in reserve. The kin were sleeping, except for a guard who stood out a way. Moeslet longed for a human voice, but heard only an occasional owl hooting. 

If the spirit had left, Moeslet still had an enemy to face. It crept over his face and took hold of his eyes. He shook his head, splashed water on his face, and walked about. But the moment he sat down, the enemy returned. Moeslet needed stronger medicine, so he turned to Fire and touched a small coal. The pain leapt up his arm. The burning lingered, but Moeslet had slain the enemy.

Day came, Moeslet’s time to sleep. For a few drowsy moments, he would hear the screams of playing children. The kin spoke fast, and he couldn’t make out all the words. But he knew slower words that they didn’t. He knew the words of Fire, which spoke to him. 

The men of the day would become busy doing things he could not do well––knapping stones, preparing skins, and hunting. But Moeslet knew how to keep a fire alive, to harden a stick with fire, and change the colors of stones. Still, those his own age would make fun of him, for he didn’t do the usual man things and had a lameness in one leg. He was alone.

Moeslet was also alone because he had no parents. His birth had taken the life of his mother, and a wild beast had killed his father. It was the way of the kin that everyone had a use and a gift, and his was tending the night fire. Everyone depended on him; but everyone, it seemed, took him for granted.

A few childhood friends had not forgotten they once played together. Sometimes, they would watch the fire with him late into the night. Leola was his favorite, for they used to go on adventures along the stream. She knew the ways of water and would show him the homes of frogs and water birds. When she grew older, her father discouraged her from playing with him. “Those who do not hunt cannot have a woman,” was a saying of the kin. 

It was true, Moeslet could not kill, for he had not the strength or desire. If he saw an animal, he sensed its spirit and could not kill it. He realized this when he tended a dying bird once. The male hunters did not understand, for they thought nothing could be gained from saving a wounded animal.

So the day would pass, and Moeslet would sleep before waking for his night tending. Each day, the kin would leave him wood and bones, for such was his lameness that he gathered only kindling. 

Leola sometimes visited him in secret. She talked about the things of the day––the sun, the clouds, the fish in the stream, and the soaring birds. Leola was curious about fire, for she had seen Moeslet talking to it. She always had questions. “What was the fire’s mood last night? When there isn’t much left for Fire to eat, what do you do? When it goes down to embers, how do you get it to rise from its hiding place?”

Leola had so many questions, so many words. Yes, we should be together, Moeslet felt, but it can’t be. It was a deep pain that he had not the power to claim her. True, he had power from Fire, but it was not to be used against the kin. It was the way of things. She was of the day and the many, and he was of the night and alone.

Once on a chilly night, her father had found Leola and him, their arms wrapped around each other. Her father had struck him. They were no longer children, nor could they be something more. 

Leola agreed too easily to her father’s demand, he felt. Moeslet knew they could be happy together; and he knew, too, that she did not know this. Leola thought she just enjoyed being around the fire with him and the words that rose in her. He didn’t always make out the meaning of her words, but he liked to hear them flowing. 

“Tell me what the fire is saying,” she asked one night.

How does she know that the fire speaks? Moeslet wondered. It was something that he had learned only after many months of being with the fire through dark and cold nights. Fire could speak, but its words were deep and secret. Fire had words, but they were not easily revealed.

Leola talked and asked easily, and as she was his only real friend among the kin, he would answer. He wondered if Fire would become angry. Would it leap out and try to claim her? But Fire did not dislike her, for it did not become moody, but burned just as truly when she was around. Still, Moeslet did not tell her all. One had to be cautious with Fire, for it could suddenly change and kill. 

Fire had its fears, as well. Once, when driving rain blew into the cave’s mouth, the fire had died. The kin tried to save it, but there was no bringing it back. Cold followed, then sickness and death. No one knew why the fire had left them. Had someone made it angry? Had a powerful spirit sought its life?

Some blamed the Firekeeper and said there should be a new one. Moeslet wondered if he would survive. It was because he cared for the fire at night that families shared their food with him. Would a new Firekeeper let him sleep nearby and share his food? It would be hard to be apart from Fire, who had been his friend and teacher, the one closest to him. 

It might have gone differently, but an elder had argued for him. “Let him remain, for  he is close to the ways of fire. The cold and dark sometimes win, but the fire will come back to him.” 

A few days later, fire fell from the sky, and a hunter brought back a burning branch. 






“What do you think the fire is saying?” Leola asked him one evening, using a stick to toy with its embers. 

“Fire is yawning. It’s sleepy but is happy to be alive.”

“No, it’s saying, ‘I burn bright because I have plenty of fresh bones to eat. I will kill the dark tonight!’” 

Fire did not seem to be angry at this and didn’t leap her way. 

Moeslet gazed at the face he had known for so long, yet saw anew. It must mean we’re kin spirits of Fire and that we are meant for each other... 
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


A DAY OF HUNTING AND HIDING






WHEN THE WEATHER WAS hot and the fire had plenty of fuel, Moeslet would sometimes sleep through the night, having no fear the fire would extinguish. He must have slept long this night, for the camp was already stirring when he woke. Leola’s dark hair shimmered by the fire. Poking his side, she kidded Moeslet, “A Firekeeper who sleeps through the night and into the day?”

When his own words failed him, Moeslet drew upon sayings. “When the sun is strong, the fire keeps itself.”

He did not reveal that Fire had spoken to him, leaving him free to venture out this day. Why the fire sometimes released him, he was not sure. He gathered that it knew this day would be warm, clear, and windless. He looked up at the sky with traces of cloud and smiled. “The day is mine. The fire is content to be by itself.” 

Leola’s smile held some mischief. “Yes, Fire is happy.” She stirred it with a stick, pushed embers to its center, and then threw the stirring stick into the middle.

A young hunter named Ishman, who had sat down across from the fire, overheard their words. “Does this mean that Moeslet will go out with the hunters today? We will be hunting the Long Hairs. But I forget it is too much for Moeslet to see blood and death.”

“No, it is not!” was all Moeslet could think to say. He wondered, was
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