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PROLOGUE


[image: ]


I hear the screaming in the night, and suddenly I'm a child again. I want to cover my ears and pull the woven mat over my head to shut out the sounds. I want my mother to stroke my back and tell me the cries are far away and mere noise can’t hurt me. I want her to promise that the monsters haunting my imagination will stay put there. 

I can still hear Mama naming our defenses: the solid walls of our hut, the wall around our yard, and the much bigger wall at the edge of the village marking the boundary between the world of daylight, chores, and play and the world of darkness, horror, and death. I wish she were here now to kiss my forehead and scold me for staying awake. She would tuck the mat under my chin, and I would close my eyes. I could draw deep, slow breaths until I felt her no longer watching me, believing me to be slumbering at last. At that instant, I would tug the mat back over my head to put one more thing between me and the things in the night. 

But those nights are long gone. 

I hear the screaming every night, as I have heard it almost every night of my life, but it is so much louder now than it ever seemed in childhood, and now no one will tell me not to be frightened. We must all fear.

My sister hears it too. She trembles beside me and sometimes whimpers, but unlike me, she does not wake. Still, her body responds to the shrill hoots, the wet grunting, the shuffling and screeching. 

What I want to do for myself, I do for her. I slide closer to her and wrap my body around hers, one arm across her stomach, the other beneath her shoulder. I curve my legs so that the tops of my knees just brush her thighs. I build a shell around her. Though the night air weighs against our skin like water itself, I pull the woven mat up to her scalp. But even the heat can't stop us from shivering when the duyvils cry their hunger. 

I press both hands against her ears until my elbows ache. I try to hold back the howls, the squealing, and even the occasional surprised oath, or worse, the shouted plea to a god who isn’t there and probably never listened to us anyway. My hands make pathetic walls. They cannot shut out the shrieking any more than our Gates could keep out what makes the noise. I know I can't protect her from what is out there, but I can try to keep her from thinking about it.

Calming her may make me feel better, but it is a false security, like our belief that the giant barricades we shored up day after day would hold in the time of ultimate testing, like my belief that as long as any kind of barrier stood between myself and the monsters in the night, I would remain safe enough to open my eyes the next morning. Such are the beliefs of a simple child, or the most pious fanatic. But then, the two things are not so different after all. Belief often is stronger than the object of the belief. That empty faith is the only strength we have left.



A child was carried off yesterday. The foolish mother stepped away just long enough to draw some water. In the few moments she was gone, something swept down and spirited off the infant. 

Time was, the bravest and strongest men of the village would band together and charge into the jungle with spears and arrows to retrieve the child or bring down the duyvil that had stolen it. This time, nobody stirred. A few heads lifted at the mother’s hysterical screams, but they soon drooped again. No hunters remain to lead the charge. None among us had the courage to take the mother’s part. 

She clutched at my arms and pleaded with me to come help her save him. She could barely speak, her fear and sorrow overflowing through her eyes. It made my heart sore to refuse her, but I couldn’t leave my sister. The crazed woman stumbled away to beg at the feet of some sullen men sucking dumbly on roots. But she could rouse no one to go with her. Everyone assumed, with reason, the child was already dead. 

The stolen child’s mother screamed to our ancestors to send her deliverance, but they did not send back her baby. She paced back and forth, occasionally collapsing and pounding the sand. She scratched her own face and breasts until she looked as though she had been clawed by a vicious animal. But everyone pretended not to see her. The woman continued to howl as the day waned, until one by one, people not only turned their backs on her, but gathered their few possessions and ran from her, lest her ruckus summon more duyvils to carry us away. 

In my last backward glimpse, I saw the grieving woman on her knees, throwing stones and clods of earth into the jungle, and shrieking curses at the top of her lungs. When I returned later, armed with torch and knife, she was gone. Nobody has seen her since. She must have gone into the jungle, no hunters behind her, no weapons in hand, to challenge the duyvilfogel herself. In that case, she is certainly dead. 

No one seems to regret sending a mad, pitiful woman to her doom. It is as if they would rather pretend the woman and her baby never existed. If they could forget the whole sorry incident, they could forget what it implies about the depths to which our society has sunk.

Nobody wants to acknowledge what this theft means. While the duyvils once clung to the shadows that spawned them, the monsters now come closer, as this one did, striking in the middle of the afternoon, mere steps from other humans. They fear no consequences. Soon they will never fear anything again.



I cannot sleep, though my eyes have been closed for a long time. I hear the roars in the distance, so powerful they make the earth tremble. I tremble too, and wish for it all to be over. Then, a piercing whistle erupts directly over our heads. It is the call of a duyvilfogel, soaring directly above our camp. 

My breath clogs my throat. A duyvil has never come this close before! Already they're expanding their territory. 

My sister doesn’t stir, but a low whimper bursts from her mouth. I stroke the top of her head. The duyvilfogels seek little children, small prey like that ill-fated boy-child, they can carry back to their aeries. I squeeze my sister closer to me. No monster will take her from me tonight, but tomorrow we'll have to move our camp for good. This place is unsafe now. 

Again, a series of three quick blasts: the duyvilfogel's hunting cry. An instant later, I hear a growl respond. Whatever the flying duyvil tried to catch was not human and it’s fighting back. Good. I hope they destroy each other. 

Their battle sounds reverberate in my head. My ears throb with each snarl, snap, and shriek. Beneath the tumult, I hear moaning, low and drawn-out. That’s a person in pain. Someone is wounded or sick, and whoever it is will shortly become a meal for the prowling duyvils. I want to block out the fighting and dying, but I don’t want to let go of my sister to cover my ears. The moment I do, anything could snatch her away. And so, the raging, thumping, and hissing continues, periodically interspersed with that lost soul’s wailing.

I try to picture the warring duyvils, building their forms from stories I have heard and what I've seen myself. I see them circling and snapping at each other, the duyvilfogel lunging down to peck its opponent’s eyes. But human cries mix with the animal sounds; I see two duyvils looming over a human kill, fighting to determine who will enjoy the spoils. In my mind’s eye, the dead man has pale skin like a dead fish.

Other sounds join the commotion of the two fighters: more duyvils attracted by the scuffle. Maybe one of the beasts has been injured. They can smell blood. It won’t matter which monster wins the fight now; the others will soon finish it off. 

The night screams slice up my back. My head aches from noise and fear. The unearthly howls begin to sound all too human. I picture a tide of people running before a stampede of monsters. I see them falling, crushed beneath the huge, scaly bodies. The screams of the predator striking its kill and the dying whistle of the thieving bird rend the night. In my head, the fleeing people open their mouths and emit those hideous hoots and gargles. The people have the faces of the invaders. I smile. 

Then begins the tearing, sucking, and chewing of monsters feasting on their kills. I see them tear off one man’s leg. He shrieks in agony and stretches his arms in supplication; a duyvil snaps those off too. The screaming is not so hard to bear when it is our persecutors who are in agony. 

Figures writhe in the mud, trying to crawl back to the sea and the boat. I see a giant duyvil with horns on its face charge forward and gore a man. I see him twitch, arms and legs jerking in all directions. I have seen duyvils kill a man before and it was horrible, but to see an invader perish so fills me with warmth. 

This is how I finally fall asleep, night after night. I make myself believe the horrific noises around me are the sounds of our destroyers meeting their own doom. The ripping I hear is the flesh of the invaders being peeled from their bones. The sorrowful mewling is the last breath of my enemy. The bellow that makes my lip curl back from my teeth is a duyvil announcing its dominance over our persecutors.

The moaning becomes a shout, “Oh, save me! Have mercy!” Then the words subside to agonized wailing and finally a chorus of snarls. 

I see two duyvils with one man caught in each of their mouths. He is not one of my people; he is one of them. The duyvils circle, tugging on the frightened man, who bleats and begs. They pull at him, twist him. His limbs are coming apart. I see the monsters rip him in half, the two chunks of his body ragged and bloody. I want him in pieces. I want him dead. I want them all dead. 

Especially her! Our Queen. 

I see them again, come alive in my memory. I see their proud scowls, their swaggering walks, and their pitiless eyes. How I want to tear those soulless eyes out of their heads! I long to pound their white skin until it turns black with bruises. I want to hear their bones snap and feel them crumble beneath my fury. I want to grind into dust those men who worshiped the Golden Queen.

I hate you!

I see them sprawled upon the earth, bodies flattened, limbs disjointed, faces buried in the mud of the Sta’ad-pla’ats. I want to batter their corpses with the biggest rock I can lift. I want to split their skulls like a rotten coconut and spill the meat inside onto the sand, everything red and gray and gruesome. I want their blood to bathe my hands. 

I want all this as much as I want the taste of sweet melon in my mouth again, as much as I want the sensation of my teeth sinking into the soft flesh of a roasted fish. I want it like I want to hear my family snoring around me. I wish for it as much as for my mother’s soothing hand on my forehead. 

No, I want it even more. And I want her most of all!

You did this to us! You’ve destroyed us!

In my mind, I hear her screaming. What a high, sharp scream she had! So strong, I can see the sound against my eyelids take the form of a thick gold line, arcing up to the sky. 

This is your fault!

Out of the depths, her face, serene and beautiful, rises before me. I see myself rake my nails down her round cheeks, making trails of blood flow like tears from her large, round eyes. I want to claw the skin from her back and shoulders and hear her shriek with anguish. When the blood streams from the holes I’ve put in her flesh, I will pour bowls of seawater down her back so that the water inflames her wounds. Then, to make the rest of her burn, I will shower her with hot embers from my fire. She will scream then and beg for my mercy, but I will listen only to her pain and not her pleas. Her screams will be sweeter than music. I want her in agony. I want her to suffer like we are all suffering now. 

Look what you’ve done! You destroyed our world!

The roars again: first one duyvil calling, then others responding, but the sounds are farther away now. They are leaving, either returning to the jungle hell that spawned them, or seeking new prey elsewhere. But they will be back tomorrow night, just as they have come every night since she was here.

I hate you!

My body grows heavy. At long last, the darkness rises up to engulf me, like water buoying me up during a nighttime swim. I'm floating now at last, and it’s not at all unpleasant.

All your fault. . .

The last image I see flickering against my closed eyelids before exhaustion silences my mind is her clutched in the grip of a black duyvil. It crushes her with one squeeze.



At night, I close my eyes and wish with all my might we will be left alone. By day, I wander the wreckage of our world. 

From the Cliffside, I gaze over all that is left.

I see the beach curving toward the bluffs where I watch. This, the island’s Westernmost tip, is a series of sharp points and sheer drops, crowned by the steep cliff. It is a safe place.

Many times, I have stood here to watch the gulls and terns swooping down from the Cliff edge to scoop up the fish darting among the rocks at low tide. It was a sport to capture one in mid-air by looping it with a strand of rope, or by shooting it and making it fall to an accomplice waiting below. 

But now the birds avoid us, circling over the sea and vanishing across the horizon. They ignore my traps and dodge the rocks I hurl, mocking my attempts with hoarse, honking laughter. No bird is willing to sacrifice itself to prolong the lives of a doomed people.

From here, I can see everything as it is now and as it looks through the eyes of Before.

On one side of the flat open space at the base of the Wall where our tribe held its major ceremonies lived the women and children. Through the blur of my tears, I can still see the circles of overlapping huts and house gardens. 

A long strip of beach winds around the Southern end of the island, wrapping like a gentle hand around the site where our village once stood. Home to nearly four tiendal of tiendal of people, the village covered most of the peninsula, from the edge of the Great Wall to the shore. Our people held this spot since before the last ancestor we could name. 

Now, spirits roam the deserted structures, weeping in the voice of the wind. They rage against their murderers, long gone back across the sea. They bewail the end of their own lives, and the end of our life as a people. They curse us for abandoning their memory and leaving them to wander. Nobody leaves any offerings, partly because they have nothing left to offer, and partly because they are too afraid to enter the cursed place where the dead creep. They haven’t the heart to face our ancestors and account for what we have become. 

Turning East, I stare into the face of Death leering at us from its mist-shrouded mountain home. Perhaps that should have warned me of all that was to come.



I think of my sister from the moment I wake until I finally drift into a haunted half-sleep. At night, the raging of demons fills my ears and the questions of where we should go and what we should do next flood my mind. I think constantly of what is best to do for her, but I never hit upon an answer. 

I make her stay behind when I search for food, though I never keep her in the same place consecutively. We have discovered five locations on the island that are safe enough, even now, for daytime hiding, and I move her from spot to spot every day. I have misgivings about returning to the same sites, though I do not believe anyone has ever followed us. These shelters are either precarious or remote, yet, each place is close to a site where I might hunt and gather within earshot of my sister. If she were to scream, I could hear her and come running quickly enough to help. 

At least, I tell myself I would be in time. 

Now I push my way back through the thick underbrush, pausing every few steps to count my breaths in the silence. When I am sure silence is all I can hear, I continue. In this way, I finally approach the hidden spot where my sister waits.

I see the marked tree and drop to my knees, feeling for the cover. “I am here,” I call softly so my movements won’t startle her. My hands find it before my eyes do, and I tug back the weaving of leaves and branches fashioned to look like the jungle floor. The covering is harder to lift than the last time I did this. If my strength is going, what must hers be like?

My sister doesn’t respond when the pale shaft of light touches her shoulder. I have to call her name to make her look up at me. When she does, she fails to greet me with a smile. Her big eyes—too big in that thin face—note my features. Her hands never stop chipping the arrowhead between them, even though a small pile of similar points already sits beside her. 

I drop into the pit beside her and empty my pouch. It doesn’t take long. “These were all I could find today,” I explain, counting out the dried seeds and the few sea slugs. “When the weather changes, the fish will come back.” I sound confident, but all I really know about the weather is that when the Storms hit, we will drown unless we can find a sturdier shelter. I mean to venture across the cliffs, or up to the mountains in search of a cave where we can pass the next few moon cycles, only I have been too tired to make the climb. And the thought of another cave makes me want to scream. 

I examine the arrowheads. Rough, but definitely usable. “You are getting better at this.” I smile, but she doesn’t react to my praise. Finally, I give up and we suck on our slugs in silence.

When the food is gone and the silence dulls my ears like a blanket, she finally speaks. “Fuala, will you tell me a story?” 

My throat tightens. Such tales I used to weave! Such dreams I brought to life for my friends and my sisters! But she doesn’t want to hear my fantasies. 

“Can you tell me how it used to be? Before I forget? Sometimes I think these walls...this darkness...are all there is.” Her fingers probe the sides of the pit, and the lump in my throat fills my mouth. “But if you can tell me what it was like before, I can think about that instead.”

“I’m sorry,” I finally croak. “I know it must be lonely for you to stay behind. Tomorrow, we could go back to the river. You liked that place.” A walk, a change of scenery, and sharing each other’s company will be good for her.

My sister doesn’t even seem to have heard my suggestion. She keeps caressing the dirt walls. “What was life like before?”

There are so many ways to answer that. I try to find the most vivid, the one that will be easiest to remember when the dark walls of loneliness close in. 

Should I tell her of the life that once filled our island? Of the snakes hanging from the trees and lurking beneath the leaves on the ground? How a lizard with sharp claws and a fiery bite might burst out of the overgrowth at any moment? Or the pigs, which had lived on this island even longer than people, and which we had tamed and groomed? 

“Do you remember the taste of pig?” That isn’t how I meant to begin, but the words run away with my tongue. “How you could even taste the smell as it cooked? Smoky like fire, salty like the sea, and sweet like a melon all at the same time. The juices from a roasted pig would soak into your breadfruit and make your fingers and lips sticky, so you wanted to keep on licking them long after the meal was finished...”

I stop, choked with sudden hunger and sorrow for the meals I once savored and will never have again and for the company and good cheer signified by cooking a pig. This isn’t the story I should tell unless I want to wake our hunger to howling. 

I should tell a story to honor our people and how hard they worked to tame this land of rock and sand and jungle. I can remind her how the men and women in their separate ways worked to make life here possible in spite of predators, pests, and poor weather. I could tell how even the children helped carry water from the river at the outskirts of the village to the taro garden of endless weeds and soil that had to be constantly turned with clumsy shovels that scraped our hands and left blisters, lest it dry up or blow away. 

I could tell of the women who possessed the land from which crops were harvested. I could also complain anew about how our women transmitted land and power, yet the men held the power, advising—no, ordering—their sisters from day to day. Nobody ever heeded my arguments before, but my sister will listen to me now. Maybe she will even agree it was unfair that only a man could serve as chief when both men and women Elders advised us. Surely it would have been better for us all if Heni could have been Chief instead of her brother Ooto...

Or should I speak of the great sailors who made incredibly long voyages beyond the place where the sun sleeps to trade yams and breadfruit and bundles of feathers and shells with our friends across the sea? 

“Our people knew the sea better than any others because of how bravely they crossed it after each growing season to affirm the bonds with our trading partners. Our sailors were gone for many days, for entire moon cycles even. It was dangerous work, but necessary. We were so isolated in the middle of the great ocean, often muffled in fog, with no other land in sight let alone in reach for a tiendal of days at a time. We lacked for so much our friends could provide: new foods, new plants that could yet grow in our soil, new materials from which to make useful goods. Some of the islands with which we traded were covered with a strong black rock that made good spear points. Other islands created fine fabric we used for ceremonial clothes. 

“The traders also carried back a few special items. My favorites were the firestones, gems that shimmered with warm lights, pulsing like something alive. At first glance, it looked bright blue like the mid-day sky, or sometimes a soft gray like a gathering fog, but when you turned the stone, it would flash with flecks of yellow, pink, red or purple. 

“Others favored gold, a bright soft metal that shone like the sun and glittered like the ocean on a clear day. Chief Ooto was especially fond of gold, and liked to wear gold bracelets on feast days. I always thought he looked downcast whenever he hosted a feast and had to redistribute his possessions, for though the bracelets were bound to return to him at a future feast, he had to gift away his pretty things for a time. 

“Sometimes, the traders brought new people. From time to time, our sailors would set out with a group of our bravest women and return with a canoe full of strange ones for the men of our village to wed. To maintain our treaties with our friends across the sea, we exchanged brides, you see. The new brides would mingle with our women, learn from them, and eventually become like us while the women we had sent forth spent the rest of their lives in the lands far across the sea.” 

I lapse into silence, sucked into the whirl of memories. When I was a child longing for more excitement than my daily chores, I used to wonder how it would feel to be an exchange bride, exiled from my home. Though I knew I couldn’t visit my family or the places I loved on our island again, I thought it might be exciting to brave the Storms, the rocks, and the duyvilfish, to see new places and people and learn another way to live. Elsewhere, perhaps I wouldn’t have to work so hard to gain approval. A tiny part of me hoped I would one day be chosen for such a fabulous destiny. How little I appreciated my world before it ended! 

“How did they manage? How could they bring all the food and water they would need for their journey?” I jolt at the sound of my sister’s voice, then feel a warm flutter in my chest. She is listening. She’s even talking to me!

“In the days and nights leading up to the long voyage, the men who were to leave underwent special rituals to strengthen their spirits for the trip. They trained with—with—” My lips twist around the words.

“With the shaman?” she supplies. 

“Yes. The shaman helped our sailors teach their bodies to sleep even though their eyes stayed open. Better still, they learned not to feel hunger or thirst, or fatigue, or pain. Although they still needed to eat and drink, they did so only sparingly and yet they didn’t suffer or feel want. Out on the ocean, pushing their boats through the powerful waves, paddling as fast as they could to beat the Storms, these sailors became so focused on their mission they could think of nothing else. In this way, they honored our ancestors, who made the first long ocean crossing with scarcely any food or water.”

“It sounds wonderful.” My sister’s voice squeaks on the last word, and I break from my reverie to notice tears puddling on her cheeks. “Why did it end, Fuala? If we had such good friends across the sea, why did they not help us when the invaders arrived? Why have they not come with food and supplies for us? Is the fog too thick? Are the reefs too sharp? Have our friends forgotten us? Why are we like this? What happened?”

I remain silent while my sister collapses in tears, but not because I don’t know the answers to her questions. I remember every turn in the path to our destruction, and I will for however long I live. What baffles me is how to explain to her it was all my fault.
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A heavy sting on my back snapped me alert again. “Fuala!” Ilfemar, the young woman whose hut was near my family’s had swatted me to get my attention. “Please attend to the garden, or you will be here all day.” 

“Why must we weed every day? There will just be more weeds tomorrow or the day after. Why not wait many days and then, when there are lots of weeds, pull them all at once?”

“If we let too many weeds grow, they could damage the crops. I know you dislike being here, but the sooner you finish weeding, the sooner you can go on to another task. Perhaps you could collect sweetgrass to make an offering to the wind spirits so that they will send us a good rain.” 

“More rain just means more weeds,” I grumbled. Even after only eight summers—almost nine—I realized that much. 

“We want the crops, not the weeds,” Ilfemar said, and this time, she didn’t take her eyes off me until I was kneeling in the earth and probing beneath the heavy leaves of the nearby plants. I could feel her eyes on the back of my neck the same way I could feel Mama watching me fall asleep at night. Those eyes stayed on me until I had added several weeds to my basket, then finally Ilfemar returned to her own row. 

I continued to prod the soil for beetles and tug at weeds, but soon lifted my eyes to the far side of the field to where my mother and siblings were working. Though she was already round with a new child, Mama still came to the field to do her duty. Today, that meant clearing the channels that brought water to the crops and making sure that the barriers against beasts were secure. 

For a moment, I forgot how much I despised weed-pulling and studied Mama. Her eyes looked tired, but otherwise she seemed well. Her color was good and everyone said she appeared healthy. But whispers of concern still filtered through the village. Mama had had two babies last year, a boy and girl, but they had not survived. Women sometimes lost babies, but this was the first time it had happened to her and it made her sad. Even though my uncle said there was no need to worry, that Mama had given birth to five strong babies before and could do it again, our neighbors still chattered when they thought none of our family would hear. 

I caught snatches of talk and puzzled over it. My uncle had wisdom, but I wasn’t sure he really knew best about women’s matters. I wondered if this new baby really would grow up to be a brother or sister, and if so, which one it would be. If another baby didn’t join our family, I wouldn’t mind. We would be spared sleepless nights and I wouldn’t have to sit still all afternoon with a baby on my knee. But I knew Mama would be sad again if she lost this baby too. 

What bothered me most was the thought that Mama might die. Sometimes a mother died bringing her baby into the world. Sometimes both mother and baby died. I could do without another brother or younger sister, but I needed my mother. I hoped my uncle was right about her. After all, he did know many things and was very sure of himself. 

I stood and arched my back, massaging the sore places with my knuckles. Where were the wind spirits with their soothing breeze? Sweat rolled down my neck, back and shoulders. It almost felt like I had been swimming in the ocean, except that being in the water was refreshing and cool. Being in the sun just felt sticky. If it rained now, the sweat would wash off my back and shoulders. Maybe I should go collect the sweetgrass now. I could always pull more weeds afterward. By then, fewer would be left. 

Ilfemar now crouched to speak to one of the younger children, probably showing her which beetles were harmless and which were a risk to the crops. She would want me to stay in the garden because that was where I had been assigned, but she wasn't watching me now to see what I did. 

I shut my eyes and drew a deep breath, thinking. Make it rain...make it rain. Wind spirits, show us your power! The sun is so bright. There are no clouds. Can you make it rain on a day like this? Can you make the clouds appear out of nowhere and pour water on us? You can do anything if you want it. Show us! 

The wind spirits could hear me even though I talked in my head. All spirits could sense thoughts, and so could some adults. Ilfemar wasn't clever enough to know that trick, not like Mama, but Mama was across the garden still. 

I opened my eyes and immediately scrunched them tight against the burning sun. No clouds yet, but I knew they would come. The spirits could not resist a challenge. I knew them and knew how vain they were. They would do what I asked just to prove they could. They would do it for me. I had asked for things before and the spirits had given them. If I smiled and asked nicely, I usually got what I wanted. People wanted to make me happy. They wanted to see me smile. The spirits were no different. I smiled for them now. Rain! Get me out of this garden!

“How happy you look to be pulling weeds! Maybe we should give you garden duty every day.” My sister Amala smirked at me over the bowl of fresh water she carried to all of the gardeners. With that, my concentration and deal-making with the wind spirits was interrupted.

“No,” I protested. “I’m smiling because it will rain soon and there won’t be any more weeding today.” 

A line appeared down the middle of my sister’s forehead. “Have you been in the sun so long that your eyes are melting? There are no clouds—”

“Not yet, but it will happen,” I insisted. 

Without questioning me further, Amala passed me a coconut shell. I quickly dipped it into the water and took a long sip, then another. “Only two!” She stopped me before I could thrust the shell back into the bowl. 

“It’s so hot,” I complained, “I could pour that bowl over my head right now.”

Amala laughed. “I could too, little sister. How I would love to go for a swim!”

“Let’s go right now!” I knew the wind spirits would send rain any moment. 

“Go where this time?” Ormol had spotted our sister and run across the garden for a drink, still carrying his basket of weeds.

“Swimming,” I told him. “We should leave now before it rains.” 

Unlike Amala, my brother expressed no doubts. He believed I knew what I was doing because I was older, and he was happy to follow along. A plan was already taking shape in my mind. “Take Ilfemar the water,” I ordered Amala. “Tell her you have to visit the cesspit. Me too. We all will.” She frowned but did as instructed.

“What about my drink?” Ormol whined.

“You can drink from the spring. Nobody will count how many sips we take then. Now put some of your weeds in my basket. Hurry.” I kept one eye on Ilfemar.

“What for? I picked them. Why should you get the credit?”

“This will help us get away. If I leave now, with my basket so empty, Ilfemar will be suspicious. But she won’t look for me right away if she sees I’ve done some work.” My brother grumbled but began to transfer his weeds into my basket.

Amala appeared at my side again. “It’s done. What now?” 

“Ormol will count a tiendal-of-tiendals and meet us at the cesspit. We’ll leave from there. And pick some more weeds in the meantime or else Pea will ask questions.” He scooped up his basket and sprinted away to rejoin our eldest sister. 

I grabbed Amala’s hand and we ran, suppressing the giggles bubbling in our throats until we reached the bushes shielding the cesspit and were finally out of sight of the garden. “Fuala...” Amala halted. “We ought not to do this. Suppose we take a short rest here in the shade and then go back.”

“No. We promised Ormol a trip to the spring. Besides, I thought you wanted to go swimming.”

“I wanted to go somewhere cool.”

“Now we have the afternoon ahead of us and can do anything we want. At least we can once Ormol shows up.” Amala leaned against a tree while I walked circles around her. My legs were too full of energy to keep still. 

At last, the crunching of footsteps through the underbrush halted my pacing. “Finally!” I turned to greet Ormol, and stiffened when I saw the feet instead belonged to Akona and Lani. Each carried a pile of wood.

The sisters and I stared at each other for a moment, then the elder girl smiled. “Good day, Fuala. Were you looking for us?”

“No, we’re waiting for...Ormol.” I could tell Amala was flustered at being caught, even by a couple of younger girls, because she had completely lost the power to fib. “We, ah ...”

“We’re going on an adventure,” I teased, knowing they would want to know what kind of an adventure, knowing that they would want to come along. My adventures were the most fun of all. 

Little Lani’s large eyes gleamed. “Are you going to borrow a canoe and take us around the island?” 

I had suggested that once, in a moment of liveliness, but hadn't expected her to remember that. “Not today. We’ll maybe hunt and go swimming.” 

Lani clapped, scattering the driftwood she had collected. Akona gazed at her own bundle, her brow furrowed. “I wish we could come with you...” 

“Why not? Set your firewood here. Someone will find it and take it back to the village for you. We’ll find plenty else more valuable than wood.” Grinning, my friends dumped their collection at the foot of the tree I had been circling. Amala remained quiet, but eyed me warily. No doubt she thought having extra people would slow us down. I thought it would make our trip more fun.

But when Ormol finally arrived, I saw we were to have more fun than I had anticipated. My brother had three companions of his own in tow. “I told them where we were going and they wanted to come too,” he bubbled. 

I considered the other boys and what they might contribute. Rosdi, who, like Amala, was two summers older than me, was quiet and helpful. He was also very tall and might be able to reach low-hanging fruit for us to nibble. Manii, in contrast, was short and nimble and so full of mischievous energy that he seemed years younger than Ormol when he was actually older by a few moons. He often said and did silly things and could make me cross with his foolishness, but we had fun playing together. Last was Palik, the respected younger son of Chief Ooto’s second sister. I was surprised someone so close to the Elders would dare any activity hinting of disobedience, but Palik’s spirit was adventurous. He had already demonstrated a talent for tracking small animals; maybe he wanted a greater challenge. 

“Very well,” I agreed, “but we should go right now before anybody else comes along.” 

Too late. 

“Where are you going? Wait! Are you lost?” My jaw tensed as Na’aisa emerged from the trees. Her long, serious face grew more tense as her gaze skipped from me to Amala and down the line of eager boys and girls. Although her lips turned up into a small smile, I recognized wariness in her eyes. I had seen it often enough before. 

Growing up, Na’aisa and I had often shared lessons and play, so much so as to be practically family. Yet, Na’aisa was too strange for me to think of as a sister. For one thing, she liked grown-ups too much. Na’aisa always did everything grown-ups told her to do, sometimes without even being asked. It was like she thought she was one of them instead of a child. At times I thought she really preferred chores to games. She shrank away from anything new or exciting. Whenever I proposed an adventure to my friends, something beyond hand-clapping rhymes or swimming or sailing miniature canoes, Na’aisa fretted about how song our mothers would be when they caught us. Eventually, I stopped inviting her. Arguing with her gave me a headache.

But our differences failed to discourage her. When we were small, she used to follow me everywhere, all the time, until I wanted to shout at her. Even now, Na’aisa still joined in every game I played and offered her help with my crafts, whether I wanted it or not. Usually, I liked when people paid me attention, but Na’aisa wearied me. 

“We know where we're going. All is well,” I replied crisply. 

“But the garden is back this way. . .” Her gaze settled on Amala’s fidgeting fingers. “You sneaked away.” 

“Why keep weeding with rain on the way?” I said. “We’re off to gather sweetgrass to honor the wind spirits for bringing it.” 

“But Mama sent me to gather a sweetgrass offering because we have had no rain for days.” The line between Na’aisa’s eyes grew heavier. 

“Then we want the same thing. You should join us.” I decided it was better to bring her with us to prevent her tattling as soon as we left. 

“What about swimming?” asked Ormol.

“We’ll pick sweetgrass on the way to the beach.” I smiled at Na’aisa, but she would have none of it.

She shifted from one foot to another. “We’ll have trouble, you know.”

“Not if we help the grown-ups," I insisted. "When we go swimming, we can also fish. Then we’ll have extra food for the village and everyone will be grateful.” I couldn’t understand her. If she really wanted to be my friend, why wouldn’t she do as I wanted? “Or if you would rather gather grasses by yourself, we’ll leave you in peace.” 

That settled the matter; Na’aisa always wanted to be on the side with the most people, whether that meant following directions and gaining the favor of adults, or coming to play with me and the other children. She stepped closer, and I gave her hand an impulsive squeeze. She startled, then slowly grinned back at me. 

“Where are we going first?” Manii demanded. He was already bouncing as if he wanted to take off and fly to our next destination.

"We could visit the rainbow birds," Na’aisa suggested. Some time ago, when she and I were gathering herbs and roots in the Young Jungle, we had stumbled upon a clearing filled with tiny, bright birds. Their feathers of red, blue, yellow, and green reminded me of the colors in the sky after a rainfall. Too lazy to fly, the simple creatures hopped from branch to branch and across the ground, jabbering to each other. When I'd tried to pet one of them, it bit my finger. 

Na’aisa had laughed. “He’s hungry. He thinks you’re food.” The birds pecked at her too. She thought their antics were cute. But I was in no hurry for them today.

“We should hunt!” Manii slapped Palik’s arm. “We’ve got a strong hunter with us now, and I run so fast I could chase down any animal we find.”

Lani’s face pinched. “Will we be able to do all those things before the rain, Fuala?” 

“What rain?” Palik eyed me. “Did you hear that from your uncle?”

“No, I spoke to the spirits myself.”

Rosdi lifted an eyebrow. “And they answered you?” 

Not exactly, but I felt we had an understanding. 

“Perhaps we could ask the Island King to make some rain for us,” said Na’aisa. “He can call up thunder with His voice.” Na’aisa loved stories about the Island King more than any other tale. She thought He could do anything, and none of it wrong.

“True, but the Island King has so many things to oversee. It’s better that He assign some jobs to other beings.” Palik understood how to handle Na’aisa. He was brilliant as well as brave.

For a while, we kept our voices low, poking under bushes and peering into trees in search of animals to trap. I sensed my friends were growing as bored with this game as I was. Amala pinched my arm and pointed to Ormol. He squatted over the ground, his stick poised. He was stalking something. 

I spotted a black and brown lizard, as wide as my hand, as thick as my arm, and half as long with a long, fat tail. The lizard seemed not to know it was being hunted. At least, it seemed more fascinated by the beetles it was munching than by the people around it. 

Everyone sensed the change and began watching to see what my brother would do. He lifted the stick a little higher, then lunged forward and smashed it down. The lizard darted away. 

“I know what you’re doing wrong. Let me show you what to do.” I reached for the stick, but Ormol held it back.

“I can get it myself, Fuala.” Ormol located the lizard under a bush. I picked up a stick of my own, dull but broad enough to pound the bush. “Stop! You’ll spoil everything!” 

The lizard darted away from the noise and I swiped at it, just missing its head. “Get it! Get it!” I shrieked. 

The others raced to block the lizard. Amala grabbed a stick too and pounded it in front of the lizard. The creature recoiled and hissed at her. 

“It may bite!” Manii warned. 

The lizard dove toward a shrub, but Rosdi was already there. He tried to scoop up the lizard with his bare hands, but it slapped him with its tail. “Ow!” Rosdi slunk back and the lizard ran off.

“Na’aisa, stop it before it gets away!” I shouted at her, but she shut her eyes and held her arms in the air, her feet spread wide enough for the lizard the pass between. “Na’aisa!”

“It will bite me! It will hurt! I never wanted to hunt. I wish I had stayed home.” 

Palik lobbed a rock at the retreating beast and the lizard twisted aside. Amala lunged forward and grabbed at its tail. She screamed as the tail came apart in her fist.

“They drop their tails to get away,” Palik explained, brushing past her after the lizard. The loss of its tail seemed to have disoriented it. I could hear its breath hissing loudly through the holes around its head. Its little blue tongue flicked in and out, testing the air. 

“It's about to move again,” Palik cautioned. The lizard backed away from our advance. I weighed a rock in my hand and tried to guess in which direction it might run. 

“Get it!” Manii called. He and my brother stabbed at the creature with their sticks. The animal charged them, dodging between their attacks. 

I clutched my rock and swung down; the stone connected with the lizard’s side. For an instant, I felt its smooth, hard skin brush my knuckles. It screeched as the blow rolled it onto its back. “I have it!” I cried.

“Perfect! Now spear it while its soft side is showing,” Palik directed. Ormol rushed forward, stick poised over the lizard’s belly. Just as he drove it down, the lizard flipped over and ran off again. Akona tried to stop the lizard by throwing a rock at it, but she missed. Ormol cursed under his breath.

“You are not to talk that way,” Amala scolded.

“After it!” I ran forward, arms outstretched. I had no weapon, but the lizard had no more parts that could break away either. If I could seize its legs...

I dove toward the ground as I would plunge into water, but my fingers just brushed the lizard’s rear claws. My friends continued throwing sticks, dirt, and rocks they had gathered, but the lizard was too far gone. I heard bushes rustling as it clambered deeper into the jungle.

Akona helped me to my feet and brushed dirt off my front. “You were brave, Fuala. I was sure you would catch it and wrestle it. Did you worry it might bite or scratch you?”

“No,” I said. "Those kind never do.” Rosdi made a sound in the back of his throat that may have been amusement or agreement.

“Have you seen beasts like that before?” asked Lani. Her little mouth formed a circle, showing the missing front teeth inside.

“Oh, now and then. Sometimes they come into the village and try to steal our food.”

“That kind of lizard usually stays in the jungle,” Rosdi said. “Deep in the jungle. I wonder what brought it so far to the edge.”

“Are we going after it?” Ormol asked. “I bet I could find its footprints in the dirt. You could show me how, right, Palik?”

“What about fishing and swimming?” Akona's question sounded almost like a plea. She also sounded out of breath after our tussle with the lizard. 

“Yes, indeed,” I agreed. 

Ormol’s face twisted. “But you wanted to hunt just a moment ago!”

“She won’t go any farther into the jungle.” Na’aisa's voice carried a lilting note. 

“We wouldn’t need to go any farther if you hadn’t let it slip past you,” I retorted. "Now we’ll have no food to share with the village when we return."

“I’m not a hunter,” Na’aisa whined. "I never wanted to hurt another creature. That lizard did nothing to me, and I didn’t want it to be song with me. Besides, this is not our place. When the grown-ups find out where we've been, we’ll catch heat.”

Ormol threw his stick spear to the ground and pursed his lips. “We should pursue our prey to the end! A real hunter would, Fuala!”

“Fuala is too afraid to chase anything into the jungle.” Na’aisa repeated. Her smile was wrong, pleased at seeing me uncomfortable. My back prickled. How dare she tease me! She was supposed to be my friend!

“That’s not so!” My voice sounded too loud even to my own ears. “What’s to fear?”

“The duyvils. They terrify you,” Na’aisa continued, still smiling. 

“Yes,” Amala added. “She cries at night because of them, and sometimes she sleeps curled beside our pig. Maybe she thinks it will protect her from the duyvils.” 

I opened my mouth to tell her to stop laughing at me. The reason I kept the pig nearby—and I hadn’t done that in a long time—was because I thought if something ever did come through the Wall and into our village, the monster would see the juicy, fat pig and eat it instead of me. But I decided there was no need for Amala to know that and ground my teeth together instead. 

"She’s always been afraid, since she was a baby. I wake up in the night because I hear her rumbling in her sleep when the duyvils call to each other outside. Sometimes I think she’s trying to talk to them, that she wants them to come and visit her.”

“No!” I spun around, and before I realized what I was doing, Amala was sitting on the ground, looking up at me, her mouth agape. I lowered my hands and made them into fists to stop their shaking. “It is day, there are no duyvils, and anyway they’re behind the Wall! They cannot come here to the Young Jungle."

Behind me, Palik cooed softly, just like he was trying to calm one of his family’s pigs. “You’ve given her rus, Amala.”

“No," I protested, "I have no fears!"

“You needn’t be ashamed," Amala said more gently, getting to her feet. She regretted teasing me, and not only because I had pushed her. “You're right to be cautious of the duyvils. They are dangerous, and it’s sensible to stay away from them. Maybe we should all learn from you to be more careful.” 

I turned my back and walked away from her and Palik. “I’m not afraid! There are no duyvils here. Do you hear them?”

“Not yet, but when the sun goes down and they start to call, you’ll be scared,” Ormol pointed out. “Na’aisa’s right that you never go far into the jungle, even in daylight. You just don’t like being close to the duyvils.”

"Hush,” Palik cautioned. He didn’t want me to become upset. Well, I wouldn’t let them see me cry! My friends wouldn't trust me to lead them on another adventure if they thought I might be crippled by rus. I would be left at home for my own safety to do dull chores, or practice crafts, or take care of the new baby that was all everyone kept talking about while the other children went out to play. I had to show them otherwise. 

Rosdi distracted us from arguing. “We should go to the shore. We’re more likely to find crabs and clams than we are to catch anything out here.”

One by one, everyone expressed how much they wanted to be at the beach and not in the dark jungle. I felt lighter. Nobody could accuse me of running away when we were running towards something exciting. Just the same, I made sure to walk near the rear of the group instead of leading it so nobody could say I was first out of the jungle. 

“I want to fish when we get there," said Manii. “My brother caught such a large fish not two days ago, a red one that stretched from my elbow to my wrist. My family was so proud of him. I would love to catch a fish like that!” 

“Now is not the right time for fishing,” I warned. The best fishing began when the fire in the sky retreated to the edge of the world and doused itself in the sea. When orange light stretched its arms around the horizon and gold edged the clouds in the sky and reflected off the trees along the shore, men waded into the shallows with spears and torches to beguile the fish. They would rise to the surface, lured by the light, just as I had seen insects drawn to torches and campfires. Then the fishermen would spear them. 

"We might still find some shellfish,” Akona suggested. Or snails."

My mouth turned down and my throat closed. My brother and sister also looked uneasy. We ate snails when the fishing was poor, but they were small, slippery and unfulfilling. Akona was the only person I knew who actually liked them.

“Shh!” Amala looked at me with white eyes as a shuffling and rustling approached us from ahead. We all stopped short. Lani clutched at my wrist. 

Ormol guessed the source first. “Hunters!”  

“We’ll be caught now,” Na’aisa sounded more pleased than fearful. “They will see us and punish us because we’re not where we’re supposed to be.” 

“Hide!” I ordered, annoyed. “Or give up now and let them catch you.” I motioned my other friends into the bushes. Na’aisa waited a moment, then crawled after us. We all lay quietly on the ground and watched. 

Nearly a tiendal of men passed us, almost as many as in our group, each carrying spears, knives, and slings. One carried a rope over his shoulder with two fat lizards tied on the end of it. We watched the hunters walk deeper into the jungle we had just left until we could no longer hear their footsteps. Then we waited even longer until we determined it was safe to crawl out of our hiding spot. 

“Did you see all their weapons?” Hunger danced behind Ormol’s eyes. “I bet they’re on a Hunt.”

“You know we never have a Hunt until after the Harvest,” I said. “Besides, there’s been no leave-taking ceremony.” He pouted. I turned to Na’aisa, biting off a smile. “Wherever they're going, they didn't catch us."

As she pulled twigs and leaves from her top-knot, Na’aisa didn’t look happy to have escaped. “I'm sure they knew where we were anyway. They’ll go back to the village and tell our families we abandoned our chores.”

“Then we won’t return yet. To the beach!” 

We exited the jungle onto a strip of sand that, for once, was free from other people. I gulped the cool, salty air, so different from the heavy, earthy greenery of the jungle, and the cloying dirt and sweat of the garden. 

I jumped into the water, sending up a wave of foam. I ducked my head beneath the surface and rolled, getting wet all over. Ormol splashed in beside me and started wafting water into his face and over his shoulder. “Ahhh!” He exhaled, contented. 

Back on shore, Na’aisa industriously shoveled in the sand for turtle eggs and clams, uncaring of how the muck glommed onto her skin. Lani and Akona fashioned hills and towers for a little sand village. Amala walked along the beach, checking under rocks for crabs. Meanwhile, the other boys chased Manii. He ran, wide-eyed and laughing, through a flock of gulls that quickly took to the air. 

Watching them soar into the still-cloudless sky gave me another idea. “We can hunt the birds! We missed our chance in the jungle, but now we can catch something.”

“Rosdi, use your throwing stick,” Manii urged. The birds continued to circle in the sky, high out of reach. They seemed to know our plan, for they squawked, maddened, in harsh, grating voices. 

A thrill ran up my back. “Let me see it!” 

“May I?” Amala corrected just loud enough for me to hear.

Maybe I could have been more polite, but Rosdi obliged anyway and withdrew the fabulous weapon from his belt. The stick was as long as two hands together, curved in the middle, and flat on both sides. Each surface was painted with bright swirls and symbols that none of us understood. They were pictures from another land, somewhere far across the sea. Rosdi’s father was a sailor, like mine. But unlike my father, he brought presents for the children he sired. With a flick of the wrist, the throwing stick would spin through the air and knock birds out of the sky, or smack running animals in the head. But instead of flying away to be lost like an ordinary arrow, the magnificent stick curved and came back to the thrower! 

Rosdi glanced around to make sure we were still the only ones on this stretch of beach. Then he launched the stick at the birds. Three times he threw and missed, but the stick always sailed back into his hands. 

“It’s beautiful! I would love to have a stick like this.” I reached out to caress the wood, admiring how smooth and cool it felt. I tipped my head and lifted my eyes to Rosdi, giving him my prettiest smile so that he would make me a present of the magnificent throwing stick. When somebody in the village admired something another person had, the right thing to do was to give them the precious object. That way, there would be no bad feelings between people. Only gratitude would grow instead of envy. 

Instead, Rosdi said, "I can make you one. My uncle can help me craft it." 

"Oh. But will it be as nice as this?" I fluttered my lashes at him. That usually got people to do what I wanted.

His eyes flicked away from mine. "Just like it.” His face was so red that he looked like he had been standing too near a fire. 

"Thank you, Rosdi! You're so kind!” I sighed. "If only we all had throwing sticks, we would have a better chance against the birds.”

“We could make a bow and arrows,” Palik said. 

Excited, everybody searched for materials. Only Na'aisa held back. “I thought we would search for food.”

Must she be so stubborn? “The birds are food,” I responded. 

While we prepared our weapons, the birds settled into the trees. Palik helped us hone our sticks until they were sharp. Then we clustered around one of the trees and waited for him to affix his sling to the stick that would serve as his bow. Even Na’aisa abandoned her foraging to stand at Palik's elbow and watch. She was so close to him that he turned to her first when the bow was ready. 

“Oh, show me,” I begged. Amala slapped my shoulder. “May I please shoot first?” Apparently, that wasn’t right either because my sister shook her head and looked away. And Palik continued to help Na’aisa.

“Take hold of the arrow. Now the bow...” Her eyes stayed on Palik’s face through the entire demonstration. A tiny smile crawled over her mouth and she seemed happier than I had seen her all day, even though she paid little attention to what he was teaching her. I felt my cheeks grow hot. Na’aisa had no taste for hunting; why should she have the first turn? She would just miss anyway. I focused on the demonstration and vowed to out-shoot Na’aisa when my turn came.

“We have to frighten them out of the tree,” Palik said. “When I give the signal, one of us must shout or throw a rock.” 

Manii volunteered, and at Palik’s word, he leapt onto the palm tree, climbing toward the birds. “Rah! Rah! Rah!” The gulls took off, one, two, three.

“Now,” Palik instructed. Na’aisa squealed and released the arrow. It shot cleanly between two birds. “Very close! Who’s next?”

Lani clasped her hands behind her back. “Oh, not me! I couldn’t kill anything.”

I stepped forward. “I’m ready, now that I’ve watched you.” I took the bow and a new arrow from Palik’s hand and posed just as I had seen him show Na’aisa. 

"Pick a bird and take your time when aiming. You’re under no threat, so you can plan carefully and not miss the shot because you were hasty." 

I found my target before he finished speaking. The bird dipped and rose lazily, completely unaware of me. As I watched, it made circles, following a pattern. I traced its path with my arrow, then pulled back the sling and let the arrow fly. It sailed into the sky as the bird dipped to meet the crest of a wave. “I missed it!” How could this happen? I had tracked my prey so carefully. 

“Next time, aim just in front of the bird. If you anticipate where it will go, you can hit it before it gets there.” Palik’s words were sensible, but all I cared about was that I had missed in front of everybody. I wondered if Na’aisa was laughing at me. I imagined her shaking with silent mirth. And was Amala smirking because she had guessed all along I would fail? My stomach burned. I wanted to throw the bow to the ground and stomp on it. I wanted to chase the bird as it soared down the beach and throw rock after rock at it until it landed at my feet. But those things were impossible with everyone watching me. 

“Will you show me how it’s done?” 

“We each get one turn, Fuala,” Na’aisa said. 

I turned to Lani. “You said you didn’t want to shoot. Then, can I?” She nodded, and I reached for another arrow. 

This time Palik took my elbow. “Hold steady. Pretend this arm is the bough of a tree. Sturdy. Still. Hold tight to the bow. Pull back this arm.” I let him move my hand and arm as if I were a doll. “Now, look at that bird just about to come off the tree.” I followed the line of his finger and saw another gull preparing to swoop. “Point just in front of it...point to the sky. Wait...Count your breaths.” 

I paused and waited, waited. The bird reached the point in the sky and passed it. 

“Why don’t you let go of my hand so I can shoot?” I asked. 

“For now, just learn how the bird flies. How many breaths did you take before it reached the spot you were watching?”

I thought. “Four.” 

“Now you know how fast it flies. You know how many breaths to take before the bird reaches another spot. Now watch. It’s turning back. Do you see? Point...Count...” Palik aimed my arrow toward a spot in the sky. I drew a deep breath, drew my arm back. 

One, two, three...I released the arrow and it flew—right into the bird’s rear. The gull squawked, then plunged down into the sea. 

“I got it! We got it!” 

“Very good, Fuala. You’re a real hunter now.” Palik beamed at me. 

“I’ll get it for you, Fuala.” Manii leapt into the water. We watched his strong, fast strokes, almost like a large fish’s, carry him to the spot where the gull had fallen. We waited for what felt like an age until I could see the top of Manii’s brown head moving back to us. He emerged waving something white.

“I caught it! It didn’t want me to, but I caught it!” When he held out the bird to us, I saw it was still moving. Its legs kicked and one wing fluttered. It twisted its head from side to side, uttering soft choking sounds. 

Palik wrung the bird's neck quickly. “Now it’s at peace and we can eat it.” 

“It fought me.” Manii showed me his palms gouged with red slashes. 

“You have the wounds of a hunter now,” I praised him. Manii glowed. Behind him, Ormol pouted and Na’aisa scowled. “And now we’ve caught something to eat, the Elders won’t mind
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