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	THE THIRD PEOPLE

	 

	 

	I WAS POLISHING the clan shells I would exchange with my mate at the trading rock when we met for the first time—or pretending to—when Angar returned from his hunt and said he had seen a group of the second people. Dorn and Yovar were pressing cutting chips from the last black cores we had brought from the quarry during the time of the knife-blade moon. They looked to one another and spoke nothing aloud. Father ran up from down by the water, where he’d been scraping the hide of one of the bounders we’d felled in the hills the day before.

	“Second people?” asked my father. “Are you sure?”

	“I know what I saw,” said Angar. “Yovar, Dorn, get your spears. We can catch them before the light fails if we leave now.”

	“Angar,” said my father, “where were they? How many of them were there? Be here with us. You are not on the hunt now.” Angar glared at my father, white taking over his eyes. The hunt was still in him yet, but he gritted his teeth and I could see his animal leaving him.

	“On the flats,” said Angar. “Heading towards the fork.”

	“And how many?”

	“Nearly two hands of them—but there were women, and little ones.”

	Old Jored had limped up from the shore when he’d seen Father running. The bare seasons were coming to his face and hair, his young colors fading, and he came slowly, making sure not to fall. He had never been the first, but had seen enough seasons pass to remember when my father’s father had led. 

	My father waved him in. “Jored, you’ve killed second people. Do they hunt with their women? Do they war?”

	“Second people?” Jored shook his head, his long neck charms rattling. “I never saw a second person woman. I don’t know if they have women. They’re not like us. They have much more of the animal in them.”

	“They have women with them,” said Angar.

	I could see my father testing which hand was heavier in his mind, his right that held his spear, or his left that held our home. Jored’s stories made the second people fierce. Two hands of them were nearly as many as we had, including Mother, my sister Occa, Sanja, Luka, and Yovar and Dorn’s two mewling girls. But if they kept going to the forks, they would pass out of our lands soon. Already we would have to offer four days’ worth of breath to get there in one night. And the day before we had run down those bounders—Dorn had been kicked in the leg by a last hoof when he’d gone closer to cut its throat. The sky was losing its green.

	“I ran here as fast as I could,” said Angar. “The more we talk, the farther away they get.” The animal never truly left Angar’s side. He was always one to stroke it. It influenced him too much in his man-decisions.

	“Angar,” my father said. In the set of his shoulders I could see which hand had proved the heavier. “Take some water, sit down. If you were to run back now, your bones would turn hollow. We need you to stay on the ground. We need your strength.”

	Father turned to Yovar and Dorn. “Get your spears. One for each hand. The second people do not throw. They get in close for their knives.

	“Jored,” he said, “take the strips of bounder we put aside for our trek tomorrow. Three strips each for five men. Give two extra now to Angar, one to fill the hollow of each leg. Then go down to your wife and get her bag of medicines. We may need them before the day is out.”

	Now that my father had spoken, each man had purpose, even Angar, who followed Jored down to the fire. But Father had said five men.

	I stood when he turned to me. “Jori, you were to get your man’s name come the morning when we went to trade with the Bird People. We may have to make a man of you with a spear instead. It is not how I would have chosen. But it is the path we have to follow today.”

	“Yes, Father.” He had a way of seeing into our eyes. Mine, especially.

	“You are afraid,” he said.

	I clenched my teeth, trying to summon my animal.

	“Good,” he said.

	 

	***

	 

	JORED TOLD STORIES about the second people. Their bodies were like ours, like men, but their faces had more of the animal in them: they were flat, with wide noses, hair up to their eyes. They hunted with their blades in their hands and ate nothing but meat. They wore skins that had not been fitted, and no clan shell necklaces to tell with whom they traded. 

	To me, Jored’s stories of the second people were the same as his stories about the big cats who spoke to the sky, or the choking of the land with the ash-fall. But I had heard Yovar say that the Red People who traded with the Bird People would sometimes trade with a small band of the second peoples—cloth for shoes, good stone in exchange for furs. Dorn said he did not believe it, but it was no surprise that the brothers disagreed. By themselves, they moved as one man, but speaking aloud amongst the rest of us, when one breathed in, the other breathed out.

	We ran single file to break the wind until we reached the river that fed into the long valley where Angar had seen the second people. I was slowest, and made the tail of our five, taking most of the dust. Angar acted as our eyes for this first trek. Then, at the riverside, Father told him that he had pushed against enough wind today, having come this distance already. Now it was Yovar’s turn to take the brunt. Angar growled that he could take all the wind, but after we filled our water he took place in line behind Father. His legs were more hollow than his barking would let him say; his knees had not been raising high.

	Soon we ran into the hills, where it did not matter who led. The wind grew strong and battered us from all directions. For a while we veered away from where Angar had seen the second people. We knew our land well, knew where the rocks were bare and we did not have to watch each step, where the brush wouldn’t try to hold us back. We knew the easiest crossing followed the water below, and led between passes where the rock walls towered. Cresting each rise I listened for Yovar’s whistle to stop, and held my spear tight. 

	Only then did I wonder why my father had not run in front and had told Yovar to take the wind instead. To Angar that would look like weakness in my father, that he was favoring Yovar over him. Angar obviously considered himself second, someday to challenge Father to be first. I looked to Angar’s back, running behind my father, and saw how heavily his animal rode atop his shoulders.

	 

	***

	 

	“STAY LOW,” my father said to me. “The light is still behind us. They might see your big hyena head bobbing.”

	“I know,” I said. We were far away, they would never see my head against the hills. I saw Dorn turn to Yovar with a little smile. I did not like when Father chose to teach me in front of the other men. 

	Below, in the valley, the second people had stopped and made their camp near where the river strayed close to the rocks of the hillside. They walked on two feet like we did. They had brought skins for shelter, and were cutting branches from the tall bushes by the river. 

	Those bushes were the only green below, adding fur to the snake burrowing through the valley, though Jored had said that in the days before the ash-fall, tall trees had lined the sides of the valley instead of stones. Water had cascaded from the hills, and meat was plenty, the flats furry with grass. Men did not raise the dust as they ran. 

	Jored told many stories of the before times, when herds of bounders ran together as far as a man could see, when you could lie under the lights of night without fear of the sand plugging your nose while you slept. I wanted to believe Jored’s stories. Maybe the land, this valley, could be green again someday. I dreamed of it sometimes—the ground soft and wet, providing for us instead of taking away. Whenever she saw my legs kicking in my sleep, my mother warned me of living in easy lands. Much hard work was to be done in our waking country, and the story of the green land would have come down from many fathers to sons to get to Jored. Stories change with the shape of the man doing the telling, and Jored was pleasant and prone to finding the shapes he wanted to see within a fire.

	Only, I hadn’t believed him about the second people either, and now I was looking at them. It seemed like they had come out of this other land that was somehow the same place.

	“What else do you know?” my father asked me. “Tell us, what do you see?”

	“They’re set up against the rocks,” I said. “They may be expecting an attack.”

	“Maybe,” said my father. “What else?”

	I couldn’t think with all of the men waiting for my answer. “They don’t have spears,” I said. Why did every word Father say to me have to be a lesson or a test?

	“That’s not what I mean,” said my father. “We already knew.”

	“They may be animals,” I said. “I can’t tell from here. My eyes are not as keen as Angar’s.”

	“What about their fire?” asked Father.

	“They are expecting us,” said Yovar with his soft voice. 

	“Angar?” asked my father. “Did they see you?”

	“They did,” said Angar. “But they were already in this valley.”

	We watched a few minutes more. A whole tree was dragged from down by the river to their camp. We pushed from the edge of the hill and down into a depression where we could stand. 

	“They have women and little ones with them,” said my father. “They are not a war party.”

	“They have come to settle our land,” said Angar. “We can’t let them.”

	“We would not let them,” said my father. “But I do not think they have come to settle our land. They could have stayed in these hills and we may never have seen them, but they chose the flat so they could move faster, and their camp faces back the way they came. It is something else. If they have come into our land, it is because they could not stay in their own.”

	 

	*** 

	 

	WE FOUND A place where the trees were high and thick. Father told me to make a fire. “Keep it low and hungry,” he said. “The second people won’t see it from their camp, but they may have hunters out.”

	Dorn and Yovar collected eggs from birds’ nests and seeds from the trees, which they boiled in Yovar’s small pouch. Angar wanted to creep down closer to the second people’s camp. 

	“We wait,” said Father. 

	“We must see what they are doing,” Angar said.

	“We wait.”

	The bruised yellow of the sky soon turned to green and then drained away. Father said he would keep watch over the second people camp, and Angar said he would join him. It was clear that Angar’s animal
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