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Prologue
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On the day of Skaluni’s birth, the seven moons lined up as one, eclipsing each other for the first time in village memory. Many quakes shook the ground, bringing fear and uncertainty to the people. A mountain on the horizon split apart as a new one rose to take its place. The large, fish-filled lake that fed the villagers lost half of its water in only three days.

So it was foreshadowed among the elders and spirit leaders that this was a special child who would bring good fortune to the people. But upon his father’s subsequent death, they reinterpreted the event as a curse on the village. With his mother’s premature departure six years later, the dark destiny of the child sealed itself in the minds of almost everyone.
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Year Six

The child called Skaluni stood beside the warm fire pit, curious, as he smiled at the elders of the people. They sat in a closed circle around him, looking at each other with questioning glances. Behind them, other members of the village, both young and old, stood in silence. 

At six years of age, the boy knew he was different from everyone else. His skin, his hair—even his eyes were not like theirs. Is this why they brought him here? Were they not going to let his friends play anymore? And where was Momo? He didn’t see her anywhere in the crowd.

A man with a wrinkled face slowly stood to his feet. His tall, heavy frame leaned against a large beam. His cheerless eyes glanced around the room.

“The Moon Spirits be praised!” his tired voice rang out. 

“Forever and ever!” the people answered as one.

The man looked down at the young child with a face that expressed no emotion. “The spirits have spoken. Skaluni has no father or mother to care for him. It is a sign we cannot ignore.” The man cleared his throat and gestured at the boy. “It is apparent that he is not one of us, as he looks unlike our kind. We must heed warnings of the spirits.”

As Skaluni took a small stick and made marks in the dirt, some in the crowd nodded their heads with somber expressions. But a woman dressed in rich animal skins came forward. She smiled at the child with her wrinkled face.

“Everyone here has been touched by death in one way or another, Dyalocal,” she said, standing straight as a post. “Your reasoning is as weak as the Forsaken Hut.” She looked at those around her and a few chuckled at her words. “Have you forgotten that while my husband led us, we cared for all, including those considered not to be of our kind? And we prospered. Now we turn our backs on Skaluni? Because he looks different from you and I? Because he has suffered the loss of his family he should be punished further?” She spat on the ground. “You bring shame on this village with your words. The boy has done nothing wrong.”

A few of the villagers nodded slightly, but most stared back at her with cold eyes. The leader smiled and nodded his head.

“Kalaj, you are esteemed among us, and your place is secure in our village,” he said. “I am curious.” He paused meaningfully. “Why do you interfere in such a trivial matter?”

The woman’s face turned dark. She pointed at Skaluni. “Because he is not trivial,” she shot back. “He is the last of his line and if he dies, a part of our culture will leave with him.” She looked around the room and raised her voice. “Have we so much cowardice in our hearts that we are unwilling to see the true value of even one? Do we stake more claim to our superstitions than what we see in front of us? Have we fallen so very far?”

Several people nodded and murmured in agreement with Kalaj. 

“The boy must live,” a man stated. He sat in the inner ring. 

“He is our responsibility,” another spoke beside him. “We should raise him like one of our own.”

The people talked at once, and the child looked at them, curious as to why he seemed to be the center of attention. 

Eventually Dyalocal raised his hand and the others quieted down. He turned to Kalaj.

“Perhaps you are right,” he conceded. “We should not be hasty in deciding his...fate.” The man crossed his arms and gave Kalaj a look. “Someone must raise him,” he said with an authoritative air. “He needs a new momo.”

“I will take him,” she said at once. “He can live with me.”

But the man slowly shook his head. “He cannot live in your house, as that would violate the sacredness of your blood family. And you cannot raise him where he was born.” The man paused. “We will prepare a place for you to live.”

“Agreed,” Kalaj said. She reached out to take the small boy by his hand.

But he pulled away with wide eyes. “Where is my momo?” he demanded in a shrill voice.

Before the old woman could respond, a beastly high-pitched howl tore through the evening air. As every mother gathered her children, Kalaj retook Skaluni’s hand in hers and knelt in front of him.

“Your momo has gone on a long journey,” she said quietly with sad eyes. “She will not be coming back. I want to be your momo now.”

The boy stared at Kalaj for a moment without blinking an eye. Meanwhile the howling continued, sounding nearby. Finally, the child nodded. 

But no one paid him any attention except the old woman. The men of the village collected their hunting weapons as the women ushered their children out of the room. Only after they departed did the boy speak again.

“They will call one more time to tell me good-bye, but then they will leave.” As he smiled, another animal cry sounded. “I told them I have a new momo.”

The old woman lifted herself from the floor with trembling hands. “They will not attack?” she asked earnestly.

Skaluni laughed. “Only if someone tries to hurt them,” he said. “Or me. They were coming to take me away.”

“Why?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

“To find me a momo,” he answered happily. “But now I have you.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


Year Seven

The first thing that Skaluni noticed about his new home was the fresh cut wood smell. The floor, walls, and even the roof was of fine finished wood intermixed with thatch. He had only known dirt floors and thatched roofs before now. He even had his choice of rooms. He picked the one next to Kalaj, with a small square window like hers.

He wandered into her room as the old woman unpacked her things.

“Momo, why don’t we live in the village?” he asked. “My friends are far away.”

She chuckled in reply. Finally, she looked at him.

“It is only a short walk on the Forsaken Trail. And this way we can go outside any time we want. We can walk in the woods or into the canyon without telling anyone what we are doing.”

That answer satisfied Skaluni. “I think I like that better,” he replied. “My other momo did not want me to go anywhere.” But then he had another question. 

“Do you have a family?” he asked.

Kalaj sat on a chair and hugged Skaluni to herself. “I never had any children, though I wanted them badly. I remember praying to the Moon Spirits all the time.” She sighed and shook her head. “But it was not to be. My husband died six years ago, and I have been alone.” She paused. “Oh I have many friends who have helped me and kept me company. But it is not the same.” She looked at Skaluni with a touch of water in her eyes. “But now I have you, and we are a family.” She hugged him tightly and this time he hugged her back. After wiping the hair away from his eyes, he looked at her again.

“I can make things, Momo.” He paused and pursed his lips. “Does that make you angry?”

Kalaj narrowed her eyes. She looked at the boy a while before responding.

“Why should that make me angry? Making tools and fishing nets helps everyone.”

The child shook his head. “I mean something else. Momo—my other momo made me keep it secret.”

Skaluni watched as Kalaj shuddered slightly. She seemed to catch herself and stopped. “Why a secret?”

The boy shrugged with wide eyes. “I think it scared her. I didn’t mean to.” He swallowed. “Is that why she went away?”

Water returned to the old woman’s eyes as she slowly shook her head. 

“Your other momo—her body stopped working.”

Skaluni gasped. “You mean she’s dead, forever?” he cried out. He covered his face with his hands and began to sob. His body started to shake.

Kalaj put her arm around him and shook her head. “No, my child. Her spirit still lives.” She looked up at the ceiling. “She has joined all of her ancestors. That will happen to us when our time comes. Simply because you cannot see her does not mean she is gone.” She paused. “But why was she scared? Can you tell me what happened?”

The boy swallowed through his tears, afraid that Kalaj might leave him if she knew the truth. He felt his pulse quicken and his face grow warm. Finally, he shook his head slowly. “I don’t want you to be scared like she was.”

Kalaj took the child in her arms again. “Then say no more, Skaluni. But keep it a secret from everyone.” She emphasized the last word. “They would never understand.”

“Why not?” His eyes looked into hers, searching.

Kalaj simply smiled. “There are some mysteries in this world that can never be explained, though many will try. Sometimes it ends up doing more harm than good. Perhaps this is just one of those things.”

It was Skaluni’s turn to hug the old woman. 

“I did love my momo very much,” he said with emotion. “But now I can love you.” 

At first it seemed as though Kalaj did not know what to say, as her mouth dropped open. But then she smiled.

“And I will love you too, Skaluni.”
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Year Eight

Full summer with its warm weather came to the small village. At the bottom of the dark red canyon flowed a slow moving, shallow river. Skaluni sat at its bank and pushed his hands into the rich clay. It felt soft, a little cool, and very wet to his skin. He loved the sensation at once and began rolling in it.

“Wait Skaluni!” Kalaj said with a chuckle. “You are overdressed!”

The old woman helped the boy strip to almost nothing and set him free to play. He let his feet sink in the mud and instantly he loved how it felt on his hands. Before long his entire body was covered in red clay. To him it was the most freeing day in his life, in that he could run and play, stop and rest, jump up and down, and even yell out, without anyone telling him to stop.

After Skaluni washed in the river, he and Kalaj hiked along a trail leading them even further from the village. At times they rested, admiring the bright sunrays on the canyon walls and the dark shadows where the sun could not reach. Eventually they came upon where the land leveled to a large plain, filled with long, dark green grasses topped with small purple flowers.

Skaluni stopped in wonder, eyeing miles upon miles of flattened plains.

“Momo!” he exclaimed. What is this place? I have never seen it before!”

Kalaj smiled. “This is one of our hunting grounds
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