

    
        
          Sliver Of Evil

        

        
        
          Tek & Nika Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          D J Walker

        

        
          Published by D J Walker, 2022.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by D J Walker

	    

      
	    
          
	      Jeli Series

          
        
          
	          Thwortle

          
        
          
	          Dancing Mountain

          
        
          
	          Stript

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Outside Expectation

          
        
          
	          Don't Be Found

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tek & Nika Series

          
        
          
	          Sliver Of Evil

          
        
          
	          Nika Rising

          
        
          
	          Sinuous Passages

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Dream On, Brother. Dream On

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at D J Walker’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Sliver of Evil

by

D J Walker

Book One of the Tek & Nika Series

Copyright © 2022, Donna Jones Walker

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

Mail requests for permission to make copies of any part of the work to:

D J Walker

P.O. Box 145

Sloansville, NY 12160

U.S.A.

––––––––
[image: ]


ebook ISBN 979-8-9874553-1-9

paperback ISBN 979-8-9874553-0-2

––––––––
[image: ]


December 2022​

––––––––
[image: ]


Tek & Nika Series; speaking of shapeshifters:

Book 1 – Sliver Of Evil

Book 2 – Nika Rising

Book 3 – Sinuous Passages

Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Afterword

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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The time — prehistoric.

The place — the northeastern forests of what is now the United States of America.
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Tek and his older brother Sho were born into one of the smaller settlements of the People. In a clearing scraped from the endless forest, they lived far from the larger, more powerful knats that thrived along the great river and the main pathways through the forest.

Their small knat was peaceable, but fearless when a fight could not be avoided. The other knats regarded it as a wolf regards a badger: anything that fought back so ferociously with tooth and claw was best left unmolested.

But though the knat staved off marauding by other knats, it could not forestall more elemental disasters. 

When Tek and Sho were still children their knat was destroyed one broiling hot day by the panther wind’s daughter.

Her name has been lost to time — even whispering it might, in an unlucky moment, draw her unwanted attention. 

She lived in the deepest of the cold dark caves pocking the boglands, nursing her implacable hatred for all living things. As long as nothing disturbed her cave’s dark chill, she tolerated the teeming infestation that habited above her in the life–giving light and warmth.

But on that sultry afternoon, the heat baking the earth’s crust forced long greasy ripples of warmth into the still air of her cave, shattering the perfection of her chasmal retreat.

Panther wind’s daughter knew who to blame for the unholy disturbance: Them in the Sky World had let their great fire blaze too hot. If only They had bestirred themselves to tamp it down, she might have borne the misery, though grumblingly. But no, the disturbance in her cave worsened, until the sullied chill could not soothe her, nor contain her fury.

Up she surged; in a violent rush she burst from cave through fissures. Blinded by light and oppressed by unrelieved heat, she gathered her strength and fought her way upward, into the sky.

She eddied there, in heavy air well above the treetops, bent on destruction. Them of the high up Sky World were too far beyond wind’s highest reach, but all below her was vulnerable. Everything clinging to earth’s crust — the tangled verdure and the creatures crawling through it — was within her ire’s reach.

She slipped in behind her father as he loped through the sizzling hot sky. Despite the oppressive heat his chuffing breath sent heavy flutters of breeze down through earth’s growth. She followed him, winking in and out of whorls cascading from his hot breath, as they fell in broad spirals, off and away from the massive panther pelt slung across his shoulders.

As panther wind passed over the hapless knat where Tek and Sho lived, his daughter conjured her great pot. Planting her feet on the crags of distant mountaintops, she muttered sacred words that thundered across the sky — words that forced her father’s spent breath to arc around to her in a great rushing circle.

Too late he discovered the theft of his spent breath. Stilled until his daughter’s fury was spent, he hovered high in the sky while she swept his winds down, down into her capacious pot.

She stirred his stolen breath round and around, faster — ever faster. She infused it with her own manic breath, until the unwieldy amalgam roared in her pot with an unstoppable violence. And when the maelstrom reached its thrumming height, she seized her pot and upended it, slinging its contents in a great swath across earth’s trembly surface.

The knat’s clearing could not have been more directly in the path of the pot’s heedless, savage winds. Everything was instantly and violently ripped apart. The plantings in the carefully–tended fields — snapped and flattened.  The tall, heavy logs of the knat walls — scattered like chaff. And the long sturdy clanhouses of log and bark — flung apart as if mere leaf litter. Many of the knaters died or were mortally wounded instantly — crushed and strewn about like flailing beetles cascading from a falling, rotted log. 

Sho and Tek’s parents and their closer relatives were among the many who died that day, in the blind fury of the panther wind’s daughter.

*   *   *
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Along with the rest of the knat’s living remnants Sho and Tek gathered and mourned their dead.

Having decided to stay independent of the other knats, the beleaguered knat hastily built shelters in a new place, and gathered what it would need for survival through winter.

Sho and Tek could have left the knat and sought a home for themselves among distant relatives in another knat, depending on clan sufferance for their admission. But they stayed with the knat of their birth, to add their efforts to its desperate fight for survival.

Fortunately, that winter’s bear wind did not beset the land as harshly as usual. He did not pass through the frozen forest as often, with his midnight black fur matted and hoary with his frozen breath.

When the fawn warmth at length returned to the world, the knaters established new planting fields and built sturdy new clanhouses inside a fine new circular knat wall. Though they made ample allowance for future growth, the wall’s circumference was diminished, as were the lengths of the new clanhouses. It would be several lifetimes before the knat grew to its former size.

Because the knat had decided against combining with another knat, it would have to grow mainly through the childbearing of its fecund women.

A woman of the People always stayed with the clanhouse and knat of her birth. When she married, her husband could be a man from the knat she belonged to, or he could be a man from another knat who was willing to leave his knat and join hers upon their marriage. Though either way, he could not be too closely related to her by clan.

Whenever there were more available women than men, the knat worked to persuade men from other knats to marry into their knat. When, instead, there were more available men than women, the superfluous men had to choose between staying without marrying, and leaving to marry into another knat.

The latter was the choice that Sho faced, some five years after the terrible losses caused by the panther wind’s daughter. By then he had left childhood behind and wanted to marry, but there was a dearth of available women in the knat. His best chance for marrying would be to find a bride in another knat.

From a young age Sho had been like an adult in miniature — sturdy with a grave stare, steadily growing into his role as a prime provider and protector of his knat. For many years before becoming a man, he routinely went on the longer hunts with the men, having earned his place among them with his energy and strength, and with his stamina and avid attention to every detail of the hunting ways.

On these hunts they sometimes happened upon hunters from the large Ochwah knat. Since the two knats were usually on friendly terms they would then hunt together, sharing out the meat and hides of the kills. Thus the Ochwah hunters got to know Sho, and saw that he had the makings of an exceptionally good hunter.

When the Ochwah hunters found out that Sho was looking outside of his own knat for a bride, they invited him to visit their knat. Over the course of several visits, some of the clan mothers judged that he would make a good husband for one of their daughters or granddaughters. Before long clan mother S’Kaw and her granddaughter Tsihi came to terms with Sho, for Tsihi and Sho to marry the following spring.

When Sho married Tsihi he would leave his own knat and join the S’Kaw clanhouse in the Ochwah knat. Since this would leave his younger brother Tek with no close family in the knat of their birth, Sho asked clan mother S’Kaw if Tek could come with him and join her clanhouse as well.

Sho’s request was understandable, but it was unusual. S’Kaw insisted on meeting Tek before deciding. Very early in the spring of Tek’s fourteenth year, Sho took him to the Ochwah knat.

Tek was eager to stay with his brother Sho after his marriage, so he wanted to be accepted into the Ochwah knat. He did not think he would ever be as important a hunter and warrior as his older brother, but he believed that he could become a valued member of the knat.

He was lighter in build than Sho, and lacked his brother’s inborn confidence. His nature was more reflective and questioning. He whole–heartedly embraced his duty to become a skilled hunter and warrior, but he was diffident about how he would meet its more arduous requirements. His arrows when he hunted small game did not seem to fly as swift and true as his older brother’s had at the same age, and the fish in the streams seemed more resistant to his bone hooks and scap nets, than they had been to Sho’s. Lacking Sho’s heavier set, he had to depend on an eel–like slipperiness in a fight. This was less respected than brute strength, but Tek was not ashamed of it. He could not help what he had been born with, and what he had been born without.

He would make the most of what he had. And surely, he felt, given some time he would show this clan mother S’Kaw that he was willing to work very hard to earn his place in her clanhouse. 

The S’Kaw clanhouse was one of the furthest from the narrow, curving entrance way in the high wall encircling the Ochwah knat. As Sho led Tek to it, some of the knaters silently watched them pass. A few of the older boys began to follow them. Sho and Tek went directly to their destination, without stopping to speak with anyone. They were in their best clothes. Sho walked naturally, with dignity; Tek tried to walk with the same bearing as his brother.

Someone must have alerted S’Kaw that they were coming. She stood at the main door on the east end of her clanhouse, a bony old woman with dark, deep–set eyes. When the brothers reached her, she swept the hide door aside and motioned Sho inside, telling him that he should go and talk with Tsihi. As the hide door flapped back into place, S’Kaw stared fixedly at Tek. He tried to meet her gaze calmly.

Suddenly S’Kaw punched his chest with both fists, knocking the breath out of him. She was a strong old woman: her punch was like being hit with a rock. It caught Tek off balance. He fell backward and tumbled sideways onto the muddy ground.

He scrambled to get up but S’Kaw shoved him back down. She beat him away from her clanhouse, and toward a rank muddy pit.

If his attacker had been a man or a boy, Tek would have grappled him down into the mud. If his attacker had been any other woman than this one, he would have tripped her up and shoved back until she was the one tipped into the muddy pit. But he could not fight back against this clan mother, no matter what caused her to beat him away from her clanhouse. Whether she was insane, or was testing him . . .

Tek measured the rhythm of S’Kaw’s blows, and at just the right moment he sprung back from her, blocking her flailing arms enough to keep himself just beyond her reach. He saved himself from sliding into the pit by dropping and clawing himself away from it. S’Kaw skirted the pit and lunged toward him again and again but he wove and dodged, blunting most of her blows.

Watching each other carefully S’Kaw and Tek went through several more rapid lunges and feints. S’Kaw flapped her arms, making herself seem larger, and she always kept herself between Tek and her clanhouse, while Tek strove to stay close to her clanhouse but beyond her reach. He was strongly reminded of a big gawky turkey buzzard defending its log nest against an intruder. Turkey buzzards were ungainly–looking birds, but they could be surprisingly fast and powerful in a ground attack. Tek tried to look back at S’Kaw with a calm, haughty face, despite being smeared with filth  and feeling deeply wronged. S’Kaw had the right to reject him, but if she did then he wanted to be able to leave this knat with as much dignity as he could manage.

As their grim ‘dance’ continued Tek thought he could see flickers of something in S’Kaw’s eyes, that he had not thought possible after her initial attack. He thought he could see . . . some slight, grudging approval.

With a leap of intuition and the agility of his youth Tek shot past S’Kaw, enduring her blows as he passed her. He planted himself before the door of her clanhouse. “Grandmother,” he said quickly, “I pledge myself to keep your clanhouse safe.” His voice was not as deep and even as he would have liked, but he spoke as clearly and firmly as his ragged breath permitted.

S’Kaw rushed up but she did not flail at him. She went face to face, so close that Tek could smell the spring onion in her sweat. While he looked back as calmly as possible, she minutely examined every pore and hair of his face, and then her gaze lingered on his eyes. He did not know what she read in them. All he got were fleeting glimpses of her impenetrable calculations and measurings of his worth to her clanhouse. And then just for an instant, he thought he saw an odd little flicker, as if something she saw surprised or confounded her.

S’Kaw backed off slightly and laughed at him. But it was the laugh of an irritated elder, rather than that of a mortal enemy. Tek breathed a little more evenly and hazarded a quick glance around.

Quite a number of the knaters had gathered to watch, all at a distance and all silent except for some low murmurings here and there. But the only one that Tek looked for was his brother Sho. There was a young woman by Sho’s side, who could only be Tsihi, his brother’s intended bride. They were both looking on with expressions of great surprise and concern. Tsihi in particular — her large dark eyes were full open and round, her head jerked a little, sideways and back, as her small mouth fluttered open and shut.

Their surprise reassured Tek more than anything else that had happened since he had arrived at the knat, because it meant that S’Kaw’s attack was not at all typical of her. He reasoned that her attack had not sprung from an instability, or a strange, hardened malice. He began to hope that he might be accepted into this clanhouse after all.

He watched S’Kaw very carefully though. She was still very much in striking range.

S’Kaw finished having her laugh and told Tek offhandedly to go wash himself off in the river. Then, she ordered, he was to come inside and dry himself by the fire. She shoved him away as she walked past him into the clanhouse, but it was a casual shove.

Tek’s finery was spoiled, but S’Kaw had accepted him.

It was decided. When Sho married Tsihi, both brothers were to move into the S’Kaw clanhouse of the Ochwah knat.
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Sho and Tek arrived late in the day, on the day before the wedding, bringing all of their belongings. They carried their weapons in their hands. Clothes and small tools were rolled tightly into skins that they carried on their backs.

Until the wedding on the evening of the next day, Sho and Tek stayed as guests in one of the clanhouses next to S’Kaw’s. Sho had timed their arrival so they would only have to spend the night and part of the next day in the clanhouse. Tek soon understood why. As soon as they arrived, the men of the clanhouse began giving Sho copious advice about marriage, interspersed with nearly incomprehensible jokes that they thought were extremely funny.

They were enjoying being surrogate fathers and uncles. Sho endured their advice and strange ribbing with a tight smile, not wishing to give offense. But Tek could see that it was often an ordeal for his proud, self–reliant older brother.

On the morning of the wedding an older boy of the clanhouse was told to show Tek around. While he did so, he warned Tek about Okat.

Above all else, Tek should avoid the woman Okat. That would be easy to do, the boy said, because she lived on the other side of the knat, in a clanhouse near the entranceway in the knat’s wall. The knat was big enough that boys on their side of the knat rarely were in direct contact with the women of the clanhouses on the other side.

Unlike the men who were vexing Sho with their copious advice and jokes, the boy kept his warning about Okat to a minimum. Afterward he took Tek on a roundabout route to where the women were preparing a clearing for the spring planting of maize. From a distance and hidden by some bushes that were already leafing out, the boy pointed Okat out to Tek.

From that distance Okat looked much like the others, except Tek noticed that while the others were working in small clusters, Okat worked alone. She also seemed to be working much more slowly than the others — in fact, hardly at all.

Tek wasn’t sure if he would recognize Okat at close range, but by that night he knew exactly who she was.

Early in the evening the entire knat gathered near the center of the knat for the wedding ceremony, beside the big fire pit. The fire was lit and Sho and Tsihi were married, along with three other couples.

As a newcomer Tek stayed in the background during the ceremony and the feast, helping along with the other boys his age when asked to bring more firewood, or to fetch reed mats or skins. At the feast after the wedding he ate his fill, and then wandered through the shifting clusters of knaters, watching and listening idly. The light was fading. Soon after dark the chanting and dancing would begin. He made himself as inconspicuous as possible, feeling like a silent animal of the forest coming a little closer to the People to observe their smells, their sounds and their ways, while they were distracted by the strictures of their rituals.

In his new surroundings, and because of the importance of the ceremony he had just witnessed, Tek felt more attune with the spiritual ways than usual. At moments he even imagined that some of the knaters emitted the scents of various forest creatures, and had some of their mannerisms. A few of those of S’Kaw’s clanhouse had the dryly pungent scent of birds of prey, and they were wont to bounce on their feet, or flutter their hands and arms, when speaking excitedly to their neighbors. A few others, that Tek later learned were from clanhouses on the other side of the knat, had more of the musky scent of the forest’s larger furred animals. Their bodies were bulkier, and their movements slower, more confident and deliberate than those of the other knaters. It also seemed to Tek that their low voices sometimes sounded like the growls and grunts of those animals.

Tek found himself near two women of this latter group. As he caught their oddly strong bear scent on the breeze and listened to the growly cadence of their low murmurings, he watched them without seeming to. They were sitting, leaning toward each other. He could not hear what they were saying but the older one, who was stout and had a rounded curve to her shoulders and back, seemed to be speaking bluntly and firmly to the younger one. The younger one, who was taller and thinner but with the same rounded curves, apparently did not like what the older one was saying. She rolled herself back and forth, and then sprang up impatiently. Rapidly she strode over to a group of women who were talking and laughing among themselves.

As soon as the women realized that the bear–like woman had joined them, they all fell silent and their faces expressed dismay and wariness. Immediately Tek thought that the woman who had joined the group might be Okat — the woman he had been told to avoid. He scanned the rest of the crowd and saw the boy who had warned him about Okat that morning. The boy was also watching the group of women; he glanced at Tek, nodded slowly, and gave Tek the hunter’s sign to keep still and to keep back. Now Tek was certain that the woman who had joined the group was Okat. He watched the group with more interest.

Okat had singled out a young woman in the group and was berating her. Her words were difficult for Tek to hear but he caught the words ‘husband’ and ‘thief’ in Okat’s battering, bullying tirade. The young woman was small and slight. She backed away a few steps and her body seemed to wilt under Okat’s onslaught of words. Even so, Tek noticed a brightness in her eyes that belied a complete submission to the tirade.

This vestige of impudence seemed to enrage Okat. Her taunts became angrier and louder. Nearby knaters quieted, listening, and Tek clearly heard Okat ordering the young woman to stay away from her husband, in a torrent of brutal, vicious insults and threats. To reinforce her furious words Okat advanced on the young woman, but instead of backing further away the slight, younger woman stood her ground, fidgeting in an odd way. Her eyes flashed with a cooler anger than Okat’s, and contained a warning of her own toward Okat that Tek could not interpret. But it seemed ludicrous to him that the smaller woman — who was hardly more than a girl and had not spoken a word back to Okat — could be any match for Okat.

Before the two women could clash the other women in the group stepped in between them to separate them. At first their words and movements were hesitant, but they quickly reinforced each other. In moments the women were scuffling with Okat, in a tight, determined knot around her — while the young woman was edged out of the group by two older woman and pulled further away and out of sight.

The women around Okat uttered sharp exclamations as Okat swiped and spit and roared at them, but they pushed and hit back. Okat had started this fight; they would not let her win it so easily, not against them all.

Other knaters began to murmur that this fighting should stop — a wedding feast was no place for a quarrel like this.

The stout older woman, who had been speaking to Okat before she accosted the young woman, got up and lumbered over to the scuffle. As soon as she stood up Tek could see that she wore the ceremonial robes of a clan mother. She forced her way into the circle around Okat and disappeared. Then abruptly the circle expanded as the women stepped back from the center. The noise quieted and the older woman could be heard speaking as Okat stood glowering beside her.

“And just what did you expect from my poor daughter, at such a time as this, when so many couples are being newly joined? Could you expect her to be silent about the harm that someone has been doing to her own joining, made many springs ago now? Can you expect her to let someone of another clanhouse take something away from her, that still belongs to her?”

She continued to speak in this vein. Superficially her gruff voice had a wheedling, reasoning tone, but there was no mistaking that she expected to be deferred to. After all she was a clan mother, besides being Okat’s mother. Tek later learned that her name was S’Och.

Most of the women in the group around S’Och and Okat looked like they did not agree with S’Och, but they made no response. One after another they dropped their angry eyes. Now that Okat’s mother was putting her strength in with Okat’s, it would be futile to battle against them both.

Another clan mother came up. She quietly but firmly told the women in the circle around S’Och and Okat to come help her in her clanhouse. They all complied, but as they left Okat smirked and taunted them in an undertone. They pretended to ignore her, but Tek saw a few of them flinch as if struck by a blow. They all looked uneasy and defeated, even though it seemed to Tek that the scuffle had ended in a draw.

The boy who had warned Tek about Okat came over and stood beside Tek during the fracas. Now he spoke to Tek quietly. “Each one of them knows that Okat will get back at them, with something vicious. None of them will escape it.”

“Especially the one that Okat was yelling at?” Tek asked, even though he thought he knew the answer.

The boy was silent for so long that Tek thought he wasn’t going to bother to reply. But then the boy spoke.

“It is known in this knat that when Okat was just a girl, she and another girl teased each other a lot, and then they’d fight about it and about other things, always like two rough little kit panthers. Then they got a little older, and the other girl just wasn’t very
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