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    For Fable and Indi

      

    

Original peoples (Europan names for these tribes are in parentheses):

	Chata (Choctaw)

	Dine (Apachi)

	Dzune (Puebo)

	Hellani (Illineye)

	Hodensee (Irqouis)

	Huanca (Quecha)

	Kiksha (Chicksaw)

	Lepane (Delware)

	Lnu (MikMak)

	Metica (Aztek)

	Matowak (Montauk)

	Pekout (Peqwat)

	Roanack (Croatan/Sectan)

	Tsalgi (Cherkee)

	Wampanog (Philip’s Indians)


Afrii peoples:

	Alladan

	Foim

	Hausan

	Kongan

	Mandinkan

	Oyon

	Whydan


BOOK 1: THE RED WRAITH
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Preface
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For thousands of years, the peoples of the world lived on two sets of continents, ignorant of each other’s existence except for half-remembered folklore that told of an ancient separation via temporary land bridges and small, tenuous vessels. Contact was abruptly renewed, however, when seafaring explorers from the “old” continents “discovered” the “new.”

It was not a happy reunion.

But as conflict and disease surged, something else grew stronger too. Something ancient, and primal, and powerful.

Something magical.

And history was never the same.
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Prologue
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The midday sun festered like a corrupted wound, and Naysin still didn’t know how to save his people.

He shook his head, sending his hair—smoky gray, despite his mere twenty-one winters—sweeping across his ankles. Naysin was sitting cross-legged on the earthen pyramid’s broad summit, staring at a patch of crabgrass as he waited for the other shamans he’d summoned to aid him. He couldn’t actually see their ascents; the mound’s sides were steep, and he’d positioned himself at the summit’s center. But he could picture the ascenders perfectly. In appearance, they were unchanged from the second morning of the last moon, when Tay had helped him plant the beacon.

“Naysin?” she lisped.

He didn’t look up; he could visualize Tay as clearly as the ascenders. After hours of pacing, she’d finally sat next to him, double-bladed rainstick balanced on her thighs and deceptively milky eyes scanning the summit’s perimeter. His earth-toned breechcloth contrasted sharply with her brilliant tunic and feathered leggings.

“You had a question?” she asked gently.

Spirits and lakes. How long had he kept her waiting? “Forgive me ...” His focus had warbled like a blue jay since Tay spotted Quecxl, the first ascender to arrive. The fellow original man had been little more than grit on the horizon, but through some vestige of the beacon, Naysin had envisioned him fully: muscular build, middling height, and badly pocked skin shaded somewhere between Tay’s dusky brown and his own muted copper. Quecxl wore a loincloth and a cloak, and with each step he chanted a different word, to which the gull perched on his shoulder bobbed its grimy head.

Had the pair seen who waited for them on the pyramid? Naysin doubted it. Few creatures’ eyes were as sharp as Tay’s, and Quecxl and the bird’s had likely been fixed on the monument itself. It had clearly known better days; weeds obscured the north side’s crumbling steps, and the mound’s once-smooth slopes had been sullied by erosion and burrowing animals. But the peak remained the highest point in the flatlands, and the dirt edifice still emanated authority.

Naysin and Tay had moved back from the summit’s edge once the other ascenders came into view. He’d blinded them to each other’s presence, but they’d still chosen to climb separate sides of the pyramid, as if claiming them for their respective races. Quecxl churned up the north slope, eschewing the treacherous stairs. Conquering the east side was Amadi, a tall night skin whose ill-fitting breeches were as ragged as his salt-and-pepper beard. His chest gleamed with tattoos of glyphs and beasts, and he walked with a limp as he carried on a whispered conversation with himself.

That aside, Amadi seemed relatively calm. So did Quecxl. Maybe they hadn’t heard what Naysin had wrought since their last meeting. But on the south slope ... 

“What of the burned man?” Tay asked, intuiting where Naysin’s thoughts had turned.

He considered the pale man for another breath as the stout Anglo used an exposed root to steady himself. His ropy blond hair only partially concealed the fire scar protruding from his collar, and the equally red imprint of an open palm on his forehead had grown no less horrific since their clash at Fort Kaska. In his free hand, he clutched a dragonhead blunderbuss as if his life depended on pulling its trigger. Perhaps it did. “He’s sweating,” Naysin said eventually. Ironically, the burned man appeared to be feeling the heat more than anyone else.

“Pleasant. And Isaura?”

The Espan had chosen the west side, her creamy skin every bit as beautiful as Naysin remembered. Both ankles clinked with bracelets, and somehow she was managing the climb without tripping over her flowing dress. But although festive braids corded her auburn hair, filling it with blue flowers and intricate knots, her eyes betrayed less joyous emotions; she at least must have learned what he’d done at Edgeland ... Had her lover survived? Had she found him? “She doesn’t want to be here.”

Tay nodded.

“Why do you think they’ve come?”

“Because they must.” Lifting one end of her rainstick to the height of her ribs, she let it fall back against her thighs, setting off a storm of tiny rattles. Then she glanced at him. “Was that your question? If you want me to play at reading fates again ...”

“I know—yes or no only.” Naysin uprooted a blade of crabgrass and twisted it to the point of breaking and back. “Do any of them want to be here?”

“Do you?” Tay said softly. Without waiting for a response, she closed her eyes, took a slow breath, and tapped the ground twice. “That means no.”

It was his turn to nod.

“Naysin ...” Tay reached her left hand toward his right before pulling back. “How much longer? I know they’re to arrive at the same time, but ...” She anticipated his answer by rising and brandishing her rainstick, setting it rattling like a slash of hail.

He dropped the crabgrass. “It’s now,” he said unnecessarily as, in eerie unison, the ascenders crested the summit. Then he lifted the collective veil, and the ascenders saw each other for the first time. Eyes flickered back and forth as Quecxl sneered at the burned man, who glared at Amadi, who smiled and beckoned.

But no one acted faster than Isaura, who drew a pistol from beneath her dress and shot Naysin through the stomach as Tay screamed a belated warning.

Head still down, he grunted, twitched ... and laughed while everyone else exploded into motion. Tay took a step toward Isaura before doubling back to Naysin; Isaura lowered her pistol and shrieked, her face a mixture of triumph and grief; Amadi yelled a battle cry and charged the burned man; the burned man brought his blunderbuss to bear on Amadi, squeezed the trigger, and let loose a column of fire; Quecxl sprinted toward Naysin.

But just before flesh and flame came into contact, Naysin whipped his arms around in a circle. Everyone else froze, paralyzed in mid-stride—except for Tay, who’d dropped her rainstick to press her hands against his side.

“Why didn’t you stop her?” Tay’s voice was steady, but her lisp had grown thicker.

“I was watching the burned man.” He paused as the pain set in. “It wasn’t in the vision.”

Blood oozed between Tay’s fingers, and she pressed harder. “Can you heal it?”

Naysin finally raised his head, revealing a swirling brand pulsing around his left eye. With each beat his veins shone darker, as if his skin were being stretched thin over a sable spider web. “No. I’d just worsen it.” A vortex of wind encircled the pyramid while he contemplated the stasis he’d created. “And balancing this is ... taking a lot out of me. It hurts more than the bullet.” He laughed again, this time more with sorrow than surprise, and blood trickled up from his mouth, carried aloft by the increasingly violent air.

“Then let me reduce the burden.”

“What?”

“Let me reduce the burden!” Tay repeated, shouting to make herself heard above the wind. She pulled Naysin’s hands over his wound and picked up her rainstick. “Starting with her!” She jabbed the clattering weapon toward Isaura, whose brilliant tresses were snapping about her head and trailing blue petals.

Naysin didn’t raise his voice. “No, Tay.”

She turned her unsettling eyes back on him.

“That wasn’t in your vision either.”

Tay stared at him a moment longer before jamming her rainstick in the ground and sprinting to her pack, where she began shredding her spare tunic into bandages, cursing as the wind tried to snatch each new strip away. “Your cougar-men,” she asked when she returned, outwardly calm again. “Could they heal you?”

His arteries glittered white now, like fracture lines in shattered ice. “Tay ... they’re not who you think.”

She murmured something unintelligible.

“Believe what you want, but in the last three seasons, the only thing they’ve done—aside from trying to kill me—was taunt me with the knowledge that this pyramid was once called Saint’s Summit.” He winced as she wound the strips of tunic tight around his side. “Because we all know I’m anything but a holy man. They won’t help.”

Tay finished tying the bandage and looked up at him, challenging his tattooed gaze with her milky one. “Maybe they’re not who you think they are.”

Taken aback by the flecks of fear in her expression and the intensifying agony in his stomach, Naysin paused to reflect ... and came to a realization. “Maybe,” he pretended to concede, “but right now, what matters is who they are.” He motioned with his head toward the frozen ascenders, then grimaced. “Spirits and lakes,” he mumbled before struggling on. “They came—we asked them to come—because this was meant to happen. And if I can figure out why ...”

Tay faked a smile. “Meant to happen?” she teased valiantly. “Who’s a skeptic now? Repentant on your death bed? ... Naysin? What is it? ... Naysin!”

It took several moments for his eyes to refocus and register her anxious face. “I’m not sure how—maybe it’s the beacon—but I can see them now, Tay. Truly see them: how they got here, where they’ve been, what they’ve done ... It’s snarled, though. I have to ... untangle us. And it hurts. Spirits and lakes, it hurts ... But I can know them, Tay. I can really know them ... I think that’s the key to helping our people ... All the original people.”

“No. You’re too weak ... Naysin? ... NAYSIN!” She squeezed his hand to call him back.

But he was already gone, bent on unraveling the knots of experience uniting six people atop the wind-cloaked pyramid. The first threads were his, and with his discipline flayed by pain, there was no avoiding their kinks and whorls ... 
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Chapter One
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Cougars

“They’re here,” Alsoomee whispered, shivering slightly.

Naysin followed her eyes: the tribe’s Master of Ceremonies and his assistants from the Wolf, Turtle, and Turkey totems had entered the Longest House through the far door, and now they were lighting the pure fires.

The time had come.

“See Matunga there?” Naysin whispered back, mostly to calm himself. “He looks like the manitouk in the corner.”

Alsoomee and two other children of twelve winters stifled nervous laughs, and then she rapped his ankle. “Hush. You’ll get us in trouble.”

But he was right. The windowless temple featured a soaring ceiling supported in the middle by a massive wood column, and every major structural feature was carved with a face: two adorned the center post, six marked the long walls’ vertical supports, and one watched over each door. None of the visages were human—their eyes were too big, their noses too pointy, their hair too wild. They were also red on one side and black on the other. But from the right angle, Matunga, the youngest (and ugliest) Turtle priest, bore a passing resemblance to the face in the northwest corner. It was the cleft chin that did it. And the bushy eyebrows.

Naysin swallowed another giggle. Then it was his turn to shiver, setting his charcoal hair swaying in front of his chestnut eyes. In a few heartbeats, the culmination of the Harvest Ceremony would begin. And all the children of twelve winters—newly adults—would have to disclose the outcomes of their guardian-spirit quests. The prospect filled Naysin with equal parts dread and pride. He’d had a successful encounter, but something about it had seemed ... different. And he kept reliving it at inopportune moments.

At least he wouldn’t have to hold it in much longer; silence swept over the congregation as the Master of Ceremonies approached the center post and clasped his hands. After waiting for his assistants to shut the doors, he began to speak, the now-roaring fires highlighting his face’s protrusions and shadowing its recesses.

“When we Lepane come into this house of ours, we rejoice and give thanks for everything Gilmekon has provided for us.” The Master of Ceremonies nodded toward the faces on the center post—they represented the Creator’s constructive and destructive aspects, the pillars that supported the world.

“We are thankful for the East,” the Master of Ceremonies continued with a nod to the faces on the eastern wall and door, “because everyone feels alive in the morning when they wake and see the bright light rising.

“And when the Sun goes down in the West,” he said as he turned in that direction, “we are grateful we have seen the passage of another day.

“So too,” he went on, rotating again, “are we thankful for the North, because when the cold winds come, we are happy to have lived to see the leaves fall again.

“And we thank the Thunderers,” he said with a pivot to the South, “for they are the manitouk that bring the rain, which the Creator has given them power to rule over.”

Finally, he knelt and touched his head to the dirt floor. “But most of all, we thank the Earth, whom we claim as mother because she carries us and everything we need.”

The Master of Ceremonies stood and swept his arms around in a circle. “This floor is the Earth, this ceiling the Sky, and these walls the Horizon, where the Ten Great Spirits sit around Gilmekon, their Creator. And ours. Join me in sending prayers to your guardian spirits, so that they may take them to the Ten, who will in turn carry them to Gilmekon. And in his compassion, let him renew our world, bless the harvest we have gathered, and avert catastrophe for another winter.”

The last words were powerfully spoken, but Naysin barely heard them; he was too busy staving off another vision of his guardian spirit day. Later in the night, when it came his turn to share, the vivid remembrance would have been appropriate. But not before the elders had taken their turns, and certainly not before the ceremony had even begun.

Except resisting was like trying to keep water from soaking into sand. With a sigh, Naysin relented and let the memory flow through him ... 

... He’s so hungry that he isn’t. Naysin’s stomach, after howling in pain for the better part of two days, has finally stopped moaning. Likely because it’s started eating itself.

Yet he hasn’t had a vision. He’s daydreamed—there’s little else to do in the unfamiliar forest clearing—but he hasn’t seen anything out of the ordinary. No premonitions, no ghostly animal sounds. Nothing to suggest a guardian spirit’s adopted him, despite how pathetic he looks; most of the mud his mother smeared onto his skin and into his hair is still there, still marking him as a human wretch in need of protection.

Of course, if his guardian waits much longer, Naysin might eat the spirit when it appears. He chuckles at the idea, then groans as his hunger pangs return.

But as much as he wants to appease them with the elderberries lining the clearing’s borders, he knows he can’t. Not without dishonoring his mother and the memory of his father. Fasting, as everyone hammered into him before he left, is the only way to receive a vision.

And giving in now would be soft. Some of the other boys went more than a half-moon before they saw their guardian spirit. If he’s going to return to his mother a man, he has to find a way to bear the hunger.

A drink will help. Naysin’s mouth grows dry at the thought. Food’s prohibited, but water’s allowed in modest amounts. And a third drink this morning wouldn’t be excessive, would it? Surely not. Not if it keeps him from defiling the ritual and giving in to his hunger.

Naysin launches himself upright by pushing against the ground with his mud-stained hands. The stream his mother pointed out to him before she left is only a short walk. Shorter if he runs, which he often does; his fondest ambition is to be the best distance runner his far-striding tribe’s ever seen.

For now, though, running just gets him to the water faster.

He stops himself after the third handful, forcing himself to pause and look around before taking a fourth and final sip: the banks of the stream are mild, gently rounded by erosion’s patient caress; the hickory trees overhanging the water are majestically large, their branches shadowing the stream’s minor eddies; and ... 

That isn’t a shadow.

That, there at the bottom of the stream, is a cougar, swimming toward him and rapidly growing larger as it approaches the surface.

Naysin blinks, but this is no trick of the light; the tawny cougar is still there, still racing to reach him. In his haste to back away, he nearly loses his balance. But he keeps his eye on the cougar, compelled to watch as the cat swims furiously to the surface and ... 

Stops. As if it’s run into a sheet of ice.

Snarling soundlessly, the cougar paws in frustration at the invisible barrier and begins to pace, somehow finding enough purchase in the water to stalk along the edges of Naysin’s reflection.

Awed, he watches the magnificent beast make several circuits before he realizes this is what he’s been waiting for ... 

... Several in the congregation—dressed in their best clothes, the ones they wore only for ceremonies and festivals—stirred and stood, moved to boldness by the sanctity of the moment. Taking the tortoise rattles offered by the Master of Ceremonies’ assistants, they lined up around the center post. Then, without any audible cue, they began dancing around the post and the two pure fires, shuffling along in a shadowy figure-eight.

After the first circuit, the leader of the line began to chant from deep within his throat, recalling what was never spoken about except during the Harvest Ceremony: how he’d first seen his guardian spirit. For him, it was a badger that appeared on the eighth day of his childhood fast. Once he’d finished telling the tale, he asked the badger to bless the tribe’s harvest and his sick son. Next, a woman took up the chant and spoke of how a falcon came to her on the fourth day of her fast.

The pattern continued until everyone in the shambling line had shared their visions and prayers. As they sat down, a new set of dancers stood up, accepted the tortoise rattles, and renewed the cycle. This pattern continued for what seemed like days, until all the mature adults had contributed.

Now—finally—it was the children of twelve winters’ turn. The time had come to take up the rattles and share what had been revealed to them at some point during the last cycle of seasons.

As he stood, Naysin looked back to his mother for reassurance and took heart from her gentle smile ... 

... Sensing more is required of him, Naysin rapidly weighs his options. He could back up and give the cougar more space (tempting), he could swim down to the cat (not at all tempting), or he could try to break the invisible barrier. For some reason, this seems like the appropriate course of action.

Until the cougar stops pacing and stares at him expectantly, as if it knows what he plans to do. Its tail twitches in anticipation, and he can see the cat shrinking into its haunches, coiling for a powerful spring.

Still ... Naysin doesn’t know what else to do. The experience feels incomplete, and he doesn’t dare go home unfulfilled. So without even taking a deep breath—pausing any longer would cripple him with doubt—he bends over and jabs the index finger of his right hand into his reflection ... 

... Naysin’s knees grew weak as Alsoomee neared the end of her story about how she was given seven berries by a black sparrow on her ninth day of fasting. He wasn’t ready to share his own experience, but there was no turning back, nothing to do but shuffle along behind her, shake his tortoise rattle, and give voice to the words welling up inside him ... 

... He recoils from the water as ripples grow from the point of contact and distort his reflection. Backpedaling, Naysin trips and falls, but he doesn’t get up. He’s too focused on the cougar, which is focused on the water, waiting for the invisible barrier to be disrupted enough to ... 

Spring.

And suddenly Naysin reconsiders. He screams, wraps his arms around his head, and wishes with all his might that he hadn’t broken the water’s surface.

An eternity later, he summons the nerve to lower his arms, amazed he isn’t in the cougar’s stomach, but half expecting the beast to be standing in front him. Instead, he finds the cat still under water, pacing furiously and growling soundlessly. Still under the unnaturally calm water, perfectly smooth as far as he can see. Smooth to the point that it looks like someone took the flat end of a rake and softened every eddy and ripple out of existence.

His temples ache as he contemplates this latest oddity, but otherwise he’s fine. Except for being completely bewildered about what he’s supposed to be doing. Maybe—

Without warning, the cougar charges the water’s surface again. Naysin flinches, but this time he keeps his eyes open long enough to witness the cat slam against the invisible barrier. Maddened, it roars.

And then divides.

Splits into two cougars, one black and one white. Two cougars who share the same tawny hindquarters, but have their own torsos, front arms, and snarling heads ... 

... heads with mouths that sprayed spittle and gleamed with teeth.

Talking about the memory made it even more vivid; as Naysin danced and sang, he began to see the cougars again. Not just in his mind’s eye, but shimmering in the flames of the pure fires, coalescing into life-like renderings that pulsed to the rhythm of his tortoise rattle and the growing pain in his temples—he hadn’t known sharing his guardian spirit story would be so intense.

But he kept going, relating how the combined fury of the cougars ... 

... is enough to fracture the barrier that so infuriates them. The light cat breaks through first, smashing its head free and roaring in triumph. Then the dark cougar forces its front paws out of Naysin’s reflection. He scrabbles backward, crab-walking furiously until his head slams against a tree. It hurts, but he keeps watching the portion of the bank from which the cougars ... 

Weren’t launching out of the water.

They should be loose already, bounding forward to rip him in half between their eager maws. But even after ten ten-counts of white-knuckle waiting, the clearing is still quiet, the bank still empty, and the water he can see still perfectly calm.

The water he can see ... which no longer includes the point the cougars had all but escaped from. The portion of the river over which he’d cast his reflection, the reflection the cougars had been using as their ... doorway?

Naysin stands carefully, making sure increasing his height doesn’t cast his image back on the water. Gingerly, he puts a hand to the back of his head and feels for damage: a little blood and an acorn-sized lump, but nothing significant.

Nothing like what the cougars would have done to him. He’s sure of that now, sure that this wasn’t a normal guardian spirit vision. And that he won’t be looking into that river again. Ever.

It’s time to go home.

But ... 

... “Where did the cougars come from?” Naysin wondered once more, shaking his tortoise rattle as he gazed into the eastern fire, his dance slowing to a walk. “And why did it seem like they were inside me? As if they were trying to get out?”

Aware of his surroundings again, he looked around and found that everyone—the other first-time dancers, the Master of Ceremonies, the adults sitting against the log walls, his aunt and uncle, and his absolutely horrified mother—was staring at the fires, where the picture of the now empty riverbank was still visible, still wavering with each flicker of flame and gust of air.

They could see it too.

Feeling small—embarrassed and guilty without fully knowing why—Naysin hung his head and hurriedly tried to make things right. “Please, cougars of mine, tell Gilmekon to bless this harvest, and our tribe, and my mother.” He looked up to ask her forgiveness ... and felt his headache quadruple in intensity, as his question, “Where did the cougars come from?” echoed around the Longest House again, this time in a voice that sounded both guttural and reedy ... as if it were being snarled through water.

In response, the eastern and western fires flared brilliantly, projecting their unnatural imagery onto the ceiling as the scenes began to change, morphing from a riverbank he recognized to one he didn’t. But he knew the figure approaching the water: his mother. Younger, with less care-lines and a slimmer waist. Same long black hair, though. And the way she was drumming on her thighs ... 

... as she walks to the river’s edge is something Kanti’s done as long as anyone can remember. But the rhythm she’s tapping isn’t a happy one: it’s listless, out of sync and off-kilter. And her gait is just as unsteady. She doesn’t look down, but from the way she keeps pawing at the middle of her dress, it’s clear the growing blood stain there has something to do with her unevenness.

The section of river she’s approaching flows through the remains of a stone building, gray in hue but shot through with lines of black and white. No doubt it had been an imposing monument to human achievement in its day. But time has caused much of the structure’s walls to crumble, forming a jagged, tenuous line that looks like the crest of a dying wave. As Kanti draws near, a hunk of rock detaches from the tallest point and splashes into the water.

She stops to watch the aftermath, following the ripples with dry eyes but wet cheeks. Then she nods and walks purposefully into the water ... as if she won’t stop. As if she’s going to keep going until she vanishes like the rock.

Movement deep within the river brings her up short. But she doesn’t look scared. And she doesn’t step back when the motion coalesces into a figure: the figure of a man. A naked, gray-skinned man swimming toward her.

He comes to rest just beneath the water’s surface, seemingly uninterested in the air mere fingerbreadths above. He’s handsome, in an otherworldly way: all distinct lines and taut muscles, with smoky hair streaked by the same black and white bolts that crisscross the broken building. Kanti regards him blankly—even a little defiantly—as if she’s more concerned about the steps he’s preventing her from taking than his sudden, impossible appearance.

Smiling, the gray man gestures with his hands and somehow causes Kanti’s reflection to begin moving independently. She reacts to this theft with her first real display of emotion, shocked into yelling an unintelligible question. But she stays where she is, watching as her representation moves near the gray man, accepts his embrace, and begins to kiss him, caressing his back with one hand while the other starts to take off her dress ... 

Kanti cries out again, this time in anger, as she raises her arm to splash the water in front of her and ruin the fierce, false coupling. But she stops when the gray man raises his own hand, gestures again, and replaces the passionate version of her reflection with a new one, in which she has a large and growing belly ... 

The gray man gestures again, her pregnant reflection vanishes, and her original, natural reflection returns. Then he cocks his head invitingly.

Kanti’s hand pushes through the water to the bloodstain on her dress, where her fingers linger, and she nods her assent.

They begin by following the steps rehearsed moments earlier: holding hands, embracing, kissing, sliding off her clothing ... But they don’t stop there, and they don’t finish for a long time. When they do, it’s with a powerful climax, one that leaves Kanti’s eyes shut tight and the gray man grimacing in satisfaction so intense his face divides.

Splits into two faces, one dark and one light. Faces that share the same legs, but have their own torsos, front arms, and smiling mouths ... 

... Naysin finally found enough breath to scream in disbelief, and the eastern and western fires immediately sputtered down to coals. Silence prevailed as all eyes turned to Kanti, whose sobs were interspersed with half-hearted denials.

Then the Master of Ceremonies pointed a shaking finger at the weeping mother, another at her son, and shrilled, “You have defiled the Harvest Ceremony!”

The Longest House erupted into pandemonium.
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Chapter Two
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Defiled

Naysin couldn’t look at his mother.

Not even when the Master of Ceremonies commanded him to the next day, during the meeting of the Elder Council in the community’s central longhouse. “Your mother coupled with water spirits, Naysin,” the old man repeated for the tenth time, pacing around the middle hearth. “Naysin, look at her. Look. At. Her. Do you know what that means? Do you know what that makes you?”

Eventually, Hausis, the council’s oldest and most respected woman, ordered the Master of Ceremonies to restrain himself. But after the session finished, and Naysin and his mother were led out of the longhouse under armed guard, he still couldn’t meet her eyes.

“Naysin ... Please, you need to listen to me,” she pleaded when they were left alone together for the first time. As she crouched next to him, her black hair fell to the floor of the poorly lit menstruation hut, their temporary prison.

“I’m not proud of what I did,” she continued, tracing a pattern in the dirt floor with her left hand. “But your father—Machk,” she corrected herself hastily, “had just been taken by the plague the same day I lost ...” Her voice broke, and it was some moments before she was able to go on. “You have to understand, I thought I would never have a child. And I’d wanted to give Machk one so badly. I didn’t ask for what happened in the river, but when it did, it seemed like Gilmekon was ... giving a little back.

“Please, Naysin, believe that I love you more than anything. I’m not at all sorry about what I had to do to have you.”

She started to stroke his hair, but his head still hurt, and he pulled away, scooting along the wall until he slammed into the southeast corner, his eyes on the floor.

His mother tried to reach out to him three more times while they waited for the council’s judgment. The result was always the same: he still couldn’t bring himself to look at her, much less respond to her increasingly desperate justifications. She’d filled his childhood with tales of Machk, the mighty hunter who would have been chief were he not struck down by a terrible disease twelve winters ago, just before Naysin’s birth. Machk, the dutiful husband, the cunning warrior, the unbeatable runner ... 

All lies. His mother had made him spirit spawn. Part manitouk. An affront to the natural way of things. His very presence had spoiled the Harvest Ceremony. Now his tribe would probably suffer the bitterest winter it had ever experienced, filled with poor hunting and dying fires. Because of him.

Because his mother had let water spirits into her body and her womb. Into him. And they could make him do things. Unnatural things, like causing images to appear in the fires ... Naysin’s mind skirted around this thought whenever it formed. It wasn’t something he was ready to comprehend. For now, all he could manage was anger. 

The following evening, when the council finally passed its judgment, that anger turned into loathing.

In contrast to the private meeting of the previous day, this session was open to the entire tribe. And everyone was in attendance, every man, woman, and child. They were all there, with fear in their eyes, to watch him and his mother be sentenced to a fate one deserved and one didn’t. Even his aunt and uncle looked conflicted.

The council had anticipated such a turnout: the partitions separating each family’s section of the longhouse had been removed so that the middle hearth was visible from every angle; the beds along the walls had been arranged into cushioned benches; and spare skins had been draped over the floor to create additional seating.

Tonight’s meeting, Naysin realized as he was led in through the eastern door, was meant to be a spectacle.

Once he and his mother were positioned in front of the hearth—which was guarded by two warriors weighed down by water skins, presumably to extinguish the fire in case anything other than flames came out of it—Hausis began to speak.

“Everyone knows why we’re here,” she said, staring into the winding smoke. “What happened two nights ago, and why this pair stands before us now.” The other council members nodded, their hands clasped behind their backs. Most of the Elders’ faces were screwed into unreadable masks, but the Master of Ceremonies’ expression looked triumphant.

“And everyone expects a certain sentence,” Hausis continued, turning her old eyes toward Naysin and his mother. “Which, unfortunately, we have little choice but to deliver.”

His mother hung her head, using her long hair to curtain her tears.

“Before that sentence is given, however, consider this.” Hausis changed the target of her gaze once more, passing it over the entire congregation before letting it come to rest on the Master of Ceremonies. “Kanti made a terrible, dangerous decision. A decision that brought ill fortune on herself and her tribe. But ...” Hausis lowered her voice for emphasis. “She made that decision as a young woman who’d just lost her husband and any hope of having his child, a young woman who was two steps short of drowning herself. In circumstances like those, who’s to say the rest of us would have resisted the charms of a manitouk?”

Naysin’s aunt nodded slightly as his mother began sobbing audibly. He still refused to look at her, but for the first time in the last few days he felt his resolve wavering; the words “in circumstances like those” were ricocheting around his skull, breaking down his anger and dissolving it into pity and love.

Until Hausis spoke his name. “And remember that the boy, Naysin, had no choice in who his fathers were. He is what he is through no fault of his own.”

“Through no fault of his own ... Through no fault of his own ...” This new echo was even more powerful, overwhelming his sympathy and reverting his emotions to hot, virulent fury.

“Still.” Hausis returned her eyes to the fire, looking even older than her three twenty-counts of winters as she gathered herself for what everyone sensed would be the final pronouncement. “Decisions have consequences. And for entering into impure union with a water spirit and defiling a Harvest Ceremony, the council has determined that the consequences are branding and exile.

“The exile begins after this session is complete.

“The branding begins now.”

The old woman allowed her words to permeate the silence before gesturing to either end of the longhouse. Two men—the tribe’s most accomplished tattoo artists—approached the middle hearth. Each carried a gourd of ink, a dabbing cloth ... and a razor sharp, deer-bone needle.

Naysin swore he wouldn’t scream, but when his uncle looked away from him, he couldn’t control his voice.

* * *
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LIVING OFF THE LAND was more difficult than Naysin had imagined.

He and his mother had been on their own for only a moon now, but it seemed like twenty. They’d stayed in the northern forest, careful not to stray too close to their former tribe’s hunting grounds. Knowing the general area had helped, but finding food still wasn’t easy. Naysin couldn’t fully draw the bow the Elder Council had allowed him to take, and his mother had never learned to aim one.

Thankfully, a wealth of wild plants were in season. The cattail’s flowers and seeds were ripe, as were the stick roots of the yellow pond lily. And his mother could do amazing things with leeks.

But foraging only went so far. Their diet was sparser and more monotonous than it had been when they were part of a larger community, and they had to work hard to keep their bellies even partially full. The amount of labor involved was particularly shocking for Naysin; in the tribe, he wouldn’t have been expected to be a fulltime contributor for another winter.

At least they’d been lucky with shelter. Four days into their exile, a word Naysin still hadn’t come to terms with, his mother had found one of their tribe’s old winter shelters. It was traditional for their people to cluster around the crops for spring, summer, and fall, and then split off into smaller, more easily sustainable groups for winter. This shelter had waned in popularity, meaning he and his mother could use it without fear of being evicted.

The cave wasn’t much to look at, though. It was small, only big enough for two to three families. And it was dirty. The last inhabitants must have known they wouldn’t be coming back, because they’d left their trash everywhere. But nothing larger than a few rats had taken up residence in the interim, and the crack at the far end of the cavern provided natural light and a readymade smoke-hole.

Yet it still wasn’t easy for Naysin to talk to his mother. Especially now that they each bore a swirling black-and-white brand over their dominant eyes: his left and his mother’s right. Looking at her was a graphic reminder of how long the excruciating tattooing had lasted, and how the Master of Ceremonies had chanted the words of binding over and over, invocations that were supposed to draw on Gilmekon’s power and seal in their sins: the impurity of his mother’s actions, and the resulting impurity of Naysin’s nature.

But she was all he had left. So when she talked, he tried to listen, and make his scarred gaze meet hers every once in a while. Like that morning, when they were pulling more leeks from the ground, in preparation for that day’s incarnation of wild stew.

“Naysin?” his mother asked cautiously—they hadn’t spoken since they woke up. “Do you mind if ... if I ask you about that night? About the images in the fire? I don’t want to talk about what was in them, just ...”

He jumped a little, surprised she’d brought up the moment that had ruined their lives. Until now, any references to the subject, aside from the initial tear-filled apologies, had been avoided at all costs. “What?” Naysin finally replied.

“Did they hurt? I mean, did calling them cause you pain? I saw you squinting near the end.”

He decided there was no harm in telling the truth. “They hurt.”

“Oh, Naysin, I’m so sorry.” His mother looked down at the pile of leeks she’d amassed in the folds of her skirt. “Can you tell me where it hurt?”

“My head. It still does.”

“My poor child.” She raised her head and returned his gaze, the brand over her right eye mirroring the mark above his left. Her hand reached for his forehead, but he shied away. “Naysin ... Did anything else hurt?”

He studied her face, guessing there was something more than just motherly concern to this line of questioning. “No,” he said. “Just my head. Why?”

His mother licked her lips before responding. “For an instant, just before the coug—before the first vision ended, I glanced over at you, and I saw ...” She paused and looked down again. “You looked like you were in pain, and I wished you weren’t,” she finished lamely.

“... Oh.”

Naysin turned his attention back to the leeks, and he and his mother spent the rest of the morning in silence.

* * *
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NAYSIN ... 

He jumped in surprise and whirled to look for the speaker. But he turned a full circle without finding anyone. Or anything, for that matter—the little clearing had suddenly become eerily quiet. Even the pine trees looked somber.

He’d heard a voice, though. Of that he was sure. A voice that somehow conjured both the rush of water and the flicker of fire ... 

Naysin.

This time he dropped to the ground and pressed himself flat against its moist dirt. The second voice was filled with the stability of stone and the strength of wood. And it was just as disembodied.

Panicking now, Naysin slithered back toward the cave. His mother couldn’t have gone far—she’d said not to stray more than a few twenty-counts of paces in search of beechnuts, and she’d never been one to break her own rules. For an instant, his anger evaporated in a surge of need ... 

I’m sure Kanti will be happy to see us.

Naysin froze, as confused as he was terrified.

I would not be so sure about that.

It seemed like the thing to say.

Naysin still couldn’t see anyone—or anything—in the clearing, but he felt something’s gaze on him.

Naysin.

He flinched at the use of his name again.

You need not be afraid. We are here to help.

He’s right. You’re among family now.

Slowly, Naysin raised himself to a crouch, setting his right leg behind him in case he had to start running. Then he forced a question from his shaking lips: “Who ... where are you?”

I think you know, Naysin.

We are your fathers.

And we’re inside you.

Rage and denial bubbled up from Naysin’s heart. “Machk was my father. He was a brave man who killed many moose, and—”

He died of disease before you were born.

Well before you were born.

Even more furious, Naysin stood to his full height, forgetting his earlier impulse to stay low and seek cover. “What does it matter?”

So maybe you should put more stock in the words of your “Guardian Spirits.”

Unbidden, the hurtful visions from the Longest House re-flooded his sight. Two cougars, one black and one white, merged into one man ... who seduced and coupled with his mother in a dark river ... and divided into two men: one dark and one light. Every few moments, their bodies flickered, and the cougars flashed in and out, the black cat replacing the dark man and the white cat replacing the light man.

But this time the images continued past Naysin’s birth. Unseen but ever-present, the cougar-men hovered inside him from the instant he was born, and as he grew, their hybrid bodies became increasingly defined.

They were there for his first fight.

They were there when he learned to throw a spear.

They were there for his first kiss.

And they were there when, thinking himself alone, he went into the woods to find his guardian spirit.

As I said, you need not be afraid, my son.

Our son. As hard as we know that is for you to believe.

They were right on the last count; with all his heart, Naysin wanted to reject everything he’d seen and heard during the previous moon. “You’re lying,” he growled, ignoring the hot tears rolling down his cheeks.

Your mother’s already said otherwise.

This left Naysin mute. His mother hadn’t broached the subject since they’d been forced to leave the tribe, and he hadn’t asked. But he still thought about the vision of his mother in the water, and he’d sensed that she did too.

At some point you must come to terms with it, Naysin. We are a part of you, and you are a part of us.

Which isn’t a bad thing. Quite the opposite, in fact. We can make you stronger than you ever believed possible.

Naysin stamped the ground as hard as he could. “You’re lying!” he yelled. “You ruined my life!” Then he ran back to the cave, not at the long-distance speed he was working so hard to perfect, but at an all-out-sprint, causing a rabbit and several birds to scramble out of his way.

He didn’t get the last word, though.

Take all the time you need, Naysin.

There’s no hurry. We’re not going anywhere.

* * *
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“MOTHER?”

She almost dropped the reed mat she was weaving, clearly delighted that her son was initiating a conversation and looking directly at her. “Yes, Naysin?” Then she frowned. “Are you all right?”

Naysin didn’t respond until he’d caught his breath and worked through what he wanted to ask her. “What did you see?” he eventually blurted out.

“What did I see when?” she replied with a puzzled look.

“When the cougars were in the Longest House. You said you looked over at me and saw something, but you wouldn’t say what.”

She cast her gaze down at her mat and continued working. “I just saw how hurt you looked. I told you that.”

“Mother!” Naysin stamped the ground like he had in the forest.

It had more of an effect here; startled, his mother glanced up at him with an anguished expression. But her face quickly softened. “When I looked over at you in the Longest House, I saw every vein shining black through your skin. It was just for an instant, and I don’t think anyone else noticed—most people were focused on the images in the fires—but ... it was like your blood died.”

Naysin took a step back and slumped into a sitting position. “Why did you do this to me?” he moaned as the first tears escaped his eyes. “My head always hurts now!”

His mother winced. “Naysin, I’ve only ever acted out of love—”

“What am I supposed to do?” he hissed.

It took her several breaths to say anything, and by then Naysin knew she didn’t have an answer.

* * *
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FEIGNING SLEEP WAS harder than Naysin had thought it would be.

Of course, he’d never actually tried before. Back home, playing all day had usually left him exhausted. And here in the cave, sleep was a respite from everything that had happened. But there was always a first time. His uncle used to say that: there was always a first time, or at least there was once, and we repeat that first time when we circle back to it ... 

His uncle used to say that. Not his father.

As subtly as he could, Naysin moved his right leg to keep it from falling asleep. It didn’t sound like his mother was still awake—her breathing had always been heavy at night—but it didn’t hurt to be careful.

Not if he really meant to go through with this.

He couldn’t stay, though. His mother had betrayed him. She’d betrayed their people and the memory of his father by coupling with angry spirits and ... 

Getting with child.

Naysin started shaking his head before he caught himself and checked the motion. No. No, those awful voices were right. He had to come to terms with this. He was part manitouk, and his father wasn’t—had never been—Machk the mighty hunter. Denying the truth was a waste of time.

So was staying here.

We are with you, Naysin.

We’ll always be there for you.

The sudden intrusion caused his stomach to tighten. “I’d leave you too if I could!” he whispered furiously.

His mother stirred, and Naysin froze. But after a few anxious moments, her soft snoring resumed, and the tension in his muscles subsided.

Drawing on a reservoir of resolve he’d never tapped before, he worked his way out from under the blanket he shared with his mother and slithered into the cave’s cold night air. When he was finally free, he crept outside, guided by the stars’ meager light. He only looked back once. His mother was still asleep. She seemed ... peaceful. Comforting.

Lovely.

With a horrendous effort, Naysin tore himself away and slipped into the night.
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Chapter Three
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Alone

His village was a completely different place in the winter. Everything was white, buried in so much snow the longhouses’ roofs groaned in protest. And with the smells of human occupation buried until spring, the air was wonderfully crisp.

His former home was also empty.

Devoid of everyone he’d known, everyone he’d called friend or family. Which was how it had to be—Naysin knew that. He’d accepted that on his way here. He’d even prayed he wouldn’t find anyone, that they’d all scattered for cozier winter shelters.

But part of him had still hoped he wouldn’t be alone.

Huddled in borrowed furs next to the fire he’d managed to keep going for almost a moon now, Naysin shook his head gingerly, careful not to agitate his ever-present headache. He thought about his return too often. But it was hard not to. When he’d first approached the village and found it unoccupied, the pang of loss had been worse than anything he’d felt since leaving his mother.

He hadn’t known where else to go, though. His mother hadn’t mentioned any other abandoned winter quarters before he’d run off—literally run off. After creeping out of earshot of the cave they’d sought refuge in, he’d settled into the long-distance stride he was so proud of, pushing himself to keep moving, to keep putting one starlit foot in front of the other despite the lingering pain in his temples. But he hadn’t found another viable shelter, during that first mad dash or any of those that followed.

For a time, he’d thought a cache of canoes along the bank of the Rapanoak might serve. When overturned, the boats’ bark-covered hulls looked like fallen trees; he hadn’t seen through the disguise until he’d stubbed his toe on a carelessly-placed oar. The pain had brought tears to his eyes ... until he’d remembered that the more prudent members of his tribe often prepared for their next journey by leaving behind packets of smoked meat.

Most of the elm-hewn vessels were too heavy for him to shift, but one of the lightest had been set on uneven ground. It had taken him forever to turn the stupid thing over; three times he thought he’d rocked it hard enough, only to slip and lose momentum. But he’d managed it on the fourth try, and shouted in triumph when he saw that Gilmekon had guided him to the right canoe; not one but two packets of hickory-fired whitetail deer had been tucked inside. So for three whole days, he’d had meat to eat, water to drink, and the bed of a canoe to sleep in. Nothing fancy, to be sure, but it made him feel like he might actually be able to do this on his own.

When he’d run out of jerky, however, the other canoes had been too stable to turn right-side up, and too dense for his flint knife to puncture—he’d had no choice but to move on.

The next several moons had merged into a horrific blur.

He’d run at first.

Then walked.

Then crawled, eating whatever he’d been able to find: dried-out berries, strange mushrooms, fetid carrion ... 

Naysin shuddered at the memory of a raccoon he’d eaten a moon into his time alone. The creature’s coat had been matted and fly-ridden, and he hadn’t even blinked. He’d just eaten slowly enough to keep that day’s unexpected “bounty” down.

There had been worse meals too. And a few better ones. Nothing to match that first find of smoked whitetail, though. Not until he’d found himself within shouting distance of his village.

He hadn’t meant to end up here. After the canoes, he’d stayed close to the river, remembering how his mother had insisted on keeping water nearby. It hadn’t taken long to lose all sense of direction; the river curved seemingly at random, and for most of his journey he’d been too focused on food to pay much attention to his heading.

But the patch of forest he’d stumbled upon the day of the first snowfall—he’d known that area. The old elm in the center had been his favorite climbing tree, its upper limbs an excellent perch for playing, hiding, and pretending. And the well-worn trail was one he’d taken more times than he could count; it led back to the village, through the longhouses, and up to the central fire.

It had taken him a long time to work up the courage to walk the path again.

When he’d found the village empty—fulfilling one hope and dashing another—Naysin had taken a slow walk around the perimeter to soak in the details of the home he’d come back to ... But only for one season, until his tribe reconvened for spring planting and he had to leave again, fleeing from his friends, aunt, and uncle.

This wasn’t home anymore. This was a waystation.

After two of these reflective circuits, Naysin’s stomach had brought him back to the present. It had been three days since his last meal—if you could call a half-rotten fish a meal. His tribe must have left something behind. A few heavy gourds in the root cellars, or, if today was truly meant to be a turning point, maybe some smoked meat in the chophouse.

Fortunately—despite what had happened that night in the Longest House—it had been a fruitful harvest. Naysin had found so much food that he’d been able to gorge himself and leave piles of supplies for the cold moons to come. He’d also gathered a mountain of furs for his bed. Old clothes were in abundance too, water was just down the path, and he had the pick of several longhouses.

Not his own, though. He’d only entered it once, to check for food and furs. And that had been more than enough. He avoided the central longhouse too. The memory of his final night there was still strong enough to spark phantom pains around his eye, where the tattoo seemed to be growing larger as his face grew thinner.

No, those were two houses it was best to stay out of.

There were plenty of others to choose from. The east and west longhouses were both comfortable enough, and some of the smaller buildings, like the medicine house and the sweat hut, were well insulated. But in the end, he went with the southern longhouse, the coziest of the large buildings. It also had the softest bed in the whole village (which he’d determined after extensive testing). And its central hearth was the easiest to section off with partitions.

Then there’d just been the small matter of starting a fire.

Wood wasn’t a problem; there were already stacks of small logs along the walls. Kindling was easy as well. That at least, he could fetch on his own.

But creating the first spark ... that had taken some doing.

He’d never really used any of the techniques he’d been taught. Mostly he’d just watched someone else do it and marveled at how obvious they made it look. Smashing two stones together, twirling one stick into the base of another ... none of it had worked for him. Not on his first try. Not on his fifth. Not on his twentieth.

By his sixth day in the village, Naysin had known he was in trouble. To that point, the nights had been bearable as long as he’d buried himself beneath his furs. But winter had been settling in fast, and without a way to generate heat, death had seemed inevitable. So on his eighth day in the village, he’d had to appeal to the part of himself he hated.

The temperature had dropped overnight, and the sky had seemed ripe for another snowfall. After a few moments of sparkless work, Naysin had thrown away his starter stick in disgust. He must have been doing something wrong. Something obvious. It couldn’t be that difficult; his uncle and everyone else he’d watched always ignited their kindling within the first few tries. Yes, they were used to doing it, but it had never seemed hard.

Maybe he hadn’t been approaching this right. He’d been too focused on the end result, and not enough on the process. His aunt used to tell him that: “Concentrate on the doing, not the getting.” Well ... maybe he hadn’t been picturing this clearly enough. Maybe he needed to stop thinking so much about how wonderful the fire would feel when it was lit, and worry more about how the fire would start from a tiny spark. A spark that would be born from the point of his starter stick, catch hold of a leaf or twig, spread to another piece of kindling, and erupt into full-blown flames. A sudden surge that—

Had begun on its own in the fire pit.

Naysin had blinked in disbelief, but the wood had still been burning when he’d reopened his eyes. Burning, and burning well; most of the larger logs had already caught. Had he cast a spark from that last effort without knowing it?

No. Even as the question had crossed his mind, Naysin had known the answer. Because his headache had lessened considerably, and he felt unnaturally good, in a wild, untamed way that was the exact opposite of the rigid bad he’d felt after stilling the waters above the cougars and conjuring their images in the Longest House’s fires.

Opposite, and yet in the same vein.

Skittering away from this conclusion, Naysin’s thoughts had turned to keeping his fire going. He’d grabbed more left-behind kindling, more logs, more of anything that would burn and heaped it on the hearth, adding so much fuel he’d almost smothered the flames.

And now, almost a full moon after he’d returned to his village, he felt like a survivor. The original cache of food he’d uncovered had held up surprisingly well, supplemented by the stray morsels he kept finding in the corners of otherwise empty root cellars. He couldn’t cook very well yet, but he was learning, and even his worst attempts tasted better than the unspeakable meals he’d had on his way here. And while he was still too skinny, his strength was returning.

Life, for the first time since that night in the Longest House, was—if not good—at least bearable.

Well done, my boy.

Indeed. Very impressive.

The first voice flickered like the fire; the second was heavy like the hearth. Both originated inside him. “Leave me alone,” he muttered.

The cougar-men laughed.

Oh, but we did. To let you grow, Naysin. To let you become strong on your own.

And you have. We are very proud.

“If it’s so good for me, why can’t you keep leaving me alone?”

Ah, but the returns on that strategy are rapidly diminishing.

You are ready for more now. Much more.

Naysin sunk as far as he could into his mound of furs. “I don’t need your help.”

Really? Do you think you could start a fire again if you had to?

“If I had to.” He did his best to sound confident.

Can you prove it?

He felt the dare reverberating in his head ... mocking his inadequacy and inexperience ... laughing at everything he’d accomplished on his own so far ... suggesting he was only alive because he’d stumbled on the food and shelter others had made, lucky finds he’d be long dead without. “No. I already have a fire going. I don’t need another one.”

Put out the one you have now.

Naysin paled. If the fire went out, and he couldn’t start it again ... “I could if I wanted to, but I don’t want to.”

You forget: we are here to help.

For starters, we can help you put out that fire without you having to raise a finger.

“I don’t want your help,” he said automatically, shaking his head as if to convince himself.

It is not hard.

Not at all. Just think of the wind that’s howling outside and picture its energy, its power, its motion. See it beating against the door, rushing through cracks in the walls, demanding entrance into this house ... 

Despite himself, Naysin began visualizing what the reedy voice had described. The wind outside was moving quickly, with an enormous amount of energy. And it was knocking hard against the door, and slipping through weak points in the walls. Slipping through and battering at the fire like waves against a shore, crashing one after another, each stronger than the last. Knocking the flames more and more horizontal with each blow, until ... 

They were gone.

His mouth was too dry to cry out when he realized how easily the voices had manipulated him—and how good it felt to have used the wind like that.

Now you can restart the fire.

We’ll let you take it from here, the reedy voice added cheerfully.

Trying to ignore the euphoria coursing through his arteries—the sense that the wind was moving inside him—Naysin flung off the top layer of
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