
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Being reincarnated over and over is one thing. Becoming the opposite sex is another. But saving the world is an entirely different story—and it’s also a lot stranger.

	 

	 

	You get only one go-around in life, or so the experts say. Paige DeMaster, almost nineteen years of age, formerly Callisto Merriwether, formerly five other lives, has seven chances to right a major wrong. She has seven chances to save the world as well as save herself—and now she’s down to her last chance.
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Chapter One: Lucky Number Seven

	 

	 

	Dreams were for those who had wishes unfulfilled. That’s what the experts said. I’d had dreams just like this one—being killed and waking up as someone new, someone different—for the past five thousand years. Each time I was reborn, I had the image of living a long life in that era, meeting someone special, working, and raising a family. It was a simple, basic expectation.

	Unfortunately, each time, my dream ended the same way. I’d always die.

	Dying sucked. I’d battled the same entity—a minion of hell incarnated as a man named Carna—the past six times already, and each and every time, the result had always been the same. I’d lost. It didn’t matter what era we battled in or how crude our weapons were. Crudeness didn’t matter. Lethality did.

	It also didn’t matter what form we took. A dim memory flashed across my mind’s eye, that of me in a field in the afternoon, long ago, nibbling on a dandelion. I was a rabbit, one of the rare times I hadn’t been reincarnated as a human.

	Something large swirled in the sky, and a bad feeling ran through my body. My foe had arrived, but not in the form of a man. He’d transformed into a kind of hawk, only much bigger. In a cruel joke understood only by the gods, he had the ability to shift his form, and for some reason, I couldn’t.

	I’d let out a squeal of terror and then turned and run. I zigged this way and zagged another, running faster, faster, ever faster... running for my life. That life stopped when his talons sank into me. I had only enough time to twist my neck around and bite his leg before the lights went out.

	Another time, we’d started out as human, but when the final throwdown came, he’d unexpectedly shifted into a form like an octopus, only larger and more fearsome. I’d managed to wound him by poking his eye out, but his tentacles, slimy and foul-smelling, then wrapped themselves around my neck, choking me, and one tentacle held a dagger that slid into my gut...

	And, of course, I’d died, and a nanosecond after my death, that slide down the tunnel of eternity began with me not-alive-yet-not-quite-dead, and it went on and on, only for me to eventually stop and wake up in what I’d come to call the Void.

	A black and empty area of seemingly limitless space, I’d waited there, suspended by an unknown power. All I had during the waiting part were my memories, and they’d always been of the lives, however brief, that I’d lived.

	None of them had been overly pleasant. However, those memories were all I had, and so I waited for what seemed like an eternity until the spirit of my mentor—Vishana, she who held my fate in her hands and had the power of reincarnation, among other things—appeared in front of me, a ghostly apparition with the face of a young woman of indeterminate race. Her first question was always the same. “What happened this time?”

	My answer, of course, never changed. “I lost. Why do you think I’m here? It’s not my idea of a vacation.”

	Okay, that sounded modern. Granted, long ago, people spoke more formally and with more reverence toward the deity or deities they were conversing with, but after five thousand years with no time off for good behavior, I was getting sick and tired of always coming out on the losing end.

	But now I came out of that dream state to discover that I was once again alive, my soul transmigrated from my previous form into someone new, someone different, someone who had abilities and knew how to use them.

	I also knew what to expect. After my mentor asked the inevitable question of what had happened, I’d answer, and then she’d say, “All right, you have another chance.”

	A moment later, off I’d go on that slide-ride through time and space again, only to land in a different body.

	Different body, different era, but once I woke up, I’d groan, perhaps curse aloud or silently, and then I’d wonder who I’d become. Reincarnation was so unsettling, and now, for what seemed like the umpteenth time and not wishing to delay the inevitable, I opened my eyes—yes, I groaned, too—and repeated the oft-used phrase. “All right, who am I this time?”

	My body didn’t hurt. I tried to recall the events of my past demise that had happened only a day ago—or so I thought. I was... rather, I’d been Callisto Merriwether, living on her own in her own apartment, very unusual for that day and age. It was the year eighteen-twenty-four, and I was the daughter of two teachers in New York City, single, and twenty-one years old.

	Although I’d been endowed with language abilities for whatever culture I’d be reborn into, in addition to receiving knowledge of the ways and mores of that society, it had never seemed to be enough, and once again, I’d met my demise versus Carna.

	Carna, that bastard. The very thought of him made me clench my teeth. Each time he’d killed me, whether he was in human form or not, it was with the same right-hand swipe that opened my gut.

	I recalled sinking to my knees in pain. Shock then set in as my lifeforce ran out. Carna had always stood in front of me, grinning from ear to ear, pleased with his handiwork.

	Worse, like the incompetent warrior I was, I’d asked him, “Why?”

	He’d never replied, only grinned, and then I’d pass out, and that slide-ride into the Void began, only to finish with me being reincarnated. One would think I’d already learned my lesson on what to watch out for...

	“Oh, hell,” I said, uttering that all-too-familiar trope and then sitting up to examine my body to see what kind of shape I’d been endowed with this time. My flesh encountered the silkiness of satin sheets. I was naked, but I’d ceased to feel any shame over whatever form I’d been given. After all, a body was a body, but all the same, I’d sort of been hoping that I’d be a guy this time around. “Who am I now?”

	From my initial examination, it seemed that I was all curves and flat, hard muscles. Long blonde hair hung over my eyes and tickled my face. I brushed it aside to gaze upon my full breasts, an innie bellybutton, and a narrow waist. Add in long and lean, superbly-muscled legs... well, if I had to be a woman—again—then this was a pretty decent form to be in.

	With another groan that meant let’s-meet-the-day, I swung my legs over the side of the bed, stood up, and wavered briefly from a bout of vertigo. Then my head got straight, and I strode toward the full-length mirror in the abode that I’d been placed in.

	My feet scrunched over some white powder. Powder? What kind of person had this person been? This person whose body I now inhabited? I had no idea, but Vishana would tell me. She always did.

	In addition to being a goddess, Vishana served as my guide to my new lives. Whatever reincarnation I appeared in, she always made sure that I had a place to sleep, and more than enough money to live on, as well as buy food in the finest restaurants around. Good thing, too, as I couldn’t cook worth a damn.

	The full-length mirror showed someone who was perhaps nineteen years old and around five-seven, with flowing blonde locks, a curvy yet toned figure, green eyes, and a wide, generous mouth. Although I wasn’t sure what I weighed, I was slender. In fact, I hardly had any fat on my body.

	Speaking of which, I checked out my form, twisting around to see if there were any scars or unusual marks. In my first life long ago, I’d had a crude tattoo on my right shoulder, but in subsequent incarnations, no.

	Nothing this time either, and while I examined myself, I felt the area where I’d been stabbed. Of course, there was no mark, but the psychic scars remained. My examination showed only very fair skin, tight abs, and a firm butt.

	As for my face, a bruise on my right temple indicated a previous injury. I touched it, recoiled in pain, and then before my eyes, it faded, and the pain disappeared.

	In addition to the bruise, I had a bad taste in my mouth, one of vomit and food that my former owner had failed to clean away. It smelled horrid, but as was the case with my bruise, the stench gradually dissipated.

	I had no idea what modern food tasted like, but if it left a bad taste in my mouth, then I’d stick with eating vegetables and fruit, the same as I’d done when I was in my original body.

	So, add enhanced healing capacity to my current form. Call that a welcome extra, and what else could I do besides heal quickly? Slowly, I tested my body’s capabilities. It turned out that I was extremely flexible, being able to do back bends, back flips, martial arts moves, and more.

	I said a silent thank you to Vishana for preparing me for the inevitable battle against Carna, but the nagging question of why I’d always failed to kill, or at least, disable, that sick demon remained. I’d been on a five-thousand-year-old quest, one that had seen me battle against evil, and I’d forever come out on the losing end...

	Paige...

	Paige, was that supposed to be a name? A voice echoed in my head, briefly making it ring, and then the pain disappeared. Vishana, is that you?

	Who else would it be?

	That was a fair question. Who would it be except Vishana? One of the problems of reincarnation was that I’d always woken up in a different era, so terms and technology and ways and norms of speaking and social interaction were always confusing at first.

	A moment after that thought went through my head, a data stream of seemingly limitless information flowed into my mind, one massive historical, sociological, and scientific info dump that briefly made my head ring and made me sink to my knees and cry out in pain. Places, people, languages, facts and more facts... and a moment later, the agony vanished. Good, I was now up to speed.

	Paige, are you paying attention?

	I was now. I got up and sat on the bed, hoping for some answers this time. Vishana, nice of you to contact me. I don’t suppose that I could speak to Murdoku about all this. Murdoku was the chief god in my ancient religion. In my first life, I’d never been a believer, and it was only after I’d died and Vishana stepped in to save me that I understood that gods existed.

	Vishana, when she answered, sounded horrified. No, you cannot speak with Murdoku. You cannot look upon his face. Even I must avert my gaze when speaking to him, and that is only on rare occasions. Therefore, if I cannot, then you cannot.

	With an internal sigh, I backed off. Every single time I’d spoken with Vishana about meeting the big cheese, she’d given me the same answer. Why should now be any different? Next thought. I figured as much. Anyway, thanks for bringing me back and sticking me in this body. It’s, uh, well-formed and athletic. That was all I could come up with.

	It is the least that I can do. I have my orders, such as they are, and while I cannot physically step into your reality, I can at least guide you. That is my function.

	Your function? If I can’t speak to Murdoku, how about you tell me why I’m in a woman’s body—again? How about telling me why you pulled me into this crusade of yours to begin with? In all the years we’ve known each other, you’ve never given me a reason outside of fighting evil.

	Is that not enough?

	She would bring that up. You owe me that much, Vishana. I need to know.

	All will be revealed in time. Now, as to your name and where you are...

	Damn it, stalled again. I kept my ire in check while my guide from the other side proceeded to tell me that it was Wednesday in New York. The year was twenty-twenty-seven, it was the summertime, June seventeenth, to be exact, the weather was sunny and hot, and... oh, my new name was Paige DeMaster, six weeks short of my nineteenth birthday.

	Paige. It sounded rather romantic. Well, I’d had other names before, some of which I liked, some of which I didn’t. This one wasn’t so bad. And my appearance was more than presentable, so there it was. Do I have a job?

	As you know, when you are reborn, you inhabit the body of someone who has recently died. The body of Paige DeMaster belonged to a young woman who overdosed on drugs. I reached out to her at the last moment. She agreed to let me use her body as I saw fit. Her soul is now safe. That is all I can tell you.

	All right, that gave me something to work on. Being shoved into another person’s body, no matter what era, made it somewhat awkward to converse with people who knew them. Knowing the data of the times along with the linguistic capability was one thing, but Vishana always left out the current situation or provide me with any immediate memories to work with.

	Therefore, I had to improvise and adapt, which usually meant smiling and bobbing my head and playing the fool. At times, it was embarrassing, but I’d always claimed an injury, and fortunately, the people I interacted with believed me.

	Back to the present, and I repeated my earlier question. Uh, Vishana, do I have a job?

	You have but one job, and that is to face Carna and eliminate him. Only then can your soul know peace. Please peruse your new abode and find out more about who you are and where you are. Then take great care, for Carna will surely come, and you must succeed. Your possessions are in your closet.

	Right, the old mission-given-mission-must-be-accomplished scenario. Vishana wished me well, and her voice faded away. I went to the closet and checked it out. Clothes, shoes... and there was also a burlap bag full of possessions from my earliest days until recently.

	A quick check revealed a Babylonian coin, three scrolls written in Aramaic, one in Hebrew, two books from the seventeenth century written by an obscure novelist called Frederick de Toth, and some other trinkets that I’d collected during my previous lives.

	For some reason, whenever my next turn at life came around, Vishana always made sure I had my links to the past. Perhaps she thought that they’d help me remember who I was. They hadn’t, not really, but I’d look at them from time to time, trying to recall in detail those days past and always coming up with nothing.

	Modern—I had to think modern. Who was Paige? Or, rather, who had she been? A check through her things revealed fifteen purses with thick wads of money in each of them. On her make-up table, I found a metal device that lit up when I touched the screen. A series of numbers from zero to nine surfaced. What was this?

	A moment later, the download came. It came unbidden, like a well that had suddenly decided to pour forth water, but it was helpful to aid me in adapting. It is a smartphone. Press these numbers to enter the device.

	I did so, and then that invisible hand of knowledge directed me to press another command that led to an address book. Ah, yes, that was helpful. Scroll down the page.

	Scroll... I used my finger to gently move the screen page down and found two names—Charles DeMaster and Betty DeMaster. They had to be her parents. That was different. In the past, when I’d been reincarnated, I’d never had parents or else they were away in a foreign country. The thought of meeting them made me nervous. What would I say? What could I say? Whatever. I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

	Turning my attention to the smartphone, I flipped through everything. It took time, but I finally found a listing of pictures. They were of Paige and some other people roughly her—now our—age. She wore a somewhat strained expression while smiling for the... what did people call it? Oh, yes, a camera. Why she looked that way, I had no idea, but she seemed uncomfortable.

	There were more names and numbers in the address section, probably her friends and acquaintances. I’d leave that alone for now. I had more practical matters to check out—where I lived.

	Just after thinking that, an address popped into my head—One-Twelve Broadway and Seventh Avenue, New York, Royal Oaks Building, Apartment Three-O-Three. Another download said Broadway... a famous area. Well, I was in a nice neighborhood. That helped.

	New York. I’d lived in New York before, but that was over two hundred years ago. I went to the window and opened it to look out on the street below. Warmth immediately surrounded and caressed my body, and it was a good feeling. I hated the cold.

	Looking down, I could see large metal vehicles—cars—whizzing along the streets, and even though I was somewhat removed from the scene, the noise was incredible, and I took a step back. The roar of something in the sky captured my attention, an object that was large and metallic. It passed overhead with an ear-splitting sound. “What is that?”

	My download told me it was a jet, a vehicle that conveyed passengers through the air. Amazing. Times had certainly changed. I went to the window once more. My hearing was enhanced, and shouts, screams, orders, and epithets hit my ears all at once, confusing me as much as the jet had. From the ground came a shout. “Look at that! I want her.”

	It took a second to register, and then I realized that they were talking about me. I was bare-ass naked and standing in front of a window. While I wasn’t ashamed of being naked, being naked in front of voyeurs was another matter.

	Hastily, I shut the drapes and went through my apartment checking out each and every piece of furniture and item that this Paige had owned. My bedroom had a circular bed, two dressers full of clothing—I found a bathrobe and threw it on—and another cabinet had shoes and boots of every style imaginable.

	A separate room down a narrow hallway housed a shower, toilet. Yet another room had what my implanted knowledge called a washing machine. Quite a change from handwashing clothes and hanging them up on a line to dry.

	Speaking of clothes, a check through one of Paige’s closets revealed a tangle of smelly clothes, underclothes, and shoes and boots. Whoever this Paige had been, she was no housekeeper.

	However, that could wait for now. I needed to know more about this neighborhood. In time, I’d find out more about who this Paige person really was.

	I went into the main room, noting the couches, easy-chairs, and something that my new data called a television set with something else called a remote control. Everything looked modern and expensive. Instructions swirled around my brain and told me how to work the remote control, so I tentatively pressed the power button, and an image appeared of a woman standing outside a large glass building.

	“What is this?” My voice came out hushed. “It’s like... a window into somewhere.”

	In all my lives, I’d never seen anything like this. Long ago, people would have called this sorcery, but it was simply modern technology. All the same, it was amazing. Each button I pressed showed another picture of something else, something different.

	Two little children dancing in full-body, brightly-colored clothing appeared, singing some song about playing nicely with others. Others wearing the same clothing soon joined them, and I wondered if they’d ingested some strange food. I’d done that once as Anek, in my first life. I’d seen visions that were both wondrous as well as terrifying.

	A different channel showed animals eating vegetables and making happy, squeaking noises. They were small and furry and cute, and my download told me that they were guinea pigs.

	One more click showed a young couple standing outside a glass structure. It was raining, and they held devices that kept the water from getting them wet... umbrellas, yes, that was the word. In one of my lives, they used a different term—parasols. That was in France.

	France? Yes... I’d once lived there, around three hundred years ago. At any rate, the lettering at the bottom said that the place was Munich, Germany. I knew where that was, but I’d never been there in any of my lives, not that I could remember.

	Flicking through the channels was fun at first, but then I grew bored, shut off the device, and poked through the closets and furniture. My brain was overloaded with facts and figures. Suffice it to say that modern technology was amazing.

	As for the kitchen area, it was something all metal and leather and modern. Just being there made my stomach growl. Waking up after a century or more of sleep or renewal, or what Vishana termed it, always left me hungry. A stab of knowledge knifed into my head. Find the refrigerator. Look inside. The pain then faded, but the hunger remained.

	Inside, there was a food called yogurt, and also ice cream, which I’d had a few times in my previous life. It was chocolate, very sweet, but I was hungry and needed to eat.

	One of the decent things about reincarnation was that I never had to worry about gaining weight, my looks, or getting badly injured by anything or anyone save Carna. As I sat at the counter on a metal stool, I reflected on my past lives.

	Six times dead. That’s how many times I’d been killed. I was now on my seventh go-around, and I had to win. Those were the rules. Gaps in my memory aside, I thought back to how it all began. My life back then should have been uneventful. It should have been, except for my own ambition, some bad luck, my untimely first death, and meeting Vishana.

	Always Vishana...

	 


Chapter Two: Remembrance and Renewal

	 

	 

	Five-thousand-plus years ago.

	 

	Long ago, before Sumerian culture, long before there were monotheistic religions, there was an animistic religion called Tsher, pronounced T-sure, with the accent on the second syllable, practiced only by a small number of people, no more than a thousand by my estimation, and probably less.

	Back then, many tribes had their own ways of perceiving the world around them. From what I knew, most of them worshipped clay idols and had at least one leader to interpret how things worked. Our tribe, the Tsherim, was one of those groups of people searching for answers and thought that Tsher would provide them.

	Tsher meant Love of all things in the world or words to that effect. We had no priest, no imam, or rabbi, or shaman. My father was one of the oldest members of our group, and when the laws had to be interpreted, many looked to him. Others looked to their own friends or elders, but no one ever questioned the existence of Tsher, and no one ever went against its teachings... until me.

	I’d been born in upper Mesopotamia. The area was situated between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, but our people roamed the area for food freely. While we were nomadic, only a few of our people kept sheep or goats. The rest hunted for wild game, and we never stayed in one area very long. We were people of the land, close to the earth, and looked upon the mysteries of nature with wonder and awe... in other words, we were poor, ignorant, and superstitious.

	While there were urban areas, our tribe’s temperament wasn’t suited to settling down in cities. We feared outsiders and looked upon every other tribe with suspicion, as if they were out to steal our food, animals, or women. It was common back then, and we often battled other tribes over their meager possessions.

	Call that a hardscrabble existence, but that’s how things were. My father—short, stocky, dark-haired, and dark-eyed, with broad features—summed up our beliefs in simple terms. “Our ways are basic, Anek,” he said. “But they are good ways, and we obey the laws of Tsher.”

	Anek—that was my name. I was an only child, short for my age, slender and inquisitive, always searching for something different. Why, I didn’t know, but something in me said that there had to be a better life than the one I led.

	Even my name meant Inquisitive One as I was curious about the world. As a little boy, I’d explore my surroundings, always watched and cared for by the women of our tribe as well as the elderly men who were too infirm to hunt. I’d wrestle with the other boys, and swim where I could with many other children. Those early years were comparatively easy.

	However, when I reached my tenth year, as the son of a respected elder of the tribe, I was expected to do what the adults did. That meant going on the hunt, fishing, looking for berries and edible roots, and, if necessary, fighting. I was schooled in all those areas.

	But I wanted to know more. My life in that tribal community was stultifying. There had to be something more than hunting one day, fishing the next, picking berries, and rooting around in the dirt for vegetables and roots and grubs, the last of which I hated.

	It was an endless cycle of drudgery, one that everyone followed, a mind-numbing, back-breaking lifestyle. Worse, we had no choice in the matter. All the younger men were expected to collect food, kill wild animals, or catch fish. It was either that or go hungry. Hunt from the crack of dawn until sundown, if necessary. No days off for good behavior.

	Only at night did we relax, and even then, we had to worry about sudden attacks from other tribes or wild animals. If we couldn’t find a cave, we built fires and formed them in a large circle to ward off any intruders, man or beast. We slept inside the circle, close to one another, always ready for an attack.

	Caves, though, provided our main resting places, and we always posted armed guards at the entrance, just in case of an intrusion by a rival tribe. But when the nights were clear and warm and the sky was full of stars, I crept outside to lie near the entrance, stared up at the sky, and contemplated the nature of my existence and the part that religion played in it.

	Like most everyone else back then, we knew nothing about the science of the cosmos and even less about the world around us. We only knew that Tsher was central to our existence. Our people had no written language, not even ideograms, as some other tribes used. Everything we knew, everything we learned, had been handed down from father to son and mother to daughter.

	It was through this oral tradition that we learned about our religion’s founder—Murdoku. We learned that his mate was Despona. Together, they’d created our world and everything in it. We were also taught about the various gods that seemingly governed our daily existence.

	“There are gods of the water, the air, the land, the trees, and more. Everything that we see, our actions... they are all guided by Murdoku, our chief god, and his mate, and the gods under him. We are indebted to them for all that they do for us. You would be wise to believe in them and worship them as our tribe does. If you do not, you will end up in Gokijo.”

	Gokijo was our version of Hell. It was said to be a place of eternal torment, one filled with hideous monsters that tore at the flesh of those they’d received. One could not die in Gokijo, for one was already dead. As a child, I’d had nightmares about winding up in Hell, waking up crying, and my mother held me and assured me that if I lived a good and pure life, I’d go to Gokiten, our version of Heaven.

	“You must believe, Anek,” she’d said to me one day, echoing my father’s words. I was seven, then. We sat outside under a withered tree, me idly picking the grass while she cut some vegetables up with a crude knife and then turned to darning some of the animal skins that we wore with a bone needle and an animal’s gut for thread.

	“Why, mother?”

	“Because the gods are always watching.” She put down the cloth and the needle to cast a look at the sky as imploring the gods not to smite us for even daring to ask about their power. “They see us. They know.”

	As a child, I wondered why it was necessary to believe in gods that I could not see or hear. My parents told me about the founders of our religion, but trying to imagine what they looked like was impossible. I had to see in order to make some kind of judgment.

	Other religions had clay idols. They could be seen, they could be touched, and they were tangible. I thought that was the most logical thing to pray to. At that time, so did everyone else.

	But our religion dared to be different. It espoused the belief in the intangible. Other tribes didn’t understand it, saying it was a silly concept to believe in something that no one could see or touch. In all honesty, I felt the same way and mentioned it once to my parents. To say that they were offended was putting it lightly. Both of them, particularly my father, slapped me soundly, saying that I had to believe.

	“Why, Father,” I questioned after I’d received yet another beating for not praying to Murdoku. At night, we all prayed to this invisible god, kneeling and spreading our arms wide in supplication while chanting and looking at the ground.

	“Because,” he replied sharply. “Because you did not pray to him, and your heart is cold and unrelenting.”

	No, he had it all wrong, although he wasn’t wrong about my refusal to pray that night. It was true. I was sixteen at the time, and after my father had beaten me, I slowly got to my feet, in pain and fearful of his wrath as well as possible punishment from the great invisible being that allegedly ruled the cosmos. “Father, I cannot see him, yet you say that he is everywhere.”

	My father glanced fearfully at the sky before leveling me with another shot to my already aching jaw. I hit the ground hard, and at that moment in history, all I’d wanted to do was to cry and then hit back. I did neither.

	“You are to believe, my son,” he’d said in the sternest of all voices. “Gokijo waits for unbelievers. It is said that those who do not believe in our ways end their lives on Earth and go straight to Gokijo where they are tortured for many years, more than I dare to count. That is something I do not want for my son or my wife. Believing in Murdoku with all your heart is something that you must do, what we all must do.”

	He turned his gaze at the sky again, as if imploring those invisible gods to understand his point of view. Silly—that was my first and only thought. However, back then, everyone was ignorant, including my parents.

	No one in my tribe ever believed differently. They couldn’t. They wouldn’t let themselves think another way, and their only answer was that everyone had to believe blindly. Yes, that was it—believe blindly. That was the only answer I ever got.

	At least, it was... until the day I ran away from home. I’d refused to pray yet again, and my father wanted to kill me as a warning to others. No member of the tribe defended me. In fact, many of them begged to be the one to smite the unbeliever.

	Only my mother had interceded at the last second, something that could have meant her death. She did it anyway, perhaps because she loved me. “He is ignorant, my mate,” she’d said to my father and the other tribal members while shielding me with her body. “But hitting him will not make him believe. That is something he must learn for himself.”

	Or not. In many ways, my mother was wiser than my father. She knew that I had the desire to live on my own terms. It was all I wanted, really, so that very night, while everyone else was sleeping, I ran away. I had my spear, carried a water skin and the clothes on my back, and I set off to see the world. Answers lay outside the comfort zone of my tribe, and those were worth searching for.

	Practically speaking, though, I still had to be careful. The ancient world was primitive and dangerous. If a person fell and broke their leg or arm, they were meat for any large predator that came their way. Drowning was another way of going, eating poisonous berries... there were a million ways to die in the wild.

	Chief among those was man, the most dangerous animal of all. Being on my own was exciting, but seeing the world meant avoiding other tribes, hunting for food, killing and skinning animals, hiding out in caves at night, building small fires to cook what I’d killed, and basically living a hermit’s life.

	At first, it was exciting, but it was also lonely. Being alone was no fun. I’d never had many friends my age, and I’d never enjoyed the physical comfort of being with a woman, although I’d certainly thought about it.

	Most

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg





