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PART I

CHAPTER I
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Child of the Boughs 






“PUT HIM OUT IN THE field and let him die.” She could still see the gesture, the hand cutting down like it was a sharp-edge stone. “Are you not small enough?”

Clutching her baby fiercely, Small One said nothing. When there was danger before, she could flee, but now she had the baby. Still, they would have to fight her, and her eyes looked wild. The two males backed down. One could have killed her easily enough, but they chose not to fight a mother. 

“She is a Wild Child herself,” one said. 

“Her child will die anyway,” said the other. “It’s the way of things.”

The young mother backed away and climbed into a tree, her night home. There she trembled, her woven grass skirt shaking. She calmed, then went down and set up sharp sticks around the tree’s base, using half-sticks left by Sharpener. He was not around now. The sticks did not work so well against her own kind. She would have to stay up late and be prepared if they returned. 

She wondered about Sharpener. Should she have put her hopes in him? She once had asked an old woman, who said, “Sharpener is a man of few words, but he does good deeds. Still, it is his nature to roam.” Small One had decided that this was good enough, and she kept her heart with him.

The boy baby had been born early, unable to cling. “You know what happens with that type; they will soon die,” a woman had warned her. “Why risk your life? You will be out in the field—yes, you are fast, but the leopard will race—and you won’t be able to run to safety. You will have to let go of your baby to escape.”

Small One only gripped her child tighter. She had learned to climb trees with her child in hand and place him in boughs. At times, she would leave the baby while she tended to things on the ground. 

Small One was a trapper of birds, setting delicate snares. Her traps were good and caught many. She would not always kill what she caught. She would care for birds who were sick or injured, and they would become her friends. They did not fear being near her, and some even bedded near her night nest. Usually, one or two followed her into the fields. Birds are my food and yet they have become my friends, she wondered.

The others laughed at this foolishness, as a little bird meat did not interest them. “She is but a child herself,” they said, “with one too young to be called a child.” The men might have killed such an infant, but they had not.

Sharpener was a major reason, for he was her friend. Maybe Sharpener would protect her if the time came. Then again, he would be gone for days and might not be there when she needed him. 

The mother knew her baby was not yet a full child, as he was much smaller and more helpless than others. Only his head was large. “He is one of us!” she had protested. The women believed her, but the men shook their heads and did not accept him. 

The child was different in other ways. As he got bigger, he seemed to know the meaning of sounds quicker and make new ones. 

When the men overheard him, they asked, “What words have you given him? How can he be one of us?” 

“I know what he is saying,” his mother defended. ‘Your milk is sweet. The day is bright. I see green.’”

They laughed, but some were not sure. “Can a strange thing be good?” 

“He is my baby. I did not find him,” she answered firmly. That meant she would fight for his life. The doubters, for now, had largely let her be. 

She held him apart, the baby babbling long strings of sounds. “Yes, my baby is not like the others. But he must live!”

Small One knew her child was special, and she held a secret she had told no one. On the third day after he was born, he uttered a new word. It sounded like Manwey. Could that be his secret name? she wondered? But a child does not name itself, so it must mean something else. Could it be a power that would protect him?

The early child, however, helped the mother gain a name. Because she made cradles of tree limbs for her baby, some called her Bough. Before, it had been Small One, or Half-stick for her use of broken spears, and sometimes Wild Child. Yet another name was Trembling One, for she would tremble when the world seemed so much bigger than her. 






It happened as the woman had warned. Bough was out in the field with her child, for she needed to find a plant for her child’s sickness and use a spring to cool its fever. A bird had followed her like one sometimes did.

A great spotted leopard had appeared and started circling. The leopard comes at night, but here is one in the middle of the day! She threw rocks, screamed, and held up her stick. The great cat, three times her size, was not deterred. The leopard’s circle tightened. She spied larger rocks—she could run fast and hide in a small opening. But she could not make it with her baby. She backed away slowly.

Small One walked, laden with the child in her arms, and the leopard took it for weakness. As she moved toward the rocks, the leopard approached more directly. The leopard will kill me before I can reach safety. I must think of something else.

But Bough did not know what to do. She could not leave the child behind, and there were no stones to throw. There wasn’t anything to do but to raise her stick and keep backing away. 

Acting as if wounded, her bird friend tried to distract the leopard. The cat snapped at the bird, then ignored it. The leopard was impatient; his eyes flashed. Bough, with all her will, fought off the impulse to flee. 

Suddenly, a pack of wolves appeared. The leopard startled, then turned and left. I’m saved from the leopard, but I am left to wolves! The pack paused, considered her. The wolves were not hungry, and Bough made no movement to provoke them. She did her best to show no fear, crossing her arms and holding her stick firmly with her baby behind her. 

The lead wolf threw a long look her way and did not sense fear. He had encountered humans before and knew that sticks could cause wounds. But in the end, the wolves were not hungry, and they moved on. Two wolves lingered, but the lead wolf yapped his command.

After they passed, Bough collapsed, her trembling released. It was luck; it was chance the wolves had come! She had used all her strength to stand without shaking. Her bird friend came by her side, but she was too weak to get up.

The sun was setting when Sharpener found her, still faintly trembling. “Why are you laying here?” he demanded to know. “Do you not know the dangers of an open field?” He cast his gaze about and saw the leopard and wolf tracks. He wondered how she had survived, then answered an unasked question. “I saw your bird. He came back without you. Your child was not in the tree.” 

Small One summoned her strength and sat up, smiling. He had called her baby a child, the first male to do so. 

Sharpener saw the smile. “Yes, I know you made him a Child. I know too, that he is a New One. Where did you find him?”

He knew the baby was hers, but he said this to distract her from trembling.

“It came from me!” Bough protested, and she stood up with a sudden fierceness. “Yet, I know he is not just from me.”

“Who then?” asked Sharpener. “From the clouds? One of your bird friends?” 

Bough did not answer. This was the most of late that Sharpener had talked to her, and one of the few times he teased her. She sensed Sharpener knew more. He was the only man who had been with her, so maybe he worked this magic. 

But even if the child came just from herself, Bough knew she needed protection from a male. Sharpener was the only one who visited her with kindness. She held out the baby for him to hold, but he refused, putting his hand out. Yet when the baby reached out for him, he accepted him for a brief time. Yes, he has held the baby, she thought. He has claimed it as his! No one will bother us now. But Sharpener will still roam, and how long he will stay away she did not know. 






The time came sooner than she feared. For two full moons, Sharpener was gone, and she realized that he might never come back. It seemed something must have happened, and what little protection she had for the baby was gone. The other men called her Small One again, and she sensed a male would soon try to claim her. What could be done? For the first thing the man would do would be to toss her child out of the tree. 

Bough hid as much as she could, spending time in her tree home, trying to think of an answer. There was none. Her best hope was the return of Sharpener. He will not stay away much longer, she thought. Did he not go into the field to find me when he saw my bird? Did he not call my baby a child? And did he not hold him? He will come back to him. But she feared he could be dead. Despite his strength and sharpened stick, a wild animal could have killed him. Or worse, he could have run into a band of Fierce Ones.... Bough trembled and sobbed.

Her baby was a child, although still unnamed. If only Sharpener had given him a name, she could have used it before the others. The baby cried, not a full cry, and moved his head to the side. She fed him. “What is your name?” she asked. “You said a new word soon after you were born. Is Manwey your name, or will it be another new word?”

Bough decided she must give a name to the child herself. Yet, she could not think of one that would truly fit the child. His name will come in time, she thought. For now, he is an Early Child. But that must remain hidden, for it does not show strength. She must discover a name to share with others, lest they think less of getting rid of an unnamed one.






The taunts became worse, and Small One sensed that not even a name could save the child. There was another thing she could do. She could flee with the child. But to leave the group and be on her own would likely be death. 

A man named White Hair, the oldest among them, sensed something. He had seen much and knew things before they happened. Bough had not gone to him for help, for he was too old to protect her. This time, he came to her. 

“Things have changed for you,” he began. 

How does he know? she wondered. She had said nothing.

White Hair asked to see her child and placed his hand on his head. “Know this is a New One. Your best hope is to find others with ones like him. The baby must find his own kind, for in time, he will die if he stays here. Go east, toward the morning sun. Wolf People with New Ones are that way.”

“What is a New One?” she asked, starting to tremble. 

“What can I say? They are different and they are the same. They begin weak and become strong in a new way. I have seen others like them, but most have died. Sometimes, they are left on the Offering Hill; sometimes they survive hidden. You must find other New Ones, or at least Half-ones to protect him. But Half-ones are few, and fewer still are those willing to help. I would go with you, but I am too old.” 

“How do you know this? Are you a New One?” 

“Come to me again, and I will tell you more.”

But she did not go to White Hair, for something happened to Bough early the next morning. By the watering place—she had just stepped away from washing—a male picked up her baby and hung him upside down, dangling him over the water. The baby wailed. Bough shrieked and went into a fury. She attacked the male.

The man batted her to the ground and laughed, wiping scratches on his face. The baby thrashed in the water, and Bough fished him out. “I forget the mother is a Wild One,” he said. She braced herself for another blow, but she was lucky. The male’s name was Laughter. Another male would have killed her and dashed the baby to death.    

The baby had lived this time, but the thing that happened was bad. Bough realized she could not stop herself from fighting a male if he threatened her child. It would happen again, for males were lingering by her tree. They would not be doing this if Sharpener had not been away for so long. White Hair was right. She must leave. 

Bough went to her tree and made her plan. The next morning she would take three things: a sharp stick, a cutting stone, and a gourd for water.

She left before dawn, after the night leopard had passed. The baby was strangely quiet. Somehow, he knew, too, that a perilous journey had begun. 
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CHAPTER II
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Hill of Offerings






SENSING HER CHANCES were small, Bough wiped tears from her face. The baby had become heavy, and she needed to rest. The stick and the baby were too heavy together, yet she kept carrying both.

Stopping in the open was risky. A predator might see them and know they were weak. She was always looking for places to hide, for when night falls, she must be in a protected place. 

She was in a land of giants. A black hawk, half as large as her, landed nearby. If she had not thrust and swung her stick, the hawk would have taken her baby. Her bird friend still followed her. What could it have done? 

Bough hungered, yet her breasts stayed filled for the baby. She would die before they emptied. It was the way of things. Yet she must live, if her baby was to live.

She killed her bird friend and ate it. Tears fell from her eyes. She had asked the bird for its life. The bird had trusted her and came into her hand. That was the one rule now: My child and I must live! 

“Things have changed. A new time is coming,” White Hair had said. Yes, I need to learn to kill larger animals. I must become like a male and hunt. Yet am I not a mother? Her life had become strange. Bough remembered the words of the old woman who had tended to her son’s birth. “Ah, I have not seen one in some time, an Early Child!” she had pronounced, “How could you have one, you who are a child yourself!” The old woman became sad. “I have seen many like this die.” And she gave the baby back to Bough. 

Later, Bough had asked her, “How do I protect him?”

“Find a male and protect the Early Child with sharp sticks. It may not be enough. Males come and go.”

“What if there is no male? Tell me what more I can do.” 

The woman considered. “There is yet another thing. If you find yourself and your baby unprotected, put earth on his head and hold him up to the sky. Ask the powers to protect him. Say, ‘He is yours!’ He will become a Child of the Elements. Know that he will not just be your child, for the Elements will have a claim on him. But they will help him survive.”

“No, he will be my child only!” Bough had said, clutching the baby. 

She remembered the woman smiling and wondered how the Elements could claim her child. There were powers everywhere; she felt them. They could come in a sudden fury, or they could be present on a lazy day. 






Night fell, and she was lucky. Among rocks, she found a narrow cleft in which they could bed. This time, she had found a place. But what of tomorrow? One day, her luck would run out, and she would not find a protected place. She knew this, but what could she do? Her only hope was to find the New Ones soon. 

Bough retreated deeper into the opening and thought back to earlier times. She had trusted, stayed still, and the danger would pass. It was luck so far and some of her doing. Yet luck was luck; it might or might not be. Luck might miss one time, and that would be enough to die. 

Morning came and Bough saw an unusual pattern of birds. She heard a distant howl. Wolves were not far away. The sky was overcast and looked angry. It did not bode well. The baby was silent, his eyes wide open. 

Small One set out and came upon a piece of luck. She found an old deer carcass and rubbed herself on it. The odor of death would help hide her. She threw up, and the baby cried. Yes, her ways had changed. She would do things she would not have done before. 

The sky darkened, and wind swelled up. It would rain. Bough had come to a long flat place far from any stands of trees or outcrops of rocks. There was no shelter. The death smell made her sick again. The baby began crying, sensing things were wrong.

A small herd of antelope passed in a line, and later the shadowy shapes of two lions. She quieted the baby and lay still on the ground like one dead. The lions passed, for she had the protection of the death smell.

Bough came to a stream and cleaned some. Hooves and paw prints marked the stream bank. She would have to leave soon, for dangerous animals would be coming. Following the stream, she came to where it narrowed and became rocky stretches where there were no tracks. Upending stones, she ate worms and larvae.

Bough sensed something wrong. She fled from the water. She did not see the danger. Maybe she had made it up. Still, she ran, sensing danger.

A light rain started. She was in an open field. In the distance ahead, a solitary hill was crowned with rocks. She headed toward it, cradling her baby. Somehow she moved fast, even with the baby, and she realized she had left her stick behind. Bough suddenly saw two lions to the right: the danger. But they were downwind and did not smell her. They were playing in the rain. Bough ran toward the hill. There might be a cave among the rocks, she thought.

When wolf howls sounded from the hill ahead of her, she stopped in her tracks. She had made a mistake and run toward wolves. Caught between lions and wolves, she and the baby would die.

What could she do? The only thing she could think to do was to stop and be still. She cried silently and tried to hold back the trembling.

The rain fell harder, and there was distant thunder. Lightning flashed. It came to her, a thing she had
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