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DEDICATION

For Gary. Thank you for filling my life with music.
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ONE

The day is so new, it’s barely day at all. Yet we are already far out on the blue water, gliding under the blue sky. The first rays of the sun paint long stripes of light on the surface. I watch that light—watch it shimmer and ripple until the movement makes my head swim.

Either the movement or my nerves. Or maybe both.

That’s the kind of day this will be—a day of movement and nerves.

I wriggle in my seat, unable to relax. I go back to the moment I last saw Kol, standing on the edge of the sea. I can see his warm eyes, his half smile. I remember every detail of that last good-bye—that last time he said my name and kissed my lips. I can still feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. I hold that image in my mind as the oarsmen stab at the water, bringing me farther and farther north, closer and closer to that very same strip of shoreline.

Bringing me back to Kol.

I wish I could get comfortable. This canoe is so narrow I feel the rock of every wave in the pit of my stomach. My clothes are new and stiff—each place where the hides of my tunic and pants touch me, they rub against my skin. At the back of my neck, in my left armpit, against my right hip bone and the backs of both knees. I have no one to blame but myself, of course, since these clothes are the products of my own hands, made from my own designs. But though I may have bold ideas for intricate patterns of dark and light—the brown of caribou stitched to the tan of sealskin stitched to the gray of otter—I am not always the most patient of tailors. I do not always take the extra time to make sure the fit is perfect. The design on the front of my tunic may draw praise, but no one would want to spend a long day wrapped in this discomfort.

Though that’s exactly what I must do today.

This morning, as soon as I was dressed, I visited Ela’s hut. I don’t ask many people for their opinions, but Ela is one of our clan’s healers, and I trust her. She had not yet seen the new tunic; this was the first I’d shown it to anyone besides my sisters. “It’s supposed to suggest a meadow,” I said. “The golden grass bending and turning in the wind . . .”

“Yes, it looks just like that, Mya.” She smiled, the sort of smile that belongs to a girl with a secret.

“What?”

“I just never thought I’d see you looking so much like a bride.”

“This is not the tunic of a bride,” I said.

“Not yet.” She laughed, and I shoved her, and I laughed, too.

She was right, of course. These are the clothes of a girl coming for a betrothal. If a promise of marriage is made, this betrothal tunic will be enhanced, and even more pieces of light and dark will be worked in. It will become even more ornate. . . .

It will become the tunic of a bride.

A wave tosses and lifts the canoe as I think of this—as I let myself imagine for just a moment a wedding to Kol—and my stomach flips as I brace myself against the sides of the boat. This trip to the Manu camp would feel long on the calmest sea, but today, on these choppy waves, it will feel like it goes on for days.

Before I left Ela’s hut, I sat on her bed, held very still, and let her do my hair. Her hands are the hands of a healer—hands blessed by the Divine. Pulling my hair up and away from my face, her fingers quickly divided sections of strands. She wove tiny ivory beads into a fan of small braids that met at the crown of my head.

“The beads stand out like stars in a night sky,” she said, smiling at the product of her work.

Now, out here on the water, I let my own fingers trace the beads in my hair. They are so similar to the beads that are strung on either side of my ivory pendant—the symbol of the Bosha clan I inherited from my mother.

Will my own daughter one day wear a pendant of bone, as I did when I was a girl?

I glance at the coastline. Short, stunted trees dot the cliffs, thinned out by the cold wind that even here, south of the mountains, begins to sting my cheeks. I think of Kol, somewhere on the other side of those mountains, and my head swims again. This time I cannot blame the movement of the boat or the light reflecting on the sea.

This time I can blame only my nerves.

Where are you at this moment? I wonder. Are you out in the meadow—the meadow that inspired the design on my tunic? Will you recognize your meadow when you see these clothes?

In front of me in the canoe sits my sister Seeri. Like me, she wears ornate clothes, and her hair is carefully styled, but on her, these things look less out of place. From her clothes to her hair to her easy smile, Seeri is so effortlessly charming. So different from me. But then, she’s not the oldest girl. She didn’t have to take on as much responsibility when our mother died.

But I don’t begrudge Seeri her lack of responsibility or envy her charm. I’m happy for her, just as I know she’s happy for me. This visit to the Manu camp will change both our lives.

This trip is so different from the first I made to Kol’s camp, when I wore my simple hunting parka, the parka that had once belonged to my mother. When my brother, my sister, and I each paddled, sharing the work in one canoe. For this trip, with its more formal purpose, rowers have been employed—two to paddle this boat, and two to paddle the other. The second boat carries my brother Chev, High Elder of our clan, and my twelve-year-old sister, Lees. Her clothes are plain—this trip is not for her—but at least she is coming along. Chev had planned at first to leave her home, but she had pleaded and cried and pleaded some more, until he’d given in.

“How can you keep me away when my sisters are becoming betrothed?” she’d whined, and he’d acquiesced. He’d admitted that this visit was important enough for all of us to attend.

True enough, but I suspect Lees has another motive. By coming along on this trip, she will get to see the boy she hopes one day will be her own betrothed—Kol’s youngest brother, Roon.

The spray from the waves grows colder as we press farther and farther north, and I look back over my shoulder at the boat that carries Chev and Lees, a few oar strokes behind. Chev’s head is down, leaning into the wind, but Lees’s eyes are raised, fixed on the ice-capped mountains that rise ahead of us, her lips curled into a smile, oblivious to the knife within the wind.

Or perhaps welcoming it, as it signals that we are drawing closer to our destination.

I wish I could welcome it, too. I wish I could welcome the cold and the wind, and all the other small signs that announce that I will soon see the Manu. A part of me does welcome it. Of course I’m anxious to see Kol’s clan—to see Kol’s family—but I am not anxious to be seen. I know that one glance at me will reveal my intentions, and I shrink at the thought of my private hopes displayed so publicly.

He already knows, I tell myself. It’s no secret how you feel. And though I know this is true, it feels much more like a secret when it’s whispered between a boy and a girl lying in the grass.

This will be much more public. Everyone will know my desires. I will have no secrets left.

As the shoreline bends to the west, the coast changes. Tree-dotted cliffs transform into bare bluffs of rock. Farther ahead, waterfalls of ice—blue in the bright sunlight—spill into the sea.

The sun is almost directly overhead—our shadows are tucked up tightly beneath us, the shining water seeming to give its own light—when the Manu camp comes into view. The southern point of the bay, an ominous mass of rocks and ice, passes to our right, and we leave the open water behind as we enter the shallows. The oars beat in unison, suddenly so much faster than they’ve beaten all day, or so it seems. My heart quickens, too. Tiny silver fish race by in the sun-heated water just beneath the surface, and I feel their wriggling motion in the pit of my stomach.

People stand at the shore, watching us come. There are only two. We draw closer, and I recognize Kol’s brother Roon and his mother.

Our boat comes into shore first, and Roon hurries to the side of the canoe to offer a hand to Seeri. As he helps her step out, the boat pitches hard from left to right, and I grab the sides. The rower at the front—Evet, an elder of our clan who has known me all my life—jumps into the water and quickly offers his hand. I smile, taking hold of his outstretched arm with both hands as I steady myself and the rocking boat. “You’re fine,” he whispers. His wife, Niki, the rower at the rear, is suddenly beside me, holding the boat still to allow me to step out.

My face flushes with heat. I can usually trust my own legs to hold me up, my own feet to find steady ground beneath me. What is it about this day—this moment—that makes me so unsure?

As I grab my spear and climb up onto shore, my eyes meet the eyes of Kol’s mother, Mala, and I know the answer to my question. The edges of her face soften when her gaze falls on me. She reaches out her hand, and I take it, expecting her to haul me up the steep bank. Instead, she pulls me into an embrace.

My body goes stiff in her arms. When was the last time a woman—not a girl—held me in this way? Was it my own mother? No, it was Ela’s mother, right before she died, too, a year after mine.

“Kol told me about the battle in your camp, and how strong you were,” Mala says against my ear. Her breath is warm, and the tension in my shoulders melts a bit as I slump ever so slightly against her. “He told me how you’d faced injury so bravely, how you’d tried to save Lo.” Goose bumps rise on my arms and at the back of my neck. “I’m proud of you, Mya, and I’m so glad you’re safe.”

A memory shivers across my skin. A memory of my mother’s voice. She is saying, “I’m proud of you,” as she draws me into her arms.

Kol’s mother pulls back, holding me at arm’s length. Her eyes sweep over me, taking in the patterned tunic, the crisp newness of my pants, gliding over my face to linger on the beads in my hair. Her lips soften, smooth into a smile. Her eyes move to mine, and they touch something at my core.

I know she sees right into me, to the meaning of everything on the surface, to the secret in my heart. Not just that I’m here to be betrothed, but that I want to be betrothed. That I want to be betrothed to her son. She looks at me and I am known. More known than I’ve been in so long.

I lean away, just far enough that she loses her grip on my arms, and I drop my eyes. Kol’s mother has seen into me, to a place I’m not ready to show. Not to her. Maybe not even to Kol.

Not yet.

Anger flares up in me like a flame—anger at myself for my selfishness. For my unwillingness to share myself. Kol gave me everything. He wanted me. He gave me the security and confidence of knowing I was wanted.

And I gave so little back.

But I’ve resolved to change that. I told Kol I trust him, and I do. And I want more. I want trust and everything else.

Beyond Kol’s mother’s shoulder, the path that leads to the camp is empty. I hear no shouts of greeting, no feet hurrying down the trail.

“They’re hunting,” Mala says. I notice all at once that my brother and sisters are behind me. Chev has just asked about Arem, Kol’s father. “They left early this morning, and we’re now past midday, so I’m sure they will be returning to join us soon.”

Something inside me lurches sideways at the thought of this disparity—Kol out hunting, running, working with his wits and his weapons, while I stand here, expectant, dressed in these stiff, formal clothes, holding a spear like an ornament instead of a weapon.

I’m broken from my thoughts by the movement of the others up the path. Seeri gives my arm a small squeeze as she passes, and when I look into her face she beams as if a light burns inside her. I need to try to be more like her. Relaxed. Trusting. Willing to let people see that there’s light and heat in me, too.

I told Kol I trusted him the day of Lo’s burial, lying next to him in the grass, his cool hand on my back, his warm lips on mine. That memory never leaves me. If only the trust I felt that day could be just as constant.

We travel in a quick procession up the slope to the center of camp, to the meeting place. The whole clan is out, readying the midday meal, and everyone jumps to their feet, calling to us, offering us each a place to sit and food to eat.

If they notice my clothing, my hair, all the hints to my purpose in coming here, they make nothing of it. The meal is mussels and roasted lupine roots, and the portions—though far from skimpy—are not robust. My mat is far lighter than at any other meal I’ve shared with this clan. My thoughts go to Kol and the hunting party, as I realize the pressure they must feel.

After we eat, Lees helps Roon gather empty mats before the two of them disappear into the kitchen. Good for them, I think, envying the lack of notice they enjoy. Chev seems oblivious to the preference they clearly show each other. Instead, he is caught up in speaking with Mala and other elders—Mala’s sister, Ama, who brought in the shellfish, and a man I believe to be the High Elder’s brother.

As they talk, the clan goes back to their tasks. Two boys sit down with Urar, the Manu healer, to help him sort sharply fragrant herbs. A group of women twist stalks of stinging nettle into twine. Mala talks and smiles, smiles and talks, but her eyes move frequently to the shadows of the huts, measuring their progress along the ground. The wind shifts, from a gentle sea breeze to gusts coming down from the east, and she shivers, even though it is far from cold. Her sister, Ama, moves to sit beside her, leaning close and saying something into her ear.

When the sun is hanging over the tops of the spindly trees that stand out in silhouette across the ridge to the west, my brother finally goes quiet. Mala’s mouth draws down at the corners. Her eyes have darkened.

“We’ll go and look for them,” my brother says. “They do not know that we are here, so they take their time. We will go call them home, and help them bring in the kill.”

“I should come to lead the way,” Kol’s mother says, turning in the place where she sits on a large stone beside the unlit hearth, looking over her shoulder toward the meadow as if she might have heard something. I look up too, but the only new sound is the call of geese passing overhead. There is nothing new to see but the even strokes of their wings.

“No need,” says Chev. “You should wait here, in case they return by another route. I’m sure we remember the way into the hills since the last time we hunted with your clan.”

Kol’s mother falls silent. The chorus of conversation of those scattered around the meeting place goes quiet too.

How can any of us remember that hunting trip and not remember the saber-toothed cat that I killed, the cat that threatened to kill Kol? How can we think about any hunting trip between our two clans and not think of death?

We move quickly, and before the sun has brushed the tops of the trees on the ridge, Seeri, Chev, and I are ready to hike north into the meadow, then east into the hills. Lees and Roon will stay here. They are not too young to face the risks of hunting—Lees has hunted many times at home—but perhaps too young to come along on a trip such as this one, with so much uncertainty about what we might find. No one says this, of course, but everyone thinks it—probably even Lees and Roon.

I raise my hand to shield my eyes as I look back at them—Mala, Lees, and Roon—and the wind rattles the ivory beads in my hair. I had forgotten they were there. My hand moves to touch them, to trace over Ela’s handiwork, and Lees lifts her hand and waves.

Roon waves too, and my mind catches on the sight of them, standing side by side. A thought leaps to me as I hurry to catch up to Seeri, who strides behind my brother up the sloping path.

Do not think of it, I tell myself. Do not open a flap in the roof and let such a thought blow in. And yet the thought is there.

Of the three of us—me, Seeri, and Lees—Lees is the only one who is certain to see the boy she came to see.





TWO

We take the trail we walked with Kol’s parents, on that morning not long ago when the three of us arrived, uninvited, on the Manu’s shore. The day we hiked to the meadow to meet Kol and his brother Pek.

The day I first saw Kol and first learned his name.

We hike in silence, except for the birds that nest in the grass, fluttering into flight as we shuffle by. When we are well away from camp the rising ground levels off, the north wind blows hard against our faces, and the tall grass mixes with wildflowers.

We’ve reached the meadow, and Kol is everywhere.

I imagine I see him as he was on that morning when we first arrived, the morning my heart overflowed with insult and contempt. He stood with Pek, watching us approach, and I felt his assessing gaze.

Or so I thought.

That day, I saw Kol and his whole clan as enemies—enemies of my heart and of my mind. I squint into the wind, and I see him in my memory as if he is standing there now.

How little I understood Kol that day.

Chev hesitates, looks east toward the mountains, and rolls his spear in his hand. Absentmindedly, Seeri does the same.

“Stay alert,” Chev says. But we were all here that day. We all saw the cat I killed, and we all remember the danger.

We turn, following a faint track where feet have crossed into the hills. My eyes scan the sky and I notice fast-moving clouds, blowing down from beyond the snowcapped peaks in the northeast, turning the placid blue into something ominous and wild. I drop my eyes, not wanting to think what kind of sign these clouds might be. Instead, I watch our shadows move over the flowers under our feet—purple, blue, and white—and search their blooms for honeybees.

By the time we reach the gravel path that winds up into the foothills, I haven’t seen a single one. Too cold, I think, as the wind swirls my hair around my shoulders.

We climb, hiking higher as the gravel underfoot turns to stone, then to slabs. The path twists as it winds around tall, jutting walls of rock. We arrive at the boulders that form a gate to the alpine meadow where we found the mammoth herd that day. Looking in, the field is as it was—windswept and lush—and the pool where the two streams meet remains wide and still. At its edge, caribou and elk graze between tall sedges.

But we find no mammoths and no hunting party.

Chev continues up the trail, and we follow without comment. I do not always like to let my brother lead—in fact, I rarely do—but today I’m happy to lag behind. I dread each new step forward, not knowing what might be found around each turn.

I can think of many things that might detain a hunting party. None of them are good.

We climb higher for a while, but then the path turns down, descending to a pass into a narrow canyon—a canyon surrounded on all sides by tall crags of steeply rising rock. The walls soar so high, and the sun in the west sits so low, a blanket of shadow covers the canyon floor. Standing above on the sunlit pass, looking down into the walled canyon, it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the contrast. Slowly, shapes separate from shadows, and I recognize what I see.

Inside the canyon, their backs to the towers of stone, stand the members of the hunting party—Arem, Pek . . . Kol. And between the three of them and us, blocking their escape to the pass, stands a herd of mammoths. They hold still, as still as the rocks that rise behind the hunters.

I count ten mammoths in all.

Our vantage point is lit by the sideways beams of the evening sun, stretching our shadows toward the canyon like the fingers of a reaching hand. A hand reaching through the pass that forms the only route of retreat—the only way of escape. The mammoths are all attentive, all threatening, all waiting expectantly for the quick move, the sudden sound, the provocation that will send them surging forward to crush the cornered hunters.

The fingers of our shadows disappear into the gloomy light on the canyon floor, and I wonder if Kol and the others even know we’re here. I don’t dare call Kol’s name or even raise an arm to attract his eye. Seeri and Chev hover beside me, as motionless as the mammoths.

Six humans, ten beasts. Sixteen hearts beating. And yet the only motion is overhead. The clouds race by, and a buzzard, anticipating, circles high in the sky.

The danger of Kol’s situation sets a wide distance between us, so that he feels remote and far off, though in reality he is close enough that I can see his face clearly. The three of them are framed in light above the shade as if they wade in murky water. I notice the angle of Kol’s body, one shoulder pointing in the direction of the pass, ready to block his brother Pek, just a few paces to his right, from an advancing mammoth.

What good could that possibly do? What help could flesh and bones offer against a charging mammoth?

My foot slides as I shift my weight forward. A stone rolls out from beneath my heel and skitters along the gravel of the pass, sending small pebbles tumbling over a steep drop to my right. A long moment of silence is followed by the rattle of rocks against rock far below. The sound echoes against the canyon walls.

I hold my breath. A dark shape traces across the ground—the slanted shadow of the circling bird. He is expectant, ready, as we all are. I listen as the pebbles fall, each one a voice calling No! No! No!

And then the voices hush. Nothing else stirs. The mammoths hold their places like silent sentries.

The shadow of the bird sweeps across me, and I see Kol move.

His head tips back, ever so slightly, and he raises his eyes.

He sees me. I am revealed to him. Here, in this moment of held breath, of balance between life and death. I stand in the sharp light of the sun’s clarifying rays, in my ornate tunic, my stiff, new pants, my dark braids woven with ivory beads.

He sees me, and I am known to him.

My heartbeat trips on the thought, but before it can tumble out of control, something in Kol’s gaze catches me and sets me right again.

It’s not that he smiles, though he does smile. But it’s more than that. Something passes over his face—the opposite of the wildness of the fast-moving clouds and the ominous shade cast by the bird. Something like peace passes over his face, where there was nothing but wariness there before.

And that peace, just for a moment, comes back to me. For just a moment, it crowds out dread and fear.

I shudder. What would be worse? I ask myself. We’ve seen each other, and we’ve understood. Would it have been better to have never been seen at all?

As the sun drops lower and lower behind us, the wait—this painful, dread-laden wait—goes on. The darkness on the canyon floor deepens. Perception shifts. My eyes become unsure. Is that movement? Yes, yes. Pek, closest to the pass, has slid, almost imperceptibly, nearer. A step. A step. He comes closer, his feet pressing down softly on the gravel beneath them, his body rising higher, out of the shade and into the slanting light.

He is almost in the pass. If he were to run, he might make it out before they had him under their feet.

My gaze floats over the mammoths. There is movement there, too—the swish of a tail, the flick of an ear. A huge dark head tilts sideways, and an eye turns toward Pek before returning to the two gray shapes against the gray rock wall—Kol and his father.

At the back of the herd—closer to the pass, closer to Pek—a trunk rises. Then another. The sun catches two bright white tusks tilted toward the sky. Two spears in the light. The other mammoths listen, their ears alert. Will there be a signal? Is this the moment?

The tusks dip back into shadow. Not yet, the mammoth seems to say. But stay vigilant.

When my focus returns to Kol, he has moved.

He’s come closer.

Cloaked in that moment of unbearable frailty, he took a chance. When the slightest shift might have sent the balance crashing into pieces, he let fear and danger serve him as a distraction.

Like Pek, he has reached the bottom slope of the pass. He’s climbed high enough that his shoulders are now in the sunlight, his dark eyes squinting over a restless, tense smile—a smile sprung from the satisfaction of having achieved this small victory. He has gained a degree of safety, and yet the posture of the mammoths has not changed. Not yet.

But as I watch, changes take shape. Slowly, slowly. There are subtle shifts—the angle of a broad back, the turn of a head, the stomp of a foot.

Movement—small but meaningful movement—ripples across the herd. A few feet shuffle under the strain. Not a strain of fatigue, but of impatience—an impatience born out of inaction. Mammoths are active. Though these stand still, they are full of action. Ponderous, potential action.

My eyes shift to Kol’s face. If a moment ago he felt a bit of satisfaction at his progress, that satisfaction is already gone. His teeth clench. His gaze presses on his father, and his hand rises, as he slowly, carefully, fans the air in a circle in front of his chest, bidding his father to come.

Come on, I think. Follow your sons. Move toward the pass.

He takes the first step, his first tenuous step toward escape. A slow slide of his foot.

I do not raise my eyes to the clouds. I do not look for the shadow of the buzzard. I do not need to. I know.

Everything—on the ground, in the air, far away beyond the camp in the bay—everything is still. The clouds could not possibly roll, the waves on the sea could not possibly stir while Kol’s father edges his foot toward the pass. The sun does not sink. The wind does not blow. I do not breathe.

But then one mammoth takes a step—a hurried, urgent step forward—and motion returns. The clouds shiver in the sky, the buzzard swoops low, diving into the canyon, and I draw a deep breath. One mammoth tramples the rock beneath his feet, and nine mammoths watch him, the hides of their backs twitching.

My eyes go to Kol’s father. He knows that the rules have changed. Motion has broken through, and he will make it his tool. In short even steps, he advances. He is steady, unwavering, full of authority. The mammoth whose feet had shown such impatience a moment ago reverts to his rigid posture. All eyes—ours and theirs—fix on Arem as he takes certain, measured strides.

The soft hides of his boots crush the gravel underfoot, and a low whisper of assent rises from the ground. Yes, yes, yes. Twilight sends the shade of the canyon ever higher up the walls, but he is rising, too. Soon he has climbed to the foot of the gravel pass. Thin streaks of evening sun touch the top of his head, glowing blue in his black hair. He walks with his back to us—keeping his eyes on the mammoths as he draws away from them and moves closer to his sons—but as he climbs he throws a quick glance over his shoulder and meets Kol’s eyes.

And something happens.

Beyond Arem, down in the canyon, the mammoth at the front of the herd lifts his tusks, spreads his ears, and lunges forward. A burst of sound flies from his raised trunk.

Stillness reigns as the echo grows and fades. And then everything moves.

Everything moves.

And everything . . .

Everything . . .

Everything changes.





THREE

The stillness dissolves like a snowflake on water.

As one, the mammoths turn and rush toward us, their feet carrying massive and twitching bodies over the ground. Chev, Seeri, and I clamber over the jagged boulders that border the pass, struggling to get out of the way.

As I climb higher I look behind me, my eyes sweeping the lower end of the pass. Pek scrambles onto the slabs opposite me, out of danger. Farther below I see Kol, and behind him—not far, maybe an arm’s length away—his father.

At the foot of the pass, shadows ripple like water. Everything—the ground, the sky, the sun itself—trembles with the motion of the herd.

Kol does not slow, but he turns. I see him reach back, his hand open for his father. He expects him to take his hand.

I watch. He is there. He is running right behind Kol.

A sound knifes through me—a violent breaking of rocks.

I see Kol, his hand out, his head raised as he shouts to his father—and then the place he stands is washed out by a swiftly flowing current of broad backs and tusks and raised trunks. The herd runs by like a river, raging and churning after a storm.

And then the river runs dry. The mammoths are gone. Only the whisper of falling dust remains.

From my perch above the pass, movement catches my eye. A hand slides out from under deep shadows and broken rocks—Kol’s hand. The same hand I’d seen him stretching out behind him toward his father.

He pulls himself up, and all I see of him is the top of his head. Even through the gloomy shade, I see his hair turning crimson as it fills with blood. I hear a voice call out his name—my own voice. I hurry down over the rocks, but before I can reach him, he’s on his feet, stumbling forward.

He moves only three steps before he drops to the ground. I think he must have collapsed—light-headed from blood loss, or maybe something worse. I rush to him, and when I reach his side—when I drop to my knees at the spot where he fell—I realize that things are much worse.

Much, much worse.

Bright red blood runs in the gray dust. It pools, dark and thick, in a rut, cut into the ground beside a long, shallow ditch.

And in that shallow ditch at the edge of the pass, beside a trampled and shattered spear, lies a trampled and shattered body.

The body of Arem, the High Elder of the Manu.

The body of Kol’s father.

Kol leans over him, takes his head in his hands, and tries to raise him up. Words tumble from his lips. “Don’t worry. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you. I’ll take care of you.” Cradling his head, he pulls him to his chest. Blood flows like water over Kol’s hands. If he notices, he doesn’t let it show.

He rocks his father against his chest, and I realize he has no hope of saving him, and he knows it. He knows it is too late. His only hope now is to comfort his father as he goes.

He eases himself onto the ground beside the place where his father lies, still cradling him in his arms. For a short time, both chests heave, both men gulp in air. Both backs stiffen against the hard, cold ground.

But then Arem’s hands slide from the places where they cling to Kol, his arms dropping into the dirt. His back softens and his chest stills.

But not Kol’s. Kol’s chest heaves as he lets the lifeless body of his father slide from his arms. He does not get up, but stays where he is, stretched out beside his father. He is in no hurry to leave his father’s side. Instead, he lays his own head on his father’s chest, and weeps.

Time passes, but the sun remains, squatting on the horizon. Its rays hug the ground, drawing the shadows of mountains from the smallest of rocks. This is the time of year when the sun dips below the horizon only in the middle of each night, when the Divine leaves the Land Above the Sky to feed its fire in preparation for its next trek into day.

I stand with Chev and Seeri, at least twenty paces from Kol, his brother, and his father. The body of his father. They’ve asked us to wait, to give them time.

So we wait.

As the sun sinks, its warmth flees, and a torrent of cold sweeps over the ground. It seeps through my tunic. Without the protection of the parka I would normally wear on a hunt, it soaks right into my bones. My teeth clench but still they chatter, rattling in my head.

The sun is half hidden behind the western hills when Kol and his brother get to their feet and remove their parkas. A shiver runs through me as I watch Kol, stripped from the waist up, crouch and slide his parka under his father’s shoulders. Pek slides his own under his hips. When they tie the sleeves, they have fashioned a sling to carry the body home. Before they lift it, Kol runs both hands through his hair, shaking his head as if to clear it. Drops of blood splatter his bare chest, and his hands, still stained with his father’s blood, are wet again, this time with his own.

At last, he turns toward me. His eyes are red-rimmed and damp. “Could you help me?” he asks.

Biting my bottom lip to hold in a sob, I nod. “Of course.”

Kol squats at my feet and lets me look at the gash on the top of his head. Blood cakes his hair into clumps, but using water from my own waterskin, I rinse it away, careful not to let any drip onto his bare skin. It takes almost all the water I have before I can see the cut in his scalp. “It’s not bad,” I say. I let out a deep breath, relieved to see that this injury shouldn’t need any special care. “The cut’s a bit jagged but not long—maybe the length of my thumb. And not deep.”

“Thank you,” Kol says, but the words fracture and become a groan as he straightens to his feet. His left knee buckles, and he clutches my arm and holds on to keep from falling.

Looking down at his leg, I notice blood running from the hem of his pant leg and over his boot. Dirt mixes with it, forming a sticky dark mud. “Let me look at your leg,” I say, but Kol steps away.

“It’s fine.”

“Kol—”

“There’s no time right now. When we get back to camp I’ll look at it—I’ll let Urar look at it—but there’s not enough time to worry about that now.”

I want to argue, but I don’t. He’s right. Especially about Urar. Kol needs a healer, and the sooner we return to camp, the better. Kol and Pek need to get back into parkas. The cold air stirs and I notice Kol is trembling. Seeri and Pek stand huddled together, her arms around him for warmth.

“Can I help carry him?” my brother asks. He stands away from us, closer to the body. His voice sounds strange, like I’d almost forgotten he was here. Chev usually doesn’t stay quiet for so long, but I can tell by the look on his face that he isn’t sure what to say.

“No, but thank you,” Kol says. “Pek and I can manage.”

The two brothers lift their father’s body in the makeshift sling, and Kol nods for us to follow. Like this, they lead us out of the foothills. We walk in single file, Kol and Pek carrying their father’s body at the head of the line. Arem’s legs hang down, but his head is wrapped in the hood of Kol’s parka. The laces are pulled tight and wound around Kol’s hand in such a way that his father’s head is supported by the sling.

I think of Kol attending to this detail, tying the laces beneath his father’s chin, and my throat closes so tight, I can’t swallow.

We reach the Manu camp after the sun has fully set and the sky is the blue-black of a summer night. Most of the clan is still awake, shadows huddled in the meeting place with Mala, but while we are still too far away to be clearly seen, she hurries to Kol and Pek’s side. It’s too dark to see her face, but I know when I hear the cry come from her throat that she knows what Kol and Pek carry. She knows her husband is dead.

The body is placed in the center of the meeting place, and everyone from Kol’s clan crowds around. The fire burning in the central hearth had nearly gone out, but Urar adds kindling to help it grow. Kol’s uncle carries wood out from the kitchen—this fire will burn throughout the night. Pek emerges from his family’s hut wrapped in a clean parka and heads right to Seeri’s side. Chev joins Lees and Roon among the mourners. I find myself alone, listening and watching from the edge of things. I hear Pek, Chev, Seeri—their voices overlap as questions swirl through the crowd. It’s only when he touches my hand that I realize Kol is not with them.

“I don’t want to bother Urar,” Kol says. My hand burns where he touches me, though his fingers are cold. He hasn’t pulled on a parka yet, and I notice the hairs on his neck standing up in the cold light from the fire. His breath mists the air. Through the din of voices, the healer’s voice stands out. He’s offering a chanted prayer over the body. Kol’s icy fingers wrap around my hand and tug me toward him. “There’s not much light, but could you come look at my knee? If you could clean the wound—”

“Yes,” I say.

He drops his eyes, and I feel like there’s something else he wants to say, but he doesn’t. He pushes through the bear hide that drapes across the doorway to his hut, pulling me in behind him.





FOUR

He’s right. There’s not much light. An open vent in the wall that faces the fire lets in a shimmer of gold that dances across the hides that form the ceiling. In the center of the room, a wick of moss burns in a shallow stone lamp filled with seal oil.

The light from the flame explores Kol’s skin, illuminating first the lines of his stomach, then the curve of his upper arms. “Are you warm enough?” I ask, all at once aware of my eyes tracing the light’s path across his body.

“I will be,” he says, reaching for a parka that hangs from a notch in the central post. Immediately I recognize it.

“That’s the one I made for you.”

“From the cat you killed when you saved me.”

“Kol . . .” Shame burns in my cheeks. How many times have I let myself feel superior because I killed the cat that threatened Kol? As if I’d shown him some great courtesy. “Anyone would have done that,” I say. “You would have done it for me.”

“I would have,” he answers. “I wish I had.”

Outside, a drumbeat starts. A chorus of voices takes up a low, dark melody. The whole Manu clan is singing a song of mourning. “You should be out there—”

“I know. I will be,” Kol says, sliding his arms into the sleeves and wrapping the cat’s warm fur around him. He drops onto a pile of pelts that make up one of the beds. “But I need your help first. I need to get the pieces out—”

His voice cuts off, replaced by a sharp inhale of breath as he tugs his ruined left pant leg up over his knee, revealing wide gashes pocked and wedged with fragments of broken rock. Clotted blood—not dry but thick and moist—covers everything like a layer of red algae.

“This . . . this . . . You need your healer. This is too much for me.”

“It’s all right. I’ll ask Urar to look at it in the morning. But right now, I just need someone to clean it.”

He exhales a long sigh, rolling back onto the bed. His eyes squeeze shut as he sucks in breath through his teeth, then lets it roll out as a groan. “I can’t interrupt Urar right now,” he says, his voice tight with pain. “And I can’t let my mother see this. She’s been through too much. My father . . .”

That’s all he gets out before his voice breaks.

“Kol,” I say. “I’ll clean this. Of course I will.”

I get up, searching in the dark for the tools I’ll need. I find a waterskin on a hook by the door. Kol tells me to look in his pack for a soft, thin piece of well-worked hide to use to wipe away the blood. I work slowly, and as I do, Kol’s body relaxes. His limbs stretch, uncoiling, tension dissolving. His eyes close.

“It’s not over yet,” I say, easing my knife from my belt. “I need to pick the small pieces out with this.”

“I’ve been through worse before. When Urar and Ela cleaned the wounds from that saber-toothed cat. Remember?”

“I could never forget that,” I say. I leave out that I thought he would die that day.

“Besides, I know you won’t hurt me.”

But I will hurt him. Though I begin to suspect that Kol won’t mind, because he’d rather lie here and have me dig gravel from his knee with a sharp knife than join the mourners outside. Not because he didn’t love his father, but because he did.

I know how he feels. I understand the desire to draw away from people when you’ve lost someone, to refuse to let anyone help.

Even with the lamp set right next to his leg, it’s difficult to see the gashes. They split the skin across his knee, gaping open with the slightest movement. In places, the skin stretches and swells around bits of rock wedged into the wounds. These must come out.

I slide the tip of my knife into the first cut, and Kol stiffens. Blood pours around the blade. Twisting it no more than I must, I work a chunk of rock about the size of a child’s tooth out from under his skin. His fingers dig into my shoulder, but he doesn’t make a sound.

“That was the first one—”

“I’m fine—”

“There are several more—”

“I’ll be all right. I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine.” He quiets, and I think he may be listening to the voices of the singers coming from the other side of the wall. The drum continues, joined by a rattle made of beads attached to a wooden rod, but I don’t hear the flute that Kol’s brother plays.

“Is Kesh not here?”

“He’s at the Bosha camp, with Shava and her mother.”

“So he doesn’t know yet.”

“I’ll go in the morning and tell him,” he says.

I work another piece of stone loose, and Kol winces. The song ends and another one begins. This one is sung by a single female voice.

“That’s my mother,” Kol says. He lets his eyes fall closed and turns his head toward the wall, though I’m not sure if he is turning toward the sound or turning away from me. I set to work on the next piece of stone. It comes out quickly—a tiny bead—almost like the beads of ivory in my hair. I start on the next one, but it’s wedged more deeply in Kol’s flesh. So much blood flows from the wound, it’s impossible to see. I blot his skin. I can feel the fragment of rock move beneath my fingertips. Gently, I work it free.

“When my own father died,” I say, speaking in a quiet voice that I hope will soothe him, “I was almost twelve years old. Old enough to know what death was. To understand the permanence of it,” I say. I pause, looking for clues from Kol as to how he feels about me talking like this. He doesn’t answer, so I go on. “I loved my father, but I was fortunate. I have an older brother. Chev slid easily into the father role in my life. He looked after me in the same way my father always had. He still does.”

Kol’s mother’s voice rises as the words of the song plead with the Divine to show favor to the one who died, to give him a comfortable hut beside a hunting ground rich with game. The melody is so sad, I feel the weight of Mala’s grief pressing down on my chest. My hands still.

The song ends, and Kol turns toward me. The light of the lamp catches in his eyes, but they stay dim and cold.

“But when my mother died,” I say, swallowing hard, forcing myself to continue, “that was different. I felt like I’d died, too. I didn’t feel sad. I felt empty. And I didn’t want anyone to try to change that. I wanted the emptiness. I cherished it like it was something solid. It was proof that she had been there. I wanted the pain so I wouldn’t forget.”

Another song begins, this one in unison like the first. “To your land, to your land,” the chorus repeats. “Bring him safely to your land.” I think I hear the voices of Chev and Seeri joining in.

Kol sits up and raises my hand to his lips. His fingers are still cold, but his mouth against my skin is warm. “I’m sorry for what happened to your mother—”

“That’s not why I’m telling you this. I’m telling you this because I don’t want you to do what I did. I shut everyone out after my mother died. Partly because I needed to be strong for my sisters. Partly because I didn’t want to share even the smallest piece of my grief with anyone else—I wanted to keep it all to myself. But shutting all that pain inside let it eat away at me. It chewed at my heart until I felt like my heart was gone.”

Kol raises his eyes to meet mine. “But your heart isn’t gone.”

My breath catches in my throat. “No, it’s not. But it almost was. Don’t let that happen to you. Don’t hold yourself apart from the people who love you. The people you love.”

There’s an emptiness in Kol’s eyes, and I know I’m right.
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