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       			 			FIRST NIGHT: RIVER MOUTH CAMP


      Haizea said:

      Bakars disappearance was my first loss. Its also where this story begins. If my brother Bakar hadnt gone, we wouldnt all be sitting here now. And you two boys  listen to me, both of you! If Bakar hadnt been lost, you two would never have become brothers. You might never even have known each other. And the lives of all us  of all the Auk People  would have unfolded differently. But I cant even begin to think about that. No one can undo the threads of a story once theyre tied together. Not even the spirits can do that.

      I was still a child. But I remember very well that terrible winter my family spent alone at River Mouth Camp.

      There were only six of us at River Mouth Camp before Baker went away in Yellow Leaf Moon. We became six again when my sister Alaia gave birth to Esti. After Esti was born we stayed on at River Mouth Camp, even though wed been hunting there all winter. We were walking further every day to get enough dead wood for our fire. Alaia and I always managed to fill our baskets, but we couldnt get enough meat. Only Amets could hunt, now that my brother was gone. Amets has never failed us, but you all know it takes more than one man to feed a family well all winter. Once wed finished the hazelnuts and acorns and lily-seeds, we had to dig for roots more often. We got reed-root from the marshes. Alaia and I pulled lily-roots out of the freezing mud at the bottom of the hill-loch: its worst when you have to break the ice before you can wade in.

      My mother kept going away. She didnt seem to want to be with us any more. She wouldnt tell us where shed been.

      In the Moon of Rushes the rest of us wanted to move on. Winter no longer held us; the wind from the High Sun Sky smelt of the coming spring. But now we were afraid my mother wouldnt go with us. We still didnt know what had happened to Bakar. That was the worst winter I ever spent. In the end we stayed at River Mouth Camp until just before Auk Moon. It seemed so long! I thought about running away. I knew how to find my cousins Camp. Id only been there by boat, but I thought if I walked down the shores of the Long Strait I couldnt possibly get lost. It would only have taken me two or three days  If Esti hadnt come I think I would have run away. But that winter Esti gave us something to be happy about, in spite of everything.

      I think I was angry with my mother for not being there  I dont know. I certainly never thought of her going Go-Between.

      I thought Go-Betweens were terrifying, distant men who spoke to the Animals about the Hunt. How could Go-Betweens be anything to do with my mother? I couldnt understand what was happening. None of us did. At least  maybe Alaia and Amets guessed, but I never heard them speak about it. My father  I think my father  My father was the wisest man I ever knew. He understood everything. But he knew how to be silent too. He never spoke to me about it.

      Alaia said:

      And so my mother became Go-Between.

      I realise now that it started when Bakar was lost. I didnt understand at first what was happening. It was only when Esti was born that Nekan really began to change. When my daughter was born I lost my mother  thats what Nekan becoming Go-Between did to me.

      Esti was born in Thaw Moon. We had hardly any meat. Haizea told you how we chopped and ground lily-roots every day, and baked them in the ashes. We were getting mussels and crabs and limpets, wading into the cold sea at slack tide to pick them off the rocks underwater. Two nights before Esti was born the traps were full of lobsters. We roasted them in ashes of oakwood until the blue shells turned red. It was a good enough feast for Thaw Moon, and maybe it gave Esti the strength to come into the world. She took all night to come. Amets and my father  as you know, his name isnt in the world now  had gone hunting upriver. We were alone in the winter house  just me and my mother and Haizea, and the sound of the River. The River sings many songs at River Mouth Camp, sometimes loud and angry, and sometimes in the gentlest of whispers. On the night of Estis birth the River sang with its whole throat. It told of snow melting in the hills, of water under the earth stirring deep roots, of white water filling empty streambeds, of overflowing banks and flooded marshes. In Thaw Moon the River sings of its own strength, and its death for People or Animals to meddle with it.

      When Esti arrived no one recognised her. I knew who my mother hoped it would be, though she hadnt said anything about it. My mother didnt hide her disappointment when she saw that my baby was a girl. Haizea cut the cord with her own knife. Its good when the youngest does that. It makes a bond, and its right for a child to have someone younger than her own mother bonded to her. There were barely ten Years between Haizea and Esti, and see what came of it: theyve never let anyone part them. Haizea never thought that Esti should be anyone other than who she is.

      My little girl lay across my stomach whimpering, taking her first breaths into her new body. I wanted to reach for her, but I knew what had to happen first. Haizea and I waited, and the little one twitched and breathed against my skin. At last my mother took the baby in her hands and turned her over. I watched my mothers face in the firelight. She looked into my babys eyes. A pine log flared in the hearth. Outside the rain fell softly. I could see Nekan didnt recognise my daughter. All she said was, The child says, I am not him. I am not him. And so my Esti brought grief with her, because she wasnt the one my mother had hoped for.

      My daughter had no name for two days. You mothers, youll know what those two days were like for me. If she hadnt been recognised on the third day wed have had to cast her out. Amets and my father had not returned. The wind howled and gusts of sleet blew in from the sea. Between the showers the Sun came out, but it was pale and filled with water. I couldnt go beyond the threshold because I had my baby in a sling. I dared not take her under the open sky when she had no name. My mother didnt look into her eyes again.

      And then, just before sunset, the men returned. I heard voices outside: my mothers, Amets, my fathers, Amets again. Then Amets came into the winter house. He handed his wet cloak to Haizea, and looked across at me. Id been sewing a foxfur into the back of my tunic to make a carrying pouch for the baby against my skin. Id laid the fur down to feed the child, and when Amets came in I was holding her naked against my shoulder. I thought Amets might be angry that I was making preparations for my baby even though she had no name. Amets met my eyes.

      He took his daughter from my arms. She lay still between his hands. He looked into her eyes. She felt safe. Amets said to his little daughter, I didnt recognise you at first, grandmother. I last saw you long ago, far away under the Sunless Sky. You are Esti. Youve come again to bring sweetness into our lives.

      Because Amets recognised his daughter she was able to live. As the days grew longer she grew with them. Shed always be a newcomer among the Auk People because she had a name that was new to us. But she was welcome, just as Amets was welcome when he came to Gathering Camp looking for a wife. And now Esti is a name belonging to our family as well.

      But all the while my mother was becoming Go-Between and I was losing her.

      I hated it. But if she hadnt, I dont think you Auk People would be sitting round this fire listening to us now. Thats why this story were telling you is so important. Listen, and youll hear how fiercely the spirits tested the Auk People. Youll see how close we came to being broken apart for ever.

      But when my mother went Go-Between it was hard. Usually women who live to be grandmothers want to help with a new baby. Itsaso, youre always complaining that your mother wants to help too much! I think youre lucky. Even a woman who doesnt like her daughter often wants to love her grandchild. My mother became more distant than ever. Even if she was present in body she was often far away from us. And sometimes even in the body she had to travel, so we saw little of her.

      Haizea said:

      I think Amets should speak next.

      Everyone knows Amets, of course! But perhaps some of you younger ones dont know how Amets came into our family. Amets came to us from the Seal People under the Sunless Sky. He met my sister Alaia at Gathering Camp. Amets could have found a place in any family among the Auk People where there was a daughter looking for a man! Lots of Auk men wanted my sister too, but it was Amets, the stranger, who finally got her.

      Alaias hair is thick and curly like mine, only, as you can see, mine is the colour of dead grass while hers gleams like the seaweed forests that shine gold in the Sun at low tide. While I was as skinny as a stick, Alaia was all curves  but for all she seemed a soft armful, I can tell you she was hard to please! If her face is good to look at, why then so must mine be, because women always say how alike we are. Men used to make fools of themselves just looking at Alaia. Shed look back at them out of those clear blue eyes, pitiless as the sky at noon in the middle of a drought. Except when she smiled  only I never saw her smiling at any men. But then, I was too young to go to High Clearing Camp. Thats where she found Amets. She brought him straight back to our hearth at Gathering Camp. She didnt ask anyone; she just brought him. And hes been in this family ever since.

      Amets said:

      I last hunted with my wifes brother Bakar at River Mouth Camp, three Moons before my daughter Esti was born. We left Gathering Camp at the beginning of Yellow Leaf Moon. The Sun was getting old, but he wasnt tired yet. It was mild when we arrived at River Mouth Camp. A circle of hills shelters it from all the winds. For those of you whove not seen it, our River flows down through many little gorges into a wide valley where it winds among the marshes, always heading for the Sunless Sky, until it reaches the salt flats and open water. River Mouth Camp lies on dry ground at the foot of a craggy hillock. Every Year we clear the saplings from the top of Lookout Hill so we can see out over the marshes, through the Narrows to the Open Sea, and the islets off Sand Island.

      There were still plenty of berries, hazelnuts and crab-apples when we arrived. Thered been a lot of rain, and on our first day the womens baskets were overflowing with every kind of mushroom. It looked as if we were going to live well. Our family was very small  too small  but I was looking forward to hunting with Bakar through the winter. We needed meat to store and furs for our winter clothes. He and I planned to hunt in the hills, as much as the Winter would let us, between Swan Moon and Moon of Rushes. The best hunting grounds I know for winter pelts arent far from River Mouth Camp, and you can trap small Birds and Animals from River Mouth Camp itself. That was just as well because I had to stay close to home after Bakar was gone, and yet I also had to get enough furs to clothe the whole family. My wifes father said we should never let River Mouth Camp go out of our hands because the hunting was so good. He was right, and Ive kept my word to him.

      Bakar and I had hunted together for a Year and two Moons. Haizea just told you how I took his sister Alaia when I first came to the Auk Peoples Gathering, and after that I went with her family. I come from the Seal People under the Sunless Sky, but I couldnt find a girl there  Id plenty of cousins but not one that was far-off enough. Though Bakar and I first met as strangers, by now we knew each other well. We trusted each other.

      Two days after we got to River Mouth Camp Bakar and I set off before dawn. We took spears and knives, a bark-rope to make a trap and a basket of broken mushrooms. We left the marshes behind us and turned towards the Morning Sun Sky. We climbed through oak-woods, and followed the course of a small stream rushing to join our own River. We had my dog  the one who came into Alaias family with me  he was a great hunter. Hed soon made himself the leader, but now he was getting old, and wasnt so fast any more. We had Bakars good dog, two bitches who were reliable and a young dog in training. First we went to the marshy pond where the pigs wallow to see if there were any around. Sometimes when we arrive at River Mouth Camp the wolves are in our hunting territory and the pigs have gone inland to get away. The wolves always retreat when we come back with our dogs.

      Above River Mouth Camp theres a hollow like two hands cupped together where the trees begin to thin. It holds a shallow lochan in its palm. Some pigs had drunk at the lochan the day before. We followed the path theyd made. Three sows had passed that way, heading uphill, yesterday afternoon, with a couple of half-grown piglets. The boars tracks were fresher; hed come down to the pool in the evening, and gone back a little later. We found a good place for a trap under an overhanging birch tree. We hung the noose across the path, and fixed the weighted rope to the branch. I scattered the mushrooms Id brought as bait. Then we went on very quietly, taking the pigs path uphill, the old dog leading. The path led over rocky broken ground, crossing swollen streams and bright mosses.

      We came to a clearing. Saplings were shooting up in the light where an old birch had fallen. Brown fungi grew out of the dead tree, and it was all overgrown with brambles and old mans beard. Flies danced in the patch of sunlight. We skirted the thicket, following the pig path.

      The lead dog barked.

      The other dogs cocked their heads  so! The thicket was still.

      When the first dog barks to the stillness, he barks to wake the sleeping Animal  thats when the Hunt begins. In one heartbeat we all wake to the Hunt at once: dogs, men and the still-hidden Animal.

      That dog was the bravest dog I ever had. He knew what was in that thicket  he could smell it plainly. If Id known what he knew, Id have hesitated  this wasnt one of the great hunts of Deer Moon. This was just Bakar and me, and a hand-full of dogs. But that brave dog of mine never held back. As soon as I raised my hand  like this  he ran round the thicket to flush the pigs out. Bakars dog and the two bitches followed. I kept the young dog with me. I didnt trust him. One to the left and one to the right, with the thicket before us, Bakar and I crept in close  like this  spears ready. Bakar whistled. The dogs barked. They pushed into the thicket. A pig crashed in the brambles. The dogs barked, but kept their distance. The thicket swayed and rustled. I balanced my spear. We crouched, waiting. The brambles parted.

      It was the boar. Not a sow. A full-grown boar  this big!

      The boar rushed out. My heart was in my throat. And there was my brave dog coming up behind  like this!  lashing out at the boar as he rushed towards me. That wily boar suddenly twisted in his tracks. My dog was too slow. The boar had him by the throat. He let go and tossed him high into the air. I ran forward. My dog yelped when the tusk pierced him. He hit the ground and lay still. The boar charged me, head lowered. I jumped out of his way, and before he could turn I thrust my spear.

      My aim was true. I caught him under the shoulder. My spear went deep.

      Bakar ran to the twisting boar. He thrust his spear in below the other shoulder. Three brave dogs began to bite, tearing at the hide. The young dog ran round us, barking. The rest of us held on. We kept on holding. The boar writhed and fought. The blood from his wound ran down my spear and into the earth. The shaft slid in my hands, leaping up and down as if it were alive. The ground under our feet was slippery with blood and mud. We held on. We held fast, and slowly, very slowly, the great boar died. He thrashed and lay still, and together Bakar and I let our spears drop before the dead weight broke them.

      We eased our spears out of the boars flesh. The dogs licked up the blood round our feet. The barbed point of Bakars spear was broken, snapped into three pieces by the boars straining muscles. Bakar shrugged and said, So theres work for tomorrow, as if I needed it.

      I went to my old dog and rolled him over. His body was limp, and there was a great wound in his stomach where the boar had gored him. The soul had gone out of his eyes. The other dogs watched, tails down.

      Bakar and I put our hands into the wounds wed made, and smeared each other with the hot blood. We cupped our hands where the blood flowed, and drank. The Boars spirit was with us, and our hearts were his.

      I took embers from my pouch, unrolled the damp moss and blew sparks on shavings of birchbark. While I got our fire going, Bakar slit the boar down the belly-line and pulled the guts aside. He cut out the liver and heart. We cut strips, held them in the flame to seal the blood, then wolfed them down. We threw the lungs to the dogs. The hunt had made us hungry, but as soon as we ate, the life-warmth of the Boar flowed into our veins and made us strong.

      Bakar knew I grieved for my dog. He helped me weave a platform out of saplings and lay the dog high off the ground where the spirits would find him. We did that as if he were a man, because I knew the soul of that brave dog would wish to be among People, just as his life with me had been.

      Bakar cut another sapling and we lashed the boar to it. It had taken less than half a morning to walk uphill to the Boars Thicket, but it took from before midday until sunset to carry the dead boar back to River Mouth Camp. Although it was downhill, we had to rest often. We changed places, and shifted the weight from one shoulder to the other. He was as great a boar as two men alone could kill, let alone carry, but that day Bakar and I did both.

      When we got back, the women had known  though how you women always seem to know these things is beyond me  to line the pit and heat stones in the fire. The dogs ran ahead, barking our success. The women came out to meet us. They noticed at once that my dog was missing. Alaia cried out, wanting to know what had happened to him. We took no notice. To tell the truth I doubt if we could have carried our load another step, but we wouldnt show weakness in front of the women. So we marched right up to the fire without speaking, and dumped the dead boar beside it.

      Alaia glanced at me once, and didnt say another word about my dog, then or ever. Alaia is a good woman.

      Bakar looked at the cooking pit and the hot stones waiting in the embers, and scowled. So you thought someone would bring back meat, did you? Ah well, youre sadly mistaken, as you see. All weve got is this puny bit of a pig for you. That wont do you much good.

      Ah well, Alaia grinned back at him, thats very sad. But I think if you scrape the bottom of the cooking pit you might find some old limpets. You must be hungry for your supper, after such a disappointing day.

      Not so hungry as your man here. I had nothing to do but carry the pole. That was easy, because as you see all we had was this poor half-starved pig. But you should know it was your man who caught it on his spear first. Not that Im jealous, since theres hardly enough meat to flavour a limpet, now I get a chance to look at it. Are you going to take first cut, Amets, or are you too ashamed of this small days work to set your knife to it?

      I smiled. Ill conquer my shame, I said. But admit its your shame too, Bakar. Because I think that little needle-prick on the other side is your work. If we can call it work. These women might have made a better job of it, but they wont say so, because theyre too kind. Isnt that right? I was addressing Alaia, but I could see Haizea giggling at her side. I was fond of her, but of course I couldnt speak to my wifes little sister directly. You wont shame us by pointing out what a miserable supper weve brought back for you, will you?

      Haizea giggled. I dont mind eating it, she said to Bakar. But then there mightnt be any left for you, if I eat all I want!

      So we went on, while Bakar and I laid the boar on its back. Bakar cut away the jaw while I cut the ribs apart. Alaia put the brain and kidneys to roast quickly in the ashes because everyone was hungry. I threw a hind leg to the dogs. Alaia put the hot stones at the bottom of the pit and laid the cut ribs and shoulders over them. Bakar and I hung the rest of the carcass in a tree. Alaia covered her pit with turfs so the meat would roast slowly. It soon began to smell good! One thing about being by ourselves at River Mouth Camp: we didnt have to give any of our meat away. That night we feasted by firelight while the stars swam towards the Evening Sun Sky, until the first streaks of dawn spread across the Morning Sun Sky. There was Moon enough to eat by, and on a night of plenty, who needs more?

      That was the last hunt, and the last feast, that I shared with my wifes brother Bakar. It was a great boar who gave himself that day. See these tusks  the ones I wear round my neck  these are his. If I spread my fingers wide  see  the long tusk reaches right from my first finger to the fourth. See that mark, thats where his skin came to. Look how worn they are  sharp as an arrowhead! Go on, you can take them if you like  go on, pass them round  I dont wear these tusks because Ive anything to say about my own skill. I did very little that day. I wear them so as to remember my good dog  the bravest dog I ever had. Look! See how the dogs are listening to me! They remember. They know.

      Nekan said:

      My son Bakar went out alone at the end of Yellow Leaf Moon. He wanted to train the young dog, so he left the other dogs behind. He had his bow and nine arrows. No spear. His spear had been broken the day Bakar and Amets killed the boar by the High Lochan. Though hed started to make a new one, he still had to finish the barbs. That last hunt had been worth breaking a spear for! We were very happy that evening when Bakar and Amets came back to River Mouth Camp with the dead boar slung on a pole. We had the cooking pit ready, so they singed the skin at once, butchered the meat by firelight and gave it to us to cook right away.

      After that it rained for three days. We cut up the rest of the boar and hung the strips of meat to dry in the shelter. Bakar and Amets cleaned the boars skull and wedged it into the crook of River Mouth Hazel. We all stopped what we were doing while they told the Boar how wed eaten his meat, and now we were happy because we were his children. Then Alaia and Haizea went back to tending the fire of rotten birch logs that smoked under the drying meat. Bakar walked over Breast Hill to collect pine branches. We have to walk a long way from River Mouth Camp to get pine. He was soaked through when he came back; I hung his leggings and tunic to dry in the meat shelter.

      Bakar propped up the tent flap to make himself a shelter, and squatted under it, wearing nothing but his loincloth while his clothes dried. Raindrops dripped off the door flap and ran down his back. The marks of Auk and Wolf and Bear written across his shoulders gleamed as if they were alive, prowling in the secret hunting lands of a mans dreams. Bakar untied the bundle of pine lengths, chose the straightest, and stripped off the bark. He took a flint core from his pouch and chipped off a new blade. My son nearly always got just the blade he wanted at the first strike  nothing wasted. He flicked out the knife blade hed used for cutting the boar meat, and carefully glued in a new blade. Then he shaved his pine lengths into supple wands; at the tip of each he carved rounded heads. As he finished each bird arrow he balanced it on his finger, testing the weight. He fletched each one with crows feathers. He looked up when Haizea came back, dripping wet, lugging a big eel in a basket.

      Is that my dinner? It looks as if its been in a fight!

      It has. I had to bash its head right in to get it out of the trap. Are you making new arrows? What will you do with the old ones?

      Bakar was always teasing his little sister. But he was kind to her as well, in his way. Now why would you be asking me that? Surely you dont want any? All right  Bakar shook three old arrows out of his quiver  here! You can try to mend them if you like.

      My bow isnt big enough for these arrows.

      Your bow? Whats wrong with a sling?

      Babies use slings and pebbles! I want a proper bow!

      The finest hunters test their skill on slings! Dont let the spirits hear you getting above yourself, Haizea! But Bakar was always soft-hearted. When Haizea trailed away, looking upset  as well she might  he called her back. Here, take the arrows, stupid. You can cut them down to fit your bow.

      When he had made his arrows and re-strung his bow, Bakar went back to mending his broken spear. While he cut the barbs and smoothed them with pumice, I used the rest of the pinewood to make the fire hot, and smothered the eel in the ashes. When it was roasted I pulled it out of the fire and cut it into juicy slices of delicious white meat.

      Eat now while its hot! You can finish binding that afterwards, Bakar. It wont run away!

      Bakar propped his half-mended spear against the Hollow Oak, and laid the leftover piece of antler next to the tent. As soon as the Sun came out Bakar went out with his bow, his six new bird arrows and three flint-tipped arrows. He meant to teach the young dog to retrieve birds. He had his knife at his belt. He was wearing his deerskin tunic and leggings  without any cloak, because the Sun was hot. I filled his pouch with roasted hazelnuts. That was all he had with him.

      He never came back.

      The dog didnt come back either. Yellow Leaf Moon passed, and Swan Moon. The days grew shorter. Day after day I searched for my son. I walked the shores of River Mouth country, and wandered among the marshes. I followed the deer paths through the oaks, and climbed high among birch and juniper. I often climbed our Look-out Hill. I scanned the marshes, and the open water of the estuary beyond. I searched the ridges of the protecting hills that surround our River Mouth. I walked over the hills until I saw the snow-covered cone of Mother Mountain far-off under the High Sun Sky.

      Day after day I, who had always provided so well for my family, brought nothing home. Alaia and Haizea gathered roots, hazelnuts, acorns and mushrooms until Swan Moon. It was they who set the bird traps, collected shellfish and speared flatfish, and dug for roots among the reeds. They cooked the food and roasted the nuts, and fed the men when they got home. My man and Amets hunted small game, and sometimes went after the deer who come down to graze in the marshes when the days grow shorter. No one needed me. Never before had I taken more than I gave.

      Day after day I searched for my son. I slept alone under the stars, and in the mornings my cloak was stiff with frost. I didnt stop to find food, but I felt no hunger. I journeyed far from River Mouth Camp. I followed the shores that faced the Evening Sun Sky. I borrowed a boat and crossed to Cave Island; my sister Hilargis family hadnt seen my son. I followed the shore of Mother Mountain Loch and asked at every Camp I came to. No one had word of my son. I crossed Mother Mountain Island to the shore that faces the Morning Sun Sky, and I walked the coast of Long Strait. None of our kin at any of the winter Camps had seen my son. The tides had washed the sands clean, and I found no trace of him. I turned inland towards the Long Loch. As I wandered among the oaks I found the tracks of deer and pig, bear and beaver, fox, lynx, marten, cat and wolf. But there were no human tracks among them. I never found a trace of Bakar.

      Swan Moon came and went. Now it was Dark Moon. The snow came. The days were too short for travel. I was forced to go back to River Mouth Camp.

      I heard the ring of stone on stone long before I reached our clearing, and when I got there I found Amets using a wedge to split birch logs from the tree the beavers felled, and Alaia, with her big belly, stacking firewood under the shelter. A fresh deer hide, a seal hide and two beaver pelts were stretched on frames to dry. My husband and Haizea were sitting together on a log by the door, their heads bent over some work.

      They all stopped what they were doing when they saw me. My man smiled at me kindly; Amets and Alaia seemed subdued. Only my younger daughter jumped up and hugged me. No one asked about my journey. Haizea has never been able to give her mind to more than one thing at once. She dragged me over to where my man was sitting: Mother, look! See my new bow! I made it! Actually Father helped me make it. We went upriver to find juniper yesterday, and we carved it and greased it with ochre  see! And today we strung it. Now were making arrows  were just gluing the arrowheads. I made the glue myself  look!

      It was warm and dry inside the winter house. While Id been gone theyd stripped the walls back to the bark during a dry spell, and built fresh turfs over it. Amets and Alaia had laid new birchbark round the smoke hole, and lined the inside walls with hides. Haizea had cleared out the old pine twigs and strewn new ones across the floor. She and Alaia had climbed into the hills and brought back juniper to lay under the birch boughs in our sleeping places. The beds on both sides of the hearth were covered with winter furs. Firewood was stacked almost to the roof, and there was even more under the shelter between the oaks outside. Haunches of deer and beaver meat hung from the roof, and a string of saithe dangled in the smoke above the fire. Baskets of reed-roots, lily-roots, roasted hazelnuts and orange earth-mushrooms were lashed to the walls. I saw Alaias hand everywhere. I wanted to praise her, but somehow the words came out wrong. She seemed angry that I should mention her work at all.

      It was the season when an old woman should make herself comfortable by the hearth. I had the promise of Alaias child to rock in my arms before the winter was out. But I cared for none of these things. I was starved with cold and hunger from my long wanderings. Youd think Id be glad of food and shelter and the warmth of the fire.

      But it was all ashes in my mouth, because Bakar was lost, and Id found no trace of him.

      Young men must die.

      When we meet at Gathering Camp theres always news that young men have died. They die at sea when they fish far out; they die hunting bear or boar or a stag in rut; they die in spring when they climb the sea cliffs; they die killing one another. When they kill each other its either because of a woman, or in a brawl at the Gathering. But when Bakar was lost the Gathering was long over and we were all in our winter Camps. There were no women to be had when we were alone at River Mouth Camp, and no groups of young men to goad one another into foolishness. Bakar wouldnt have strayed into another familys hunting grounds from River Mouth Camp. Why should he? There were plenty of Animals where we were, and if he had gone further, why then hed have had to carry the meat all the way back home, and what would have been the point of that? And if others had come into our winter grounds, then surely Id have found signs of them in my wanderings.

      Young men must die.

      But not my son! Every mother thinks that: not my son! Some mothers have sons to spare. My sister Sorn has five sons, and never lost one. I had only one, and hed gone.

      If young men didnt die thered be too many. If some didnt die People would grow dangerous, subject to the violent spirit of youth. Young men must die, just as young Animals must die when we hunt them. If there werent so much death wed all perish, and not be able to come back. Id always known that young men must die. But not my son!

      In Dark Moon, after Bakar was lost, the world grew strange around me. I began to see things that had been hidden  small movements out of the corner of my eye, shadows of other presences. Sometimes I stretched my hand out into the dark, full of longing  for what I didnt know  but whatever it was slipped from under my touch. In every breath I took I heard an echo. The more I strained to hear, the faster it faded away. The chat and clatter of my family grated on me. I couldnt listen  I couldnt watch  I couldnt answer the call I heard so clearly in my dreams. I had to get away from other People. Something new was happening to me. But I never thought  I was only an old woman  the wife of my husband  the mother of my children  what was I, after all? I never  not yet  not then  I never thought, Go-Between.

      Alaia said:

      When Bakar didnt come back, my mother kept going away, often for several nights. She never brought back food or firewood. She grew haggard, and would hardly speak to us. We all mourned Bakar. But my mother made it difficult for us. I felt guilty because I ate and slept. She made me feel I oughtnt to gather food, or scrape hides, or prepare the winter house, or even talk to my father or husband or sister, because Bakar wasnt there. She made me feel as if I oughtnt to be alive.

      I felt as if I didnt have a mother any more. I was afraid of dying. I was pleased  of course I was pleased  that I was carrying Amets baby. The first Year we were together I didnt get pregnant. I was glad when at last I did, but as the winter drew on, and my belly grew bigger, I began to dream about dying. I knew that if Id been the one to die, not Bakar, Id have been like a stone that sinks with scarcely a ripple. Every young mother dreams about death, and sometimes it turns out to be true. I wanted my mother to care about me. Ive known some women whose mothers never left them alone when they were pregnant, always giving advice and bringing in special foods. You remember when Itsaso left her family and went away with her mans People after the Gathering because she couldnt stand her mother fussing over her? Haizea and I never had a problem like that. But when I was waiting for Esti, and my mother was mourning Bakar, I was angry that she didnt seem to care at all about me, or my baby. I even thought that if I died giving birth shed be sorry shed neglected me.

      But I didnt die, and after Esti was born everything else began to happen. Once I had Esti I didnt feel sorry for myself any more. Now, when I think about my feelings that winter, I feel ashamed.

      One day in Dark Moon wed been sitting in the house all morning, close to the fire, while gusts of rain flung themselves against our turf walls. We were passing round a hunk of dried boar meat, slicing off bits with our knives and chewing them slowly. Sometimes, when the meat came round to him, Amets would slice off a particularly meaty bit and toss it over to me. There are some good things about being pregnant! We had plenty of food, so there was no need to go out before the weather cleared. It was about midday when my mother stood up abruptly, took down her foxfur cloak and pulled it tight round her shoulders. Then she lifted the skins that hung down over the doorway and stepped outside.

      Wheres she going now?

      I shrugged. I could no more answer Amets question than he could. Father, I said, itll be dark soon. Shouldnt you stop her?

      Stop her? He was outraged. Alaia, youre speaking of your mother! Have you no respect?

      But you could!

      I? Why would I interfere? For what reason?

      The weather  If she stays out she could die!

      True, said my father. He stared into the fire, still absentmindedly rolling twine against his thigh. A log fell sideways, and small flames began to crackle. My father sighed. He hadnt mentioned his sons name since Bakar left us. Perhaps hed been certain from the beginning that my brothers name had already left this world. And yet my father wasnt known among our People for understanding hidden things. He liked everything to be clear and plain. But I knew him, and I privately thought he noticed more than my mother did. My father had never gone to look for his son. Hed never referred to Bakars absence. Bakar was a grown man. Soon hed have married and left our family anyway. He was free to go where he wished and also, if thats where his path led, free to die without asking permission.

      It worried me that my father would let my mother go just as easily. But when my father withdrew from the talk and stared into the fire like that, there was nothing more I could say. I met Haizeas eyes and saw fear in them. She was only a child. I put my arm round her. Dont worry. Im not going away and nor is Amets. And you know our father will never leave us.

      Haizea whispered, He might not be able to help it, one day.

      It was true that our father was getting old. He was older than our mother. I knew what Haizea was thinking. Even as I put my arm round my little sister I felt the baby kicking inside me. My baby was reminding me that I couldnt make promises either because I mightnt be able to keep them. Theres always danger, and mine was growing very close.

      Suddenly I jumped to my feet. I shouted at my father: My mother has no right to do this! Just because Bakars gone  I was so angry I would name him as if he were a living man  shes no right to inflict her misery on us! Were all sorry! We all miss him! You must be angry with her, Father! You should be! Oh yes, you should be! She makes it seem like you dont care. That youve not lost your son. Oh no, youre not to have lost your son, and I havent lost my brother, and Haizea hasnt lost hers! None of the rest of us is supposed to feel anything! She makes it seem like we dont care, just because we go on living. She ought to care about us! Supposing I die  because I might  I might easily  wheres my mother going to be when I need her? And Haizea needs her? She wont care about us! Or about you either! If she came back and you were dead, and I was dead, she wouldnt care! She

      My father dropped his twine. He stood up and struck me hard across the face.

      I fell back on the piled-up furs, my hand to my cheek.

      Amets looked at my father, and at me. He stood up, and reached for his cloak. Im going to check the traps, he muttered, and turned to the door.

      Let me come with you!

      We all froze. Amets looked at my father. Surely hed interfere in this! Haizea realised what shed done almost before the words were out. She clasped her hands over her mouth in horror. Then she flung herself on the bed, sobbing as if her heart would break. Neither of the men moved. It was I that knelt beside her and put my arm round her. Sweetheart, its all right. No one will punish you. If mother had been here it would never have happened! Well forget it, let it go. I looked at my father and spoke to him firmly, although I was quaking inside. Father, Haizea didnt mean to speak to Amets. Amets is my husband, and I think nothing of it. My sisters upset because Bakars lost, and now her mothers gone too. Thats why she forgot. Shes only little. So be kind and forget, wont you? Wont you?

      I could hear my mothers voice very clearly inside mine, telling my father what he should do. I quailed in my heart, but I stood facing my father, and met his eyes. I knew how my mother stood up to him, and gave as good as she got. She never quailed for any man. When my brother and I were little we used to cower under the furs in our sleeping place as the battle of words stormed over us. And here was I, speaking to my father in my mothers own voice, as if I had her power inside me!

      He must have heard it too, because suddenly he threw back his head and roared with laughter. What a pack of women we have about us, Amets! Where did they learn to order us about like this? How did they get to be so unruly? I hope youll keep your family in better order than Ive been able to do, young man! Look at how my women behave, telling us what to do, and speaking out of turn! Ill come with you to the traps, Amets, and lets hope theyll rest their tongues and do a bit of work for a change while were gone. Or maybe theyve grown too uppity to want to feed us any more!

      Amets grinned, and held back the skins for my father to go out. Before he followed him outside Amets looked back at me, and winked. I knew the wink was for Haizea too, and that when the men came back everything that she and I had said would have been forgiven. I also hoped that, although my father would never refer to the matter again, what Id said to him about my mother would not be entirely forgotten.

      Amets said:

      As the winter Dark slowly gave birth to another Year, I thought about what I should do now Bakar was gone. Next winter, I thought, if Nekan comes back, Im building a separate winter house at River Mouth Camp for my family. Never mind if we have to keep two hearths. Alaia and I will have a child of our own, or so I hope  I stretched my arms up to the spirits even though Id not spoken aloud  if I have Alaia and a child, then Ill certainly build another winter house for us here. And if  if thats not going to happen, and its the worse for me  I could hardly bear to think of it  supposing Alaia is gone and I have to take Haizea  I didnt finish the thought. Already I greatly missed Bakar. My wifes father was a good man, but he was getting old. Bakar had been my friend, but hed been gone too long  three Moons now  for me to hold out any hope for him. Alaia was my woman. I didnt want the child Haizea  if I had to take her I couldnt do anything with her until she was grown, but Id have to feed and clothe her all the same  and I certainly didnt want to be the only young man in the Camp.

      I cant say Id been thinking much about my wifes mother. The days had been quiet without her. Theres little for a man to do in the long dark except sleep, and if his sleep is disturbed  well, maybe thats a sign of too many women in a house.

      One evening we sat by the outside fire. It had been a clear day with the smell of snow in it, and hoar frost glittering on the grass. The bare oaks were black against the sky. Id found a young pig in my trap that morning. Dark fell as we feasted. While I sat chewing the meat off the bone, I thought about everything in a way I never had before. I now belonged to a winter Camp with one old man, my woman and a girl child. If thats how it is next winter, I decided, I wont come back. Even if I have Alaia and a healthy child of my own, I wont come back if Im the only hunting man. Alaia works better than two of most women put together  yes, thats what I thought about my wife then, and I still do. I saw how well Alaia looked after everything even before I took her. In fact thats one of the things  But not the only thing, Ill give my word on that! But this is what I was thinking: My wifes father still brings home meat. He set traps, and he shoots small game. He still fishes from his coracle. But he cant trek far inland after deer or boar, and certainly not bear or wolf. Next winter hell do even less. No, I decided, without Bakar this Camp makes no sense. Before next Gathering Ill speak to my wifes father. Either we bring in others from Alaias family  she has plenty of cousins  or he must find a man for Haizea  one wholl be prepared to wait for Haizea to become a woman in return for having a place in this family.

      If my wifes father says no  He cant say no! It dawned on me that I was now the one whod say how things were to be. If I refused to come back, this family would have to give up River Mouth Camp and let others take it over. Now that Bakar was gone, I was the only hunting man. They couldnt live here  they couldnt go anywhere in fact  without me.

      Now Id started thinking, a host of new ideas crowded into my mind. Unlike some men, I thought, I dont talk a lot about what I can do. I dont need the whole Gathering to tell me I can hunt, or fish, or dance, or make love, or sing or do anything well at all. Ive never fought other men if I could help it. Even when I was a boy I didnt squabble or fight much. Since I took Alaia, and lived in this family, Ive watched them argue but Ive never said much myself. But the fact is, now Bakars gone, Im the one whos in charge here. Of course Ill not shame my wifes father in front of his daughters. Ill show him proper respect, but  this was another new thought  he must know as well as I do how matters stand.

      I glanced at my wifes father, who was splitting the pigs thighbone to suck out the marrow. His eyes were downcast and he seemed absorbed in what he was doing. I was staring at him without realising it. When he suddenly looked up and caught my gaze my eyes dropped at once. Even so Id seen the look he gave me. Old he might be, but his eyes were as piercing as ever. I felt the hot blood redden my cheeks, and hoped it didnt show in the firelight. Because in that look I read that not only did he know exactly what I was thinking, but hed thought of it all himself, long before any of it had occurred to me.

      Nekan said:

      All winter I searched in every place I knew, right to the edges of our hunting grounds. I went down Long Strait beyond Boat Crossing Camp. When I got to my sister Sorns winter Camp the men were away hunting in the hills. But Sorn sees everyone: she told me that no one for far around had seen my son that winter. I realised by now that I wouldnt find Bakar alive, but I needed to know what had happened to him. If only I could know it would be easier, or so I felt.

      The others seemed to have let him go. At first they mourned almost as much as I did, but as the ripples fade and vanish after a fish has leaped into the Sun then disappeared again into deep water, so too did the memories of Bakar fade from the minds of his family. Only I, his mother, never ceased to think of him.

      In Dark Moon the nights become dangerous and powerful and almost swallow up the days. For half a Moon the days were so starved and shrunken it seemed as though they could never recover. Day after day the wind was from the Sunless Sky. Blizzards and hail came down with the wind, and blotted out the weary Sun. For seven nights we saw no stars. On the eighth night the wind died. The snow lay still at last; it had grown so thick it reached almost to the top of the door. Wed piled thick logs across the doorway to keep it out. The clouds died with the wind, and when Amets dug away the snow so that we could step outside everything was quiet. We heard a big branch snap under its weight of snow. The sky blazed with stars.

      I trudged over the frozen snow. Once more I climbed Lookout Hill. I read the shape of the hills in the darkness where there were no stars.

      I looked up at the River of Milk that spurted from the breast of our First Mother  the white River that spans the sky and dims the farthest stars. I saw it as a sandy strand where a man might easily walk. Although the air was freezing I stood staring, and I saw how the stars were as many as the grains of sand on the shore. It was as though the hide of an immense beast had been hooked back from a huge door. Inside a house one can see no further than one can stretch out ones hand and touch. A house holds us close, like children in the womb. But when the hide is lifted from the door you can see across the world to where the sea meets the sky. And sometimes in the winter Moons its the same when you look into the sky: everything is sharp and clear and bright, and there are more stars in the sky than youd ever see on a summer night.

      I looked into the stars, and I saw the shape of my son Bakar. I saw him stand above the River of Milk with his bow over his shoulder and his knife hanging from his belt. Red spirit-lights flickered round his head. His wolfskin cloak streamed across the sky, green as the sea. And I knew that I must search for him in places more different than Id ever dreamed of.

      On every cloudless night after that, I went up Look-out Hill and watched the stars. As the Sun got tired the nights grew strong. One by one new stars peered over the Morning hills, ready to begin their winter journey. Each night they climbed higher before they dropped into the Deep Sea under the Evening Sun Sky. Slowly the Hunter shook himself free of the horizon. Soon the timid Marten followed him, crouching low, ready to run back to his cave before day came and put him out. As the Sun grew weak the dark grew strong. I was glad. Like the winter stars, my journey belonged to the night, and the braver the dark grew the more I welcomed it.

      One day a Dark Moon will come when the nights will swallow the days for ever, and when that happens our world will end. Every person who was ever born must have wondered if the last Dark Moon would come in their lives, but it never has, and now I have travelled far enough to know that there is much more still to come, and many more lives to be lived, before the Sun dies.

      But that winter my eyes were on the dark. The days were an empty waste. I lay in the sleeping place and turned my face to the wall. When my family all danced in the melting snow to greet the light I wouldnt raise my head. They thought I was ill, and so perhaps I was, for what is ill? I dont know if I ate or drank or slept. I only know that slowly the days passed, and each one was far too long.

      Each night, when the dark came, my man lay down in his usual place beside me. I ignored him, and when his breathing told me that he slept I slid from under the thick bearskin and crept away from my family, where they lay in their bed places round the hearth, all fast asleep. I pushed aside the hides that covered the door, and stepped into the freezing night. Did I wrap a fur round me? Did I put on my sealskin boots or my hood? I dont remember. Perhaps I stood under the icy stars with no protection at all. Perhaps not. But the small things we do every day to protect ourselves  the way we take care to be warm and dry in winter, cool in summer  the way we eat when were hungry and drink when were thirsty and sleep when were tired  the way we enjoy and comfort one another  none of these things seemed to matter any more.

      In Thaw Moon Esti was born, and her father recognised her. I should have been very happy to see my daughter a mother and I still as strong as ever, and able to travel as far as I liked. I knew that much of my life still lay before me. Ever since Id seen Bakar outlined in the stars, I knew that the next direction would be new and strange. As the Sun recovered its strength, I did too. I began to go out in daylight again, and to eat and drink with the others. I could see they all hoped that whatever illness had struck me down in Dark Moon had gone away for ever. I knew I hadnt been ill. I came back into the world only for a breathing space. I had to gather my strength for what lay ahead.

      Alaia said:

      Slowly the Sun came back. The days grew longer and milder. Most of the gulls had gone to sea, but we were woken earlier every day by the blackbirds in the thicket, telling us that spring was on its way. Catkins dangled from the hazels; birch twigs took on the purple tinge that promises green leaves. Rising sap filled birch bark and pine bark with the delicious flavours of spring. Celandines lay like stars along our paths, and the trees overhead were filled with song. The oaks were black and bare against blue sky, but even their buds were beginning to swell if you looked closely enough.

      The Marten disappeared below the High Sun Sky, but even though the stars were telling us it was spring the dark still brought the frost with it, and we spent many evenings by the inside fire. One evening, when my mother appeared to be sleeping, my father said to Amets, We wont go to Flint Camp this Year.

      My hands were still. Not go to Flint Camp? Not meet our cousins, and gather flints, and fish for saithe among the islets in the loch, and build big fires with fresh firewood, and feast in the dusk on sea-fish and seal meat? Id been thinking about Flint Camp all through Limpet Moon. Id been holding on until the meltwater spate was over so we could launch the boat and paddle towards the Morning Sun Sky, round Hidden Shelter Point, along the Sunless shore to Flint Camp.

      Id been scraping an otter pelt in the light of the fire. When my father spoke I pressed the soft red fur against my cheek as if that could bring me comfort. Esti lay sleeping; I felt her warm skin against my back. In the silence after my father spoke we heard the rain swishing on the wet ground outside, soaking our already-sodden walls. Daylight filtered in at the smoke hole, mingling with the firelight. The fire ate away at the end of a long oak branch whose cold end stuck out way beyond the hearth circle. The flames licking round the wood sounded like water trickling across the floor. Haizea dropped her scraper, and the bone made a little clunk against one of the hearthstones. With our hearts in our throats we waited for Amets to speak.

      What about firewood? said Amets at last.

      Its spring, said my father. The sea will let us through. You and I can take the big boat along the shore and fill it with wood from further off.

      Amets moved the oak log further into the fire. After a while he said, Weve only three flint cores left. I doubt if theres more than a hand-full of good blades left in them.

      Flint wont go away, said my father. We can get it later. Theres an old Flint Camp at Boat-Hazel River. We can go there and find what we need for now.

      Amets was silent. Then he said, I could get us much more meat at Flint Camp. I wouldnt have to hunt alone.

      We are few, said my father. He held his left hand up with all five fingers spread, and his right forefinger. Thats all. The brown trout are rising already. We can catch those. We can set more eel traps. And if we stay here Alaia and Haizea can still get roots from the marsh. And now the days are longer theres nothing to stop them getting sea-roots from the shore, and more shellfish.

      Amets looked at the ground. I felt my heart beat in my chest, but I couldnt speak. To be eating eels and shellfish and sea-roots right through the Moon of Rushes, when a bare days paddle away our family would all be feasting together, with plenty of meat for everyone! I didnt want Esti to learn the Moon of Rushes as a season of wretched hearths and scanty food. I didnt want to go on living in our own dirt  its unhealthy to stay in one place too long. But much more than that, I wanted to see my aunts and cousins. I wanted something done about my mother. There she lay, even as we sat by the hearth, with her face to the wall, pretending  in my anger I was sure it was all pretence  to be asleep.

      To fish for eels and river trout will be more work, said Amets. I could take the boat and get sea-fish  I could get plenty for all of us  but you know how far Id have to go to reach the grounds. The Moon of Rushes will rise tomorrow: wed do better if we camped by open water.

      Amets, said my father, Im thinking of Nekan when I say this.

      I lifted my head. Father, I know you want to help my mother. But it might be better for her  for all of us  if we get away and leave this sad winter behind us. My aunts and cousins are expecting us! We agreed when we left Gathering Camp that wed all meet again at Flint Camp in the Moon of Rushes! My aunts might help her more than we can.

      I might have known these women couldnt keep quiet, said my father to Amets. I dont know what I did wrong, but these daughters of mine dont seem to have learned any respect.

      I have no fault to find with your daughter, said Amets, smiling. Id like to hear what she has to say.

      You would, would you? Thats asking for trouble. But if Alaia gets uppity youll be the one that has to live with it. My father turned to me. So you think Im making a mistake, little daughter?

      I looked him in the eye. Youre speaking to the mother of your granddaughter, remember. Perhaps Ive learned something, even though I havent lived as long as you.

      I think my mothers sickness would be cured if we took her away from this place where my brother was lost. Flint Camp would remind her of all the good things in our lives. It would be better for us too. Weve been away from the others for long enough. Weve suffered, and were tired. We need food and warmth and company. If we stay here itll be like a bad dream. I added boldly, Thats what my brother would say, I know.

      Alaia, said my father, speaking directly to me, quite gently, all that you say is true. For a woman youre learning to be Wise. But theres more in this than you understand. He sighed. Yes, he went on, as if he were speaking to himself, it will be like a bad dream, because thats exactly what it is. Alaia, Haizea, Amets  He looked round at us all as we gazed at him in the firelight. A gust of rain swept against the house, and a spatter of drops came through the smoke hole and hissed in the fire. Ive known Nekan for longer than any of you. Shes done all that a woman should. Shes given me five children. Three lived, and she taught them to look after themselves. Two little ones died here at River Mouth Camp. We wrapped them in birch-bark and hung their bodies from a high tree when the snow was on the ground. The spirits took them home. Shes provided well for all of us. But now theres something else  Shes wandering in places that I cant see. The possibility was always there, like a seed in dry ground. And now our sons gone  Alaia, you tell me that youre a mother now and not my little daughter. Your mother lives, but you dont need her any more. We have to let her become what she will.

      Haizea gave a little sob. But Im not grown up. Why cant we take Mother to Flint Camp and let her get better with our family there, and then we can all be happy again?

      You have Alaia, my father reminded her. Youve been lucky to have two mothers for so long. So thats enough! He turned to me. Youre right, Alaia. If we took Nekan to Flint Camp no doubt we could bring her back into the good world of familiar things where you and I will always dwell. But if we did that, theres something in her that would be unsatisfied. And for our People too  what would we become, if there were no dreams? If there were no one to Go-Between?

      Go-Between. The word was said. My hands flew to my cheeks. Amets looked up under his brows, his hands  hed been plaiting twine in the firelight  suddenly still. Haizea looked from one firelit face to another, trying to understand. Even Amets dog stirred and growled in its sleep. This was the thing hanging over us, which wed all been dreading. Go-Between. Not in our family, no! Wed lost my brother  why did we now have to put up with this?

      If thats how it is, said my father, then for the sake of all our kin we must accept it. Thats why we must stay here for now, and let her be.

      So my father had the last word, and after that we let the days go past when we would have launched the boat and gone downriver. Soon my mother went away again. We waited for her to come back.

      Id never seen spring at River Mouth before. The first crumpled hazel leaves unfurled. The birches turned from purple to pale green, and the sallows put out stiff little catkins. Only the oaks still stretched their empty twigs towards the sky, while the ivy clinging to their trunks looked dusty under the new Sun. When we dug for roots the brown marshwater was almost warm against our legs. We chewed fresh garlic leaves as we walked through the woods, and when we pushed aside the scrub with our digging sticks we found violets hiding under the birches like little bits of sky. We gathered sorrel and silverweed, while all along the River toads basked in the first heat and mayflies danced above eddies of still water. Our winter fire seemed to dwindle in the Sun, and when I went inside the tent everything was dark and green as if Id dived into deep water.

      The heat on my back was like the touch of a spirit; all day the good light fell round me in a shower of birdsong. Winter was past: wed all lived. Esti was born  she had a name  she lived. In spite of these good things I was unhappy. Even when everything has gone well for a small family, its good to see the others after the long cold Moons when the family is splintered into little pieces at the winter Camps. Its like being made whole again. That was the hardest winter I ever lived through. I felt the loss of my brother. I wanted my little daughter to find her kin as soon as possible. That was all the more important because she was Esti, and came from her fathers People. It couldnt be too soon to plait the careful threads that would bind her to the Auk People. But my father had decided, and so we stayed on at River Mouth Camp.

      Haizea and I fished for the brown trout that were beginning to rise from the bottom of the pools. At first we lay on the banks upriver and caught them in our hands. When the Sun grew warmer we grew wary of fishing the upland pools, because these were given to the bears, not us, in Moon of Rushes. Amets killed a young bear that came out to fish in High Tarn. He set the skull in the tree next to the boar skull, so we had both Bear and Boar to watch over us.

      Haizea and I scraped the bear hide clean, and stretched it on a frame. We rubbed it with the bears brains and ashes, and propped it downwind of a smoky fire. We kept on rubbing it every day until the hide was as soft and white as a swans feather on the inside. Its a beautiful pale-brown pelt  that winter cloak should last me all my life. Once the bears were on the move, hungry after their long sleep, Haizea and I went downstream and fished for trout with lines and baited juniper hooks, though sometimes we sneaked upriver in the early mornings and took the headless bodies of the fish the bears had thrown away. We cut hazel wands and willow withies, and made more eel traps. Every day we walked the shoreline at low tide, taking turns to carry Esti on our backs, and dug for sea-roots. Once the sap began to rise we collected strips of birchbark for tents and baskets. We scraped all the inner bark clean and mashed it up with the sea-roots. We werent hungry  I cant say any better than that.

      At last my mother came back. She came into River Mouth Camp at twilight. Haizea and I had caught enough trout to fill a small basket. We were rolling them in sea-root paste, and roasting them on twigs at the outside hearth. As fast as they were cooked we were all eating them, burning our fingers and then licking the juice off them. Esti lay against my heart, eyes half open, watching the firelight flicker, suckling sleepily while I turned the fishes. She was growing firm and round, alert as a wagtail. Haizea was never far from my side, watching over her.

      Haizea said:

      I was the first to see Mother come back. I just looked up from the fire and there she was, standing at the edge of the clearing. She looked white like a dead person. I screamed. Everyone looked round. Alaia leaped to her feet, holding Esti to her heart.

      My father didnt get up. He said in his usual voice, Welcome back, wife. Theres not much to eat  these girls have managed very badly without you  but we can offer you a small fish if youre hungry enough.

      My mother smiled and stepped forward. The fire shed its warm light on her and she stopped looking so pale. I hadnt seen my mother smile since my brother was lost. She said, They look like fine fish to me, a very good catch for the hungry Moons. You should be grateful for your clever daughters. And grateful to the woman who taught them, too!

      I hadnt heard my mother speak with a laugh in her voice since my brother went away. I felt as if my real mother had been dead all this while and now shed suddenly come alive. I jumped up and ran into her arms and hugged her. Id missed her so much. I was only a child, remember. My mother was hugging me, and I was laughing and crying all at once. She spoke to me in the old way: Yes, yes, little one. Ive come home. Its all right. Everything is changed and its going to be all right.

      I didnt know what she meant by changed. I dont know if she had any idea then of the troubles that lay ahead, or of how she was going to deal with them. But this I can say: although Nekan has travelled so far and done so many things for our People, although she became Go-Between and could never be with us in quite the way she was before, shes never again rejected her children or been unfaithful to them. After she came back she couldnt be the sort of mother Id had before. But that was all right: I was growing older myself, and I had Alaia, and later on Osan. So no one can say Ive ever been short of a mother, except in that bad winter after Bakar was lost. I dont even like to remember it. I think we should pass over all that now, and go on to what happened two Moons later, in Egg Moon, when we were at White Beach Camp.

      Nekan said:

      Before we do that, Ill tell you how I left behind the woman Id been before, and how I was born into a world that was new to me. I cant say everything because it would destroy you to hear it. But the story Im about to tell wont hurt you, so theres no need to look afraid.

      Id wandered far inland, past the Long Loch and the Boat Crossing Path, and by hunters paths into the hills around our Mother Mountain. At River Mouth Camp the Year was already beginning to grow strong and green, but it was too young to have reached the hills. I walked back into the old Year, right up into the high snows. I climbed beyond the oaks, through the birch and scrub willow, past juniper and myrtle, up into the empty places where People are not meant to go until the Year has opened the way for them. There was no food up there. It was very cold. I didnt care. I was thinking only of Bakar. It was in the old Year that he went away, so only by returning to the old Year could I follow him.

      When I reached the bare rock, Mother Mountain was hidden in mist and I couldnt go any further. I squatted down, leaning forward with my arms between my knees to rest my aching back. I stayed there in the shelter of a little cliff while the cloud swirled above my head, sometimes dipping down to smother me. It was too wet and cold to sleep much. I had no food. If Id had no purpose Id have died, but my purpose burned inside my ribs and kept me from freezing.

      I waited for days and nights and then a dawn came when everything came clear. The cold Sun struck the rocks and made them gleam. I looked at the little cliff above me and saw a place where I could climb up. Lichen and mosses grew among the boulders, but the bloom of the new Year wasnt on them. I was glad of that, because my purpose lay in the past. I came to the top of the hill. The air was still and cold. A greater world than I had ever seen glimmered at my feet. I saw beyond the lands of our People and the lands of our Peoples kin. I saw range upon range of hills, from our own lands which we know, into the far blue where there are no more names.

      I saw the Sun cross the sky and set behind an unknown horizon. I saw the stars move through the circling Year. Yet again I saw the Sun cross the sky. I watched it travel through the high paths of summer and the small paths of winter. I saw the Moons wax and wane. I saw how the Years were born, and how they died and came back again, and how everything that lives follows the pattern of the circling Years through all the births and deaths from the Beginning.

      As I watched I died. No living creature can see all the Years and live. I died. My body lay on the hill. Ravens came and pecked out my eyes. They tore my belly open and ripped out my guts and ate them. Lynx drove away the ravens, and feasted on my stomach and my heart. Wolves came and devoured my limbs, splitting open my bones to eat the marrow. And last of all came Bear, who tipped up my skull and licked out the meat inside it.

      As the Sun sank into the far-off sea, a Dolphin came out of the water and swam through the sky. He leaped joyfully through the waves all around the high hill where my body had once lain. I heard him call. I sat up. My Dolphin swam so fast I couldnt look into his eye, but I could see how he was watching me. His glance was kind. I heard him laugh. In my old life I thought the sea Animals spoke without making any sounds that People hear, but now I often hear their laughter.

      When my Dolphin dived into the deep again, sadness pierced me through, opening the wound below my ribs which I got when I lost my son. I watched my Dolphin go, and from the ripples of his dive I saw Swan rise into the air, flapping his wings to get free of the water. Id seen that Swan before. In the world Id left, Id seen that Swan rise from the still water at River Mouth Camp. I hadnt known it was carrying Bakars soul out of our world. Now I understood. Swan told me that while Bakar was out of the world Swan would accompany me instead. My Swan told me that he wouldnt leave me  although there would be many days and nights when I saw nothing of him  until the Moon came when he would bring Bakar back to us.

      Thats how Dolphin and Swan came to be my Helpers. I know some of you have seen them just as I do. Not everyone can see them. But every one of you knows them, because, through me, they are Helpers for us all. If we hadnt lost Bakar, they wouldnt have found their way to us. I cant say  none of us can say  how things might have been better or worse. All I can say is, This is how it is. And thats as much about my path to Wisdom as Im able to tell you.
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