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A great ball of fire flashed across the field of stars,
unbelievably fast and low, traveling from west to east, so brilliant night
became day. A heartbeat later came total darkness and a dreadful earsplitting
boom. The very air seemed to explode and the earth to shake. Aya, utterly
terrified, curled into a tight ball on the hard ground beside her dying
campfire and covered her head with her hands and squeezed her eyes shut and
screamed. Her ears were ringing, her heart pounding. Why are the gods doing
this? she asked herself over and over. Are they ending the world?
Then insects, momentarily silenced, began humming again. Night birds started
chittering. The warm breeze rustled the long dry grass that surrounded her.
Warily, Aya opened her eyes. The world looked as it always had. Shakily, she
raised herself to her hands and knees. She’d seen fireballs a few times in her
life, assumed they were mighty signs, messages from the gods. But never had she
felt one strike the earth, nor pass so near to her. She stood up, still
trembling, let her eyes acclimate once again to the darkness. She turned to the
south. A towering column of black smoke roiled skyward a great many miles
distant, in a part of the country she’d never visited, its underside glowing
orange and yellow, like a giant dull torch. The savannah must be on fire.


Aya knew she wouldn’t sleep this night. She bent, blew the
glowing embers of her tiny campfire to life, piled on dried grass, then a few
precious acacia branches. Before long a cheerful blaze danced, counterpoint to
the fear that gripped her. No doubt one or more of the gods were displeased
with her people, to have sent such a message. She had no idea which one.
Perhaps that displeasure was also why her grandfather, Bek, had taken ill six
months ago and so far had not improved. That was actually the reason she was
here, alone on the savannah, a day and a half’s walk south of her band’s
camping place, seeking specific herbs that grew in a particular patch, ones
that might cure him. She’d arrived late in the afternoon and had already
harvested a pouch full, intending to set out for home at first light, her
mission accomplished. Now she wasn’t so sure.


Aya wondered if anyone in her camp had actually seen the
fireball, or merely heard it. No doubt they’d all been roused from a deep sleep
inside their huts by the boom and the shaking of the earth, except, of course,
for the boys watching over the band’s cattle and sheep and goats. She hoped the
animals hadn’t stampeded. As for her, she’d been wide awake when the fire
streaked across the sky. It was her habit, whenever she was away from camp
seeking herbs or gleaning foodstuffs, to spend half the night gazing up at the
stars. She’d learned to recognize thirty–six separate sets, each appearing
above the horizon for ten days before disappearing and being replaced by the
next. They were so mysterious, those distant lights, yet at the same time so
orderly. She turned her attention to a special group, the ones that were always
visible above the horizon every day of the year. That’s where the spirits of
her people went to dwell after they died, according to the elders. She wondered
which light belonged to her mother, Menhet, and which to her mother’s father,
Iuput, and which to her great–grandmother, Sitre. They were the three people
who had mattered most to her.


Sitre had been the band’s healer. From as early as she could
toddle after, Aya had followed her everywhere, learning how plants grew,
learning which herbs cured which ailments, learning to make broths and pastes,
learning to tend to the myriad of injuries that occurred to children playing
and women cooking and men hunting. Aya had assisted Sitre at the births of her
own sister and four nephews, performed all the spells and rituals that attended
that miraculous act to keep mother and child safe. Aya had so often
demonstrated a healing touch that Sitre had proclaimed she was favored by the
many gods that looked over the people as they traveled the savannah, chasing
after herds of oryx and gazelle and aurochs and a host of other creatures. Aya
had been the band’s sole healer ever since Sitre’s death four years ago, even
though, just now turned twelve, she was barely a woman. Never had there been a
healer so young.


That Aya had been born at all was because of Sitre. The year
before Aya’s birth, Didia’s band – he’d been Aya’s great–grandfather – had
stumbled on a small camp in the vastness of the savannah. Most of its three
dozen people were already dead of some disease, and nearly all the rest passed
on within a few days. Sitre had been able to save only the band’s patriarch,
Iuput, his daughter, Menhet, and her three–year old daughter, Tabiry. Menhet
had subsequently joined with Hannu, one of Didia’s grandsons, and Aya had been
born to them a year later. 


The chance encounter of the two bands had changed the lives
of everyone in Didia’s. For in a small field next to the doomed camp grew emmer
and barley, planted by Iuput’s people months earlier, ready to be harvested,
and grazing nearby were a few cattle and goats and sheep. Didia’s people had
been, up to that time, hunters and gatherers, wandering the savannah
year–round, following herds of animals wherever they led, eating whatever
foodstuffs they could find along the way. But Iuput, once he recovered, taught
Didia about farming and herding and, convinced of the advantages of that
lifestyle, Didia’s band had taken over the fields and herds of Iuput’s deceased
people. Didia’s band still resided in the same general area of the savannah
where Iuput’s band had dwelt for seven months each year, from the time they
sowed their grain until they harvested it. The remaining five months they
wandered the savannah, chasing after herds of animals as they always had.


Aya, as the first child born of the merged bands – her
brother Iuput, aged ten, and her sister Takhat, just turned three, were the
only others – was heir to two sets of oral traditions, that of her father’s
hunters and gatherers, and her mother’s farmers and herders. Her ancestors on
the two sides had lived vastly different lives. One set had arrived on the
savannah from the north and east, the other from the west and south. Their
traditions were unalike, their gods unknown to each other. For as long as she
could remember Aya had listened eagerly to the stories told by her grandparents
around their campfires at night, committed them to memory so she could pass
them on to her own children someday. She was the only person in her band who
knew every one of the tales that were important to each branch of the band, and
so felt called to be their keeper so that they might never be forgotten. She
considered herself to be the conduit to pass on her two people’s ancient
knowledge. But far too often Aya felt torn, as the differing and contradictory
traditions and beliefs of the two sides tugged her one way or the other. She
wondered this night whether it was her mother’s or father’s gods who had sent
the fireball, or, more frighteningly, one unknown to either.


Aya watched the column of smoke for hours. At first it rose
continuously higher, then, caught by the brisk wind aloft, began to curve until
it was parallel to the earth and fanned out and streamed due east, still
brightly lit. Eventually it dissipated, and when the rose of dawn began to
color the sky it was nothing more than a vague smudge. By that time, after
debating with herself all night, Aya had decided to travel to and investigate
the landing site of the fireball. If the gods had indeed sent a message to her
people, she reasoned, someone ought to go see what it was. So she ate a hurried
breakfast, put out her fire, slung the pouch with its precious herbs and
another with water over her shoulder. Just as she was about to set out she
caught sight of a falcon circling over her head, climbing high, diving,
climbing again, over and over, tracing lazy spirals, almost as if it was trying
to get her attention. It’s sudden appearance could hardly be a coincidence, Aya
thought. For all she knew it too might be a sign. So she followed it south.


The savannah near at hand was mostly flat or slightly
rolling, covered with sparse dried grass, some waist high, some blown halfway
over by the wind that swept unchecked from the west. There were a few widely
separated groves of leafless trees in every direction, but virtually no animals
– only a few birds lent life to the scene. Aya walked for hours, crunching the
dried grass beneath her bare feet, avoiding as best she could wide cracks in
the hardened earth. The sun climbed high and beat down, hot on her bare
shoulders and back and chest. Though she was sweating she drank sparingly of
her water, not knowing when she’d stumble on a small pool or stream to refill
her pouch. Always she kept the falcon in sight; it continued to lead her
farther south, matching its flight to her speed. Then, without any warning, Aya
reached the lip of a cliff, its rough sandstone face plunging a hundred feet or
more straight down to a gigantic bowl–like depression that stretched south and
east and west as far as she could see. The depression was so vast its distant
features were indistinct, shrouded in a blue haze. Aya had never encountered
such a breathtaking scene.


Countless long low ridges rolled like waves across flat and
undulating plains, all running east to west, the valleys between them dotted
with rounded hillocks and groves of trees, all mantled with sere brown grasses.
Beyond the last ridge was the most amazing sight of all – a silver slash
brightly reflecting the sun, at least fifty miles wide, so massive its far
southern shore was lost against the horizon. Aya had heard about a great lake
in the old tales handed down around the campfire at night – Ta–she was its
name, the primeval waters from which the world had been created. What occupied
so much of the great depression could hardly be anything else. On the savannah
Aya’s people camped beside a small waterhole that was refilled every year by
the summer rains, hardly more than a few hundred feet across at most and
shrinking to less than half that size during the driest part of the year. Aya
calculated it would take a person many days to circle distant Ta–she on foot.


A faint wisp of smoke was rising from between two of the
ridges many miles to the south, no doubt the last vestige of the burning grass
where the object had struck. The falcon was still circling over Aya’s head,
riding the drafts towards the smoke, swooping back to where she was standing.
There was no question in her mind that she should continue to follow the bird,
despite the formidable barrier that blocked her way. So she walked west along
the plateau for perhaps a quarter of a mile until she found a place where she
could descend. There a faint trail zigzagged down the cliff face, clearly made
by animals, steep and narrow and covered with loose sand and pebbles. Aya
half–walked and half–slid down it, grasping at vegetation growing from cracks and
indentations to slow herself, occasionally stepping from outcrop to outcrop.
Near the bottom of the cliff the angle became more gentle, for the slope there
consisted mostly of sand and sandstone chips washed from the cliff above by the
summer rains. It was a good thing, too, for Aya lost her balance and slid the
last twenty feet to the savannah, scraping elbows and forearms and the back of
her thighs.


Aya picked herself up gingerly, brushed off as much of the
dirt as she could, stood. A long low hill blocked her view of the southern
horizon. She could see nothing beyond it. She scanned the sky, spotted the
falcon, followed it.


What had appeared to be featureless savannah from the top of
the cliff proved to be anything but as Aya continued on. The ground she
traversed was hard and cracked, just like the savannah where her people were
camped and that she’d spent the morning crossing. The summer rains should have
started falling a month ago, but so far they’d been meager where her band
ranged and they obviously had been here as well. Aya hoped storms would start
soon; if not, this would be the fourth consecutive year of drought. Her
people’s very lives might be in jeopardy, for they wouldn’t be able to grow
emmer and there wouldn’t be grass enough for their animals to graze. Despite
its desiccated state, Aya could tell that, given rain, the savannah in this
vast depression would be bountiful. Though what remained of its plants were
currently dried out and withered stalks and stems and roots, she saw that in a
good year there would be great quantities of wild grains, seeds, rhizomes,
tubers, melons, entire sections carpeted with flowers that promised beehives
and sweet honey, and groves of trees bearing fruit. But none of those patches
of resources would yield any useful quantity of foodstuffs this year, just like
the savannah atop the plateau. Sadly, lack of resources was becoming a
too–frequent occurrence for her people. The herds they chased across the
savannah had been diminishing in size the past few years; the emmer they’d
planted had failed. Her people made regular offerings to the earth god and
fertility goddess and cattle god, trying to change their fortunes, but none of
their prayers had so far been answered. Aya hadn’t had to see the looks that
passed between Bek, Didia’s son and his successor as her band’s patriarch, and
his three brothers when she’d reported to them a week ago the paucity of
foodstuffs remaining near their camp, to know how dire her band’s situation had
become.


One of Aya’s abilities – she’d inherited it from her
great–grandmother Sitre – was to be able to fix in her mind a map of where all
the foodstuffs within a two days’ walk of her camp were located, then calculate
when they’d be ready to harvest and how long they’d last before they were
exhausted. Because of that, ever since Sitre’s death, the task of assigning
Aya’s mother and sister and female cousins to the patches of fruits and seeds
and wild grains and vegetables that were to be gleaned on a particular day had
fallen to her. Whenever the band moved to a new location during the five months
the band wandered the savannah, Aya was responsible for exploring the nearby
countryside and locating all the resource patches that could be exploited.


Each patch fell into one of three categories. The first were
those located within a reasonable distance of camp, ones the women could walk
to, harvest, and return from in less than a day. The second required a longer
walk and overnight stay, and thus required semi–permanent storage and sleeping
facilities when they were utilized. The third were those that were so rich in
resources, or with resources so bulky, that what was harvested could not be
hauled to camp the same day they were obtained, and so had to be stored for a
period and transported back to camp over time. Of course, anyone could locate
patches. What set Aya apart was her ability to manage the usage of the patches.
Every patch had a particular value, based on how many resources could be
obtained from it, how much time it took to travel there from camp, how much
effort it took to carry the foodstuffs back to camp, and how rapidly it would
be exhausted. Clearly, the initial harvest of a patch offered the most reward
for the work done, but the reward diminished over time as the amount of resources
remaining in the patch declined. Knowing when to move from one patch to another
that offered a better rate of return was important, as well as knowing the best
route to take to harvest multiple patches in a single trip and so reduce
overall travel time. Because Aya’s band had less than a dozen women and girls
old enough to roam the savannah, ensuring they spent their time as productively
as possible was extremely important.


Just as Bek had entrusted the management of foodstuffs to
Aya, he’d entrusted his youngest brother Kakhent, his finest tracker and
bowman, with overseeing the band’s hunters. Going after larger animals that
yielded much meat in a group was more productive than individuals chasing
smaller prey across the savannah, and so Kakhent organized regular hunts
utilizing a series of established ambush sites. Many times Aya coordinated her
efforts with Kakhent’s, for women often accompanied the hunters when they
camped for a day or two at a waiting station some distance from camp to assist
in butchering the animals once slain and then transporting their meat. And, at
a very early age, Aya had learned to perform the dances done by the women the
night before the hunt that assured the gods would bless the hunters’ efforts.


The falcon continued to drift south, relentlessly, but never
seeming to increase the distance between itself and Aya. She had accepted hours
ago that the bird was somehow tied to her fate this day. Walking was easy for
her on the flats and on the undulating plains which sloped slightly but
perceptibly in the direction of the lake, but she had to climb and descend
numerous terrace–like ridges as well and that slowed her down. Most rose
gently, but some had steep sides. The vast majority were marked with exposed
limestone outcrops, some hundreds of feet long, that she had to detour around.
She noted signs of surface runoff on the ridges, saw shallow channels that
drained in the direction of the lowlands. Often shrubs and lotus trees lined
those channels on the plains, proof that rains had come often to that land in
the past. She moved around hillocks and depressions and low mounds as much as
possible, occasionally rested in the shade of a lotus tree. Beneath one she
found a nest where ostriches had hatched, the shells broken into hundreds of
pieces. She put all she could gather into her pouch; shaped and strung on a
thin string of twisted cattle hair they’d make a fine necklace.


At noon Aya
crested a low steep ridge. The sun was straight overhead and she cast hardly
any shadow. She wiped her brow with a forearm; she was sweating copiously in
the heat. Her hair was plastered to her bare shoulders and back and she lifted
it away from her neck for a moment with both hands to cool off. As she did her
eyes swept the withered savannah between the ridge upon which she stood and
another perhaps a mile away. Her attention was drawn to a swath of blackened
grass on the plain. It had to be where the fireball had crashed. The falcon was
circling directly above it now. Her goal in sight, Aya hurriedly dashed down
the slope to investigate.


Even before Aya reached the fringe of the blackened area the
smell of smoke assailed her nostrils. After several hundred crunchy steps on
what had once been waist–high grass she stumbled onto a crater as wide across
as she was tall. Whatever had fallen from the sky had struck here with such
force that it had mounded dirt three feet high atop the crater’s eastern rim.
Dirt radiated outward from that mound, fanlike, a considerable distance to the
east, covering the charred grass. Aya spotted an object half–buried in the far
crater wall. She carefully descended to the crater’s bottom, dropped to her
knees beside the object and began digging it free with her fingers. In a moment
she pried out an irregularly shaped flattened rock half the size of her hand,
as thick as her finger, gray, most of the surface rough but parts shiny, almost
as if it had partially melted during its fiery journey. It was far heavier than
any rock of that size that Aya had ever held. She turned the talisman over and
over in her hands, rubbed the dirt off with her fingers. It was shaped like a
falcon soaring with outstretched wings. Aya gazed upward, saw the falcon still
circling, knew with certainty that the talisman had been sent to earth by a god
heretofore unknown by her people, the falcon god, and that he himself had led
her to it.


Aya scrambled out of the crater. Thank you, she
whispered in awe, gazing upwards. But, even though she now knew that the falcon
god had sent the message, she still had no idea what the message was.
Curiously, the falcon began circling towards the south again. Aya tucked the
talisman into her pouch and followed without hesitation.


In a mile and a half she reached the foot of a very high
ridge and climbed to its top. All at once the vast silver lake seemed to fill
her sight from east to west, reaching so far to the south that it was lost in a
blue haze. She couldn’t see the northern shore at all though it was the section
closest to her. She realized she was actually standing atop a vast plateau, not
a ridge, perhaps a mile wide, stair–stepping downward in a number of terraces
from her vantage point all the way to the lake. The northern lakeshore was
hidden from her view by the last terrace. Aya carefully made her way down slope
after slope until she reached the southernmost portion of the plateau, a long
low ridge sprawling a little less than a hundred yards from the lakeshore. Aya
was astounded. Unlike the withered brown savannah she’d just crossed, the
shores of the lake were fringed with green and thickly covered with a layer of
fresh soil; in some places the soil extended a mile or more north of the
water’s edge. She saw patches of young green reeds and sedges lining the shore,
saw birds flitting there, heard their whistles and songs.


Aya’s ridge was perhaps one hundred fifty yards long.
Limestone slabs were heaped at its western end; beyond them was a large
depression, its bottom covered by white clay, sparsely dotted with lotus trees.
Many exposed pale limestone outcrops marked the southern slope of her ridge
from its midpoint to its western end. The eastern half of the ridge was wider,
its crest partly covered with white clay. Between the southern foot of the
ridge and the lake lay a flat plain entirely covered with rich black soil, in
places dotted with shallow pools of water shining in the sun. Aya saw the tips
of grasses and wild grains poking through the mud. In her mind she pictured
waving fields of emmer growing there, a bustling camp overlooking them from
atop her ridge. Past the eastern edge of the ridge was another flat plain
suitable for planting, then a large oval basin, edged north and east with
gently–rising terrace–like ridges and a few conical buttes, all with meandering
traces of surface water runoff and exposed limestone and clay outcrops. The
terraces stair–stepped, almost like ancient shorelines that the lake had lapped
in different eras. Shrubs and lotus trees circled the outer edges of the basin.


A peninsula shaped like a bent arm extended from the plain
directly south of Aya’s ridge into the body of the lake, the bicep thrusting
due south, the forearm and hand and fingers pointing west. The peninsula was
covered its entire length by a grove of dom palms. There was an inlet between
the northern edge of the peninsula and the lakeshore, its surface dotted with
flocks of ducks and other waterfowl. The inlet was lined with sedges and reeds.


Aya gazed east once more. Beyond the basin, on the far side
of its eastern ridge, was another, larger, filled with water, edged with ridges
on its west and north and east, the south end opening onto a flat plain that
stretched half a mile farther to the lake. There were two similar basins in the
next five miles, the water in each reflecting the sun and edged with green
growing plants, their surfaces alive with waterfowl. Aya had never seen such a
bountiful land.


She wanted to see the lake up close. Aya descended the
ridge. The thick rich soil that covered the plain between ridge and lake was
still moist and she sank in it up to her ankles. In low places closest to the
shore there were still small pools of water; far fewer dotted the plain’s
northern edge. Aya concluded that the lake had risen and deposited soil on the
lowlands and water in the basins and was now receding. The soil squished
between her toes and was pleasantly cool on her bare feet. Aya bent, picked up
a handful, rubbed it between her fingers. It was so superior to the soil on the
savannah where her people tried to coax their grain to grow that she could
hardly believe it. Emmer would thrive here with far less effort than it did
there. She knew that for a certainty, for her grandfather Iuput had taught her
everything he knew about farming, and she had planted and weeded and harvested
and collected seed at his side right up until his death two years ago. She
wouldn’t have dared say it out loud in front of any of her band’s elders, but
she knew far more about growing emmer than any of them did. Mostly, that was
because none of them had taken the time to truly learn.


Aya strode to the water’s edge. Not only was the surface of
the inlet covered with ducks, but varieties of birds she’d never seen flitted
about its nascent reed patches and among the palm trees, filling the air with
song. She saw hundreds of tracks pressed into the mud along the lakeshore where
entire herds of animals had come to drink, among them gazelle and oryx. She saw
a flash of silver and heard a splash; the lake was alive with fish as well.


Aya knelt beside the lake and filled her cupped hands with
water and took a long drink, then another. She’d never tasted water so
wonderful. She was hot from her walk, and sweating. She stood, removed her herb
pouch and water pouch from her shoulder, shed her loincloth, waded waist deep
into the lake, then dove. The water was shockingly cool as it flowed over her
body. She stayed under as long as she could then rose to the surface,
spluttering. She stood, chest deep, water tinkling from her long brown hair
into the water. She scrubbed herself clean, then floated on her back, eyes
closed, face lifted towards the sun, hair fanned out. It was, she thought, the
most pleasant experience of her life. She’d stumbled on a paradise. She opened
her eyes, saw the falcon circling again. She corrected herself. She hadn’t
stumbled. She’d been led. All at once she understood the message of the falcon
god. He wanted her people to have a new, better home. “Thank you!” she cried
with all her might.


After a time Aya waded back to shore. She washed out her
loincloth, set it on a flat rock to dry in the sun, lay beside it to dry off
herself, considered her next move. Clearly, the falcon god wanted her people to
migrate from the savannah to the lake. Somehow, Aya had to convince her
grandfather and patriarch, Bek, that doing so was a good idea. She knew that
wouldn’t be easy. She was, after all, just a twelve year–old girl, hardly
someone whose advice would be taken seriously. There was the talisman, she
supposed, to lend her some credibility. Perhaps it was best if she explored the
country more fully, learned all she could about Ta–she and the surrounding land
and its resources. The more comprehensive her report, the more likely the
band’s elders would pay attention to her. She had already started creating a
resource map in her head, based on the patches she’d encountered so far this
day. Exploring would enable her to identify more, as well as answer some of the
questions that were nagging at her. Chief among them was how the lake had
overflowed its banks and so recently covered the adjoining plains with rich
soil when there hadn’t been any substantial rain in this region for more than
four years. How had the lake become so full of water, and where had the soil
deposited by the water come from? Was this deposit a one–time occurrence, or
did it happen with regularity?


Aya dressed, ate a hurried meal, took up her pouches, set
out eastward along the edge of the lake where walking was easiest. She saw
tracks of hartebeest and ostrich and crocodile and hippopotami in the mud where
they’d come to drink, saw large catfish moving lazily not far from shore, even
saw a few turtles, some swimming with heads held out of the water, some sunning
on the banks. She soon reached an extensive marsh that occupied the plain at
the southern end of the closest basin. The marsh was choked with reeds and
sedges, edged with shrubs and small trees, connected to the lake by a shallow
stream six or seven feet wide. Aya spotted fish just beneath its surface, some
so large they couldn’t possibly traverse the stream and return to the lake. Aya
surmised that they’d swum into the marsh when the lake’s level was higher and
they were smaller and were now trapped there. They’d be easy pickings; had she
wanted to, Aya could have caught a few with her bare hands, for the water in
the marsh was not even knee–deep. Aya recognized that the marsh would be an
excellent place for her people to cut sedges and reeds for baskets and pallets,
to harvest rhizomes and seeds, to trap waterfowl and hunt small game, to
collect fallen branches to feed cookfires.


Aya splashed across the stream and continued east. Beyond
the basin, and dividing it from the next one to the east, was a large wadi. It
appeared to be gently sloping towards the lake from the very cliffs to the
northwest that Aya had descended earlier in the day. No doubt it collected
rainwater from that section of the savannah and funneled it into Ta–she. The
wadi was bone dry just now, due to the lack of rain, its bed covered with
fine–grained sand and fragments of flint and quartz and small pebbles and a few
large cobbles. The wadi was only slightly lower than the surrounding savannah,
its banks limestone, that on the east more eroded than the west, no doubt due
to the prevailing wind. In places Aya saw dense growths of lotus trees; that
suggested there must be sources of underground water nearby. A piece of wood a
few inches long caught Aya’s eye and she picked it up. It was as hard as stone.
She’d never seen anything like it. She slipped it into her pouch.


East of the wadi was a second basin, just as large as the
first, the water similarly lined with plants, but surrounded on three sides by
terrace–like escarpments, each ten feet or so high, each set back a bit from
the one below it, so that they rose like stair steps. The surfaces of the escarpments
were littered with flint and limestone pebbles and their fragments. At the foot
of one particularly steep escarpment was a jumble of limestone slabs and blocks
that had fallen from its edge. Now Aya was certain that the escarpments each
represented the lake’s shoreline at a different time in the past. Well north of
the basin Aya noted several ridges of hard clay.


Between the second basin and the easternmost Aya encountered
another wadi, very similar to the first, but this one running northeast towards
the cliffs. She squinted; she thought she saw a wide gap in the sandstone
plateau in the direction the wadi was headed. Perhaps that was a place to more
easily descend from the savannah into this lake country. A large number of
animal tracks in the dry wadi bed gave credence to that idea. Aya decided she’d
return home up the wadi to see if she was correct.


Aya walked the rest of that day, stopping to explore
anything that caught her interest. Everywhere, the fringes of the lake were green
and alive with wildlife; the area beginning a half mile to a mile north of the
green strip was sere and dry. Wild grasses bordered the entire shoreline, and
would in a month or so be abundant and tall and lush. Many trees in the
numerous groves would bear fruit then, and bees swarming amidst colorful
wildflowers promised much sweet honey. Aya knew that the reeds in patches along
the lake’s margins would be suitable for building huts, and would teem with
small game. She saw or recognized from their tracks long horned cattle, ibex,
rhinoceros, ostriches, elephants, oryx, addax, ibex, gazelle, barbary sheep,
hyenas, giraffes, and even leopard and lion. Vultures soared high overhead,
along with hawks and the falcon. Aya was careful to avoid snakes and scorpions
as she proceeded, though the grass was short enough that she didn’t have to
worry too much. By sunset she was an hour beyond where the lakeshore curved
sharply to the south. That evening she broiled over a blazing fire a fish she’d
caught by hand, and drank her fill of the sweet lake water.


That night, as Aya slept with the talisman clutched in her
fist, she was visited by a dream. She recognized the lakeshore she’d traversed
during the day, except that instead of its empty, wild state, its plains were
now lushly covered with extensive fields of emmer and barley waving in the
wind, its ridges topped with numerous huts and columns of smoke spiraling into
the sky, its vast grasslands dotted with herds of cattle and sheep and goats.
She saw hundreds of people – men, women, children – going about their daily
affairs, laughing, singing, smiling. Every bit of her dream spoke of stability
and prosperity for her people and many others. Then Aya saw herself well out on
the lake, seated on a magnificent vessel made of reeds – long, elegant, both
ends arcing high over her head, shaped like papyrus flowers. She was nursing a
newborn baby boy, with four smiling girls gathered at her feet. A man’s hand
was resting lightly on her shoulder and she lay one of hers atop his. She’d
never felt such peace and contentment and happiness. Then Aya was awakened by
the trilling of a single bird. She opened her eyes, remembered where she was,
stretched languidly. An instant later the sun leapt into the sky, disgorged
from the mouth of the goddess who had swallowed it the night before, spilling
golden light all across the land. Aya sat up. She’d never had such a vivid
dream. She replayed it in its entirety. Every dream she’d ever had had faded
away almost immediately, lost, beyond recall, quickly forgotten. This one she
remembered in every glorious detail. In wonder, Aya opened her hand, caressed
the talisman with her fingers. She did not doubt for an instant that the falcon
god had sent the dream to her. She had no doubt he’d just revealed to her not
only her people’s future, but her own. She’d just seen the family she’d someday
have.


Two hours of hiking brought Aya to a huge fan–shaped delta
at the mouth of a narrow winding river channel lined with high rocky walls and
she knew she’d discovered the source of the lake’s water. The water was high
and flowing powerfully northward, but she could tell from the debris on the
canyon walls east and west of the channel that the water level had recently
been much higher. The channel entered the lake through a gap in a long ridge;
one section of the ridge stretched due north from the gap and the other curved
southwest. The delta at the channel’s outlet was lush with reeds, all of them
almost entirely underwater just now. Aya spotted hundreds of crocodiles sunning
themselves on the lakeshore on both sides of the delta, and she quickly
scrambled up the slope of the ridge to avoid the closest. She recalled from the
old tales that the crocodile god watched over Ta–she.


Once on the crest of the ridge Aya took a moment to enjoy
the view. The lake was a vast silver expanse completely surrounded by wide
emerald fields, ringed at a distance by plateaus upthrust from seemingly
limitless savannahs marked by scattered groves of trees and herds of animals.
Ducks and other waterfowl filled the air with wild cries. One flock landed as
Aya watched, circling low, churning the water white as they touched down. Their
cries competed with the low roars of hippopotami rising from vast
partially–submerged gently–sloping sandbanks, all choked with aquatic plants,
somewhere to the west.


Aya saw a great scattering of cobbles atop the ridge a dozen
yards away, suitable to make scrapers and pounding stones and other tools from.
She’d never seen such an extensive patch and put a few of the finest in her
pouch. She noticed a game trail heading east across the ridge and decided to
see where it led. The ridge flattened and elongated into a kind of plateau
almost immediately; the trail wound back and forth across its top for several miles.
All at once the plateau abruptly ended and Aya found herself overlooking a
mile–wide valley with a similar plateau rising on its far side. A great river
sliced through the valley’s heart, twenty times wider and much more powerful
than the channel she’d seen earlier. The river was lined with flat plains on
both sides; those portions at the base of the plateaus were underwater; the
riverbanks themselves were dry and topped with lines of palm trees. From that
Aya understood that the valley was highest along the riverbanks and tilted
towards their lowest sections at the base of the plateaus. Where the plains
were not obscured by water Aya noted the same rich soil she’d seen at the lake.
She deduced that this river was the source of both the water and fresh soil
that blessed the lake country. Somewhere to the south the channel she’d seen
emptying into the delta had to be connected to the river and so filled the
lake. Thus, plentiful water in a time of drought.


Even from so far away, Aya could sense the river’s power as
it flowed relentlessly and swiftly north. She concluded two things – first, if
anyone lived in the river valley they’d have to flee when the river rose or be
swept to their deaths, and two, life in the lake country and the adjacent
valley were not dependent on the summer rains at all. They were dependent on
the river. And based on the markings she could see on the faces of the eastern
and western plateaus, and on the walls of the channel that emptied into the
lake, the river rose every year.


Aya heard a shrill cry and turned her attention to the sky.
She saw the falcon circle one last time, then arrow rapidly north, in only a
few moments disappearing from her sight. She understood it was time for her to
head home. I’ll convince my people to return with me to Ta–she, she
vowed to the falcon god. They’ll be able to thrive and prosper here, as
they’ll never be able to on the savannah. After one last satisfied look
over the river valley, Aya bent her steps towards the North.


 


 


***


 


 


 “Where have you been? You left camp a week ago! I was
just about to go looking for you – or your dead body.”


“I’m sorry, Father,” Aya said contritely, though she wasn’t
at all. She had no doubt Hannu would never have stirred from camp to search for
her. For one thing, he didn’t really care for her, and for another he wasn’t
one to expend much energy doing anything. “The herbs were harder to find than I
expected, what with the lack of rain. I could hardly come back empty handed
with Grandfather in such need, could I?” A reasonable excuse for her extended
absence. Aya had no option but to lie to her father, for her patriarch, Bek,
should be the first to learn of the falcon god and the lake country, not him.


“Brew the broth,” Nubwenet said urgently, interrupting
Hannu. She was Bek’s woman, Aya’s grandmother, Hannu’s mother. “Take it to your
grandfather. Quickly! He’s been getting weaker these past three days.”


“If I find out you were staying away from camp to get out of
doing your chores…” Hannu threatened.


“I wasn’t, Father,” Aya said, dropping her pouch beside the
fire and immediately falling to her knees.


“Your grandfather is talking with his brothers,” Hannu said.
“Amenemope and Bebi are trying to force his hand, make him leave this place.
Can’t say I disagree. Take him the broth, then return to this fire immediately.
Don’t disturb them. Do you understand?”


“Yes, Father.” Aya spotted her three year–old sister,
Takhat. “Fill a jar with water for me,” Aya said. As the girl headed towards
what remained of the shrinking shallow pool just beyond camp, Aya opened her
pouch and pulled out some of the herbs she’d collected and dropped them into an
empty bowl, then ground them to powder with a rounded stone. Then, waiting for
her sister to return, Aya sat back on her haunches, exhausted. The trip had
been long, and she’d rested only during the hours of darkness on the way home.
The trail through the wadi had proven to be a good one, passing at a gentle
grade through a wide gap in the sandstone cliffs that divided the depression from
the higher savannah. Unfortunately, the wadi had taken Aya to the far eastern
end of the savannah, and she’d had to walk many extra miles westward to reach
her camp. In fact, she’d spent most of the last hour stumbling in the dark,
guided only by the stars, until she’d seen the fires of her camp flickering in
the distance.


Takhat returned, carrying the jar of water carefully so none
would spill. Aya smiled at her and dumped some of it in the bowl containing the
herbs and set it on the bed of coals. When the water was boiling Aya removed
the bowl, let the liquid cool a bit, poured a generous portion into a large
earthenware cup. She hung the pouch that contained what she’d carried from the
lake country over her shoulder, then picked up the cup. Holding it with both
hands, she headed towards the clearing in front of her grandfather’s nearby
hut. He was seated on the ground with his three brothers, in a circle around a
collection of bowls and platters nearly emptied of fruits and vegetables and
meats and bread. Bek and Amenemope and Bebi and Kakhent were arguing, loudly.
Aya approached, unnoticed.


“It’s time for you to face reality, Brother,” Bebi snarled.


Aya saw her great–uncle’s face was contorted into its usual
frown. He was the second oldest of her great–grandfather Didia’s sons, aged
forty–nine, perpetually unhappy, constantly challenging the decisions made by
his year–older brother, Bek, the band’s patriarch. Bebi felt entitled to do so;
if he outlived Bek, he’d succeed him in that position. Amenemope, the third
oldest brother at age forty–seven, looked just as angry as Bebi, who was seated
to his right. Kakhent’s face – he was, at forty–five, the youngest brother –
was a mask; Aya could not tell if he was aligned with Bek or Amenemope and Bebi
in whatever was being debated.


Aya stepped to Bek’s side and hunkered beside him and handed
him the cup. “Drink this, Grandfather,” she said.


“You’ve returned. Finally.” Bek took the cup gratefully and
sipped at it. Aya rose and stepped backwards and melted into the shadows beside
his hut a few paces away, close enough to hear what was being said without
drawing attention to herself. Her father had ordered her to leave the elders in
peace, but she was too curious to comply. She was certain her father would
never approach the fire and drag her away; he feared his father and uncles. She
assumed she’d have to face the consequences for her disobedience later, but
that didn’t matter. She had news these men needed to hear, and since they were
gathered in one place she could not let the opportunity pass. She just needed
to wait patiently for an opening before interjecting herself into their
discussion. She slipped the pouch from her shoulder, removed the talisman from
it, tucked it in her left hand. She trusted the falcon god would provide that
opening.


“We’re down to our last handfuls of emmer and barley seed,”
Amenemope said. “Not that it matters – the ground’s too hard to plant it – the
cracks in the earth are wide and deep again this year. Nothing’s going to grow.
And need I remind you that this is the fourth year in a row without adequate
rain?”


“Even when there was rain enough, the yield from what we
planted was insignificant,” Bebi added.


“Our cattle and sheep and goats are gaunt. There’s not
enough grass left to graze around here,” Amenemope said.


“Didia has been dead for two years, and Iuput too,” Bebi
said. “They’re the ones who obsessed about raising emmer and barley and herding
animals. And Iuput wasn’t even one of our people. He talked Didia into this
foolishness. It’s long past time to give up their misguided experiment.”


“Our band had hunted and gathered from time immemorial until
we encountered Iuput,” Amenemope said. “All the old stories say so. It’s time
for us to return to the life we know best.”


Aya was shocked. These men were debating whether to give up
the way of life her band had followed since before her own birth. She’d
returned to camp in the nick of time. The falcon god had just revealed to her a
land where her people could prosper as farmers and herders, given her a dream
that confirmed a bountiful future. She realized her task this evening was even
more complicated and daunting than she’d expected. She had to overcome more
than opposition from the elders to leaving the savannah. She had to fight for
her people continuing to farm and herd. 


“Father saw a better future for all of us than that,” Bek
reminded them.


“Better?” Amenemope asked. “Why is farming and herding
better than hunting and gleaning? We used to gather wild grasses as we moved
across the savannah. We used to follow the herds, wherever they led us. So did
every band we ever encountered. We still do half the year.”


“The grains of emmer are more robust than those of wild
grasses, and each stalk yields more grain, and the bread produced from emmer
flour is superior,” Bek replied. “Admit it – the beer we brew from barley is
tastier too. Because we plant grain, we know where to find it. We don’t have to
hope to stumble on it. We can store the seed for a long period of time, too,
plant when and where we please. Just as we can keep meat fresh and alive, in
the form of our cattle and sheep and goats. We’re not dependent on stumbling
across oryx or gazelle or aurochs.”


“Not to mention the milk and blood we take from the animals
daily, and the wool and hair which we use to make our clothing,” Kakhent added.


He supports Grandfather, Aya thought. One ally for
her cause, at least. Though, as the youngest brother, Kakhent’s words carried
little weight with his siblings. Aya almost laughed out loud. As if mine
carry any at all.


“But you won’t let us slay any of the animals for meat,”
Bebi complained. “They’re just extra work for us – protecting them from
predators, moving them to fresh pastures, milking them every morning.”


“Because there aren’t enough of them – yet,” Bek retorted.
“Some day the herds will be large enough for us to harvest the animals the same
way we harvest grain. Mark my words – our welfare and that of our cattle are
inextricably linked.”


“You make it sound so simple,” Amenemope said, irritated.
“It’s not. I grant you that if our emmer actually grew our women would not have
to spend as much time seeking out and gleaning wild grasses. But that reduced
search time is offset by the amount of time we all spend sowing the seed, weeding
the fields, protecting the growing grain from pests. And that doesn’t even take
into account that the labor is wasted if there’s drought, or disease, or pests
or predators that eat or ruin the crop before we can harvest it.”


“I can’t dispute that in these last few years farming has
not been profitable for us,” Bek admitted. “But someday the rains will come.
Someday we’ll sow vast fields and harvest grain enough to last an entire year.
Someday the crop will reward us for our patience.”


“Not in my lifetime,” Amenemope snarled.


“How are the risks of farming any less than the risks of
hunting and gathering?” Kakhent asked. “What if we don’t encounter wild grasses
or other food sources as we travel? What if the herds don’t appear? What if we
follow them into another band’s territory?”


“Yet we still depend on those sources, and on the meat our
hunters bring in,” Bebi charged. “You know that better than anyone, Kakhent,
since hunting is in your charge. By farming, we’re tied to the same spot for
half a year. We have to worry about exhausting nearby pools of water. We have
to move our herds ever farther from camp as they graze the grass to nothing.
Our hunters have to travel farther afield to find game, and haul it a greater
distance back to camp. Our women have to travel ever farther seeking new
patches of food as we deplete those close at hand.” He snorted. “It just took
Aya a full week to find and bring back the herbs you need to stay alive,
Brother. You could have died in that time.”


“But I didn’t,” Bek said.


“Face facts, Brother,” Bebi said. “We’ve barely survived
three consecutive years of drought. The rains haven’t come this year either. We
won’t be able to plant our remaining seed. What other sign do you need that the
gods want us to resume hunting and gathering?”


Aya perked up her ears. The conversation had just taken a
turn in a direction she needed it to.


“We’ve angered the gods by giving up our traditions,”
Amenemope charged. “The fireball a week ago was a clear sign from the gods that
we should abandon this life.”


“And which of our gods have we angered, exactly?” Bek asked.
“The god of the sky? The god of the earth? The fertility goddess? The god of
the hunt?”


“A better question is which god sent the fireball as a sign
that he’s looking out for our welfare,” Aya called boldly from the shadows.


The men around the fire fell silent, turned towards the
sound of her voice.


“Come here, child,” Bek said, gesturing.


Give me strength, Aya prayed. She stepped into the
firelight, moved next to Bek, clenched her hands into fists to keep them from
trembling. The talisman dug sharply into her left palm.


“You have something to say?” Bek asked, looking up at her.


“I can’t believe you’re asking advice from a twelve year–old
girl who’s spoken out of turn,” Amenemope snorted angrily, shaking his head.
“Aya thinks because she knows more about growing things than the rest of us
that she’s entitled to special treatment. If she was my granddaughter…”


“You’d beat her half to death for her transgression.” Bek
sighed. “I’m aware. I, however, will hear Aya.”


Aya took a deep breath. She knew the next few moments were
the most important of her life, that her destiny and her people’s depended on
her ability to convince these men to go to Ta–she. “I saw the fireball streak
across the sky when I was seeking your herbs, Grandfather,” Aya began. “From my
camp I saw a column of smoke rising into the sky from where it crashed to
earth, the column lit from underneath by a fire that raged on the savannah many
miles distant. I watched it all night. It was like a mighty torch in the
darkness. At dawn I saw a falcon circling high over my campsite. He seemed to
want me to follow him south, towards the smoke. So I did.” Her heart began to
pound. “The falcon was not just a bird, Grandfather. I believe the falcon was a
god.”


“The child claims to have been visited by a god!” Bebi
exclaimed, throwing up both hands. “Preposterous! Our people don’t know a
falcon god. Do we really have to listen to any more of this?”


Bek raised a hand for silence. “Go on, Aya.”


“I followed the falcon for many hours across the savannah,
Grandfather. Eventually I found myself on the lip of a great sandstone cliff
that stretched for miles to east and west and edged a massive depression.” Aya
dropped to her knees, drew an arc in the dirt with her right index finger. “I
made my way down the cliff to the plains below, continued south.” She drew
ridge after ridge. “When I topped this ridge I saw a great burned slash in the
prairie. The falcon was circling directly overhead. In the middle of the burned
area I found a crater where an object had smashed into the earth. I dug it up.”
Aya opened her left hand, revealing the talisman lying flat on her palm. “This
talisman is, as you can see, the very image of the falcon god.”


Bek put out his hand and Aya placed the talisman in it. He
felt it, studied it, passed it to each of his brothers in turn. Kakhent was the
last, and he gave it back to Aya with an inquisitive look.


“So you found an object shaped like a falcon,” Bebi said. “Based
on this you claim there’s a falcon god looking out for us? Unbelievable!”


“The talisman confirmed the identity of the god. It didn’t
help me understand his message,” Aya said. She closed her fingers over the
object again. “The falcon god headed south once more. I followed.” She sketched
again. “Eventually I scaled this ridge. A hundred yards to its south was a
massive lake.” She drew the huge body of water, including the channel in the
south.


“Surely you’re exaggerating its size,” Amenemope objected.


Aya pointed twice. “I walked all the way from this ridge to
this channel,” she said. “It took me the better part of two days. And you all
know how fast I walk.”


That silenced him.


Aya addressed Bek. “Grandfather – I believe the lake the
falcon god led me to is Ta–she.”


“The lake in our band’s ancient tales?” he asked, in wonder.


“Surely that was a fable, exaggerated in the telling,” Bebi
said.


Aya shook her head no. “Here’s what really matters,” she
said, her eyes sweeping her elders. She sketched the river, separated from the
lake only by the wide eastern ridge. “I followed a game trail across this
plateau, discovered a mile–wide valley with a mighty river at its heart,
flowing from south to north, bounded on east and west by high plateaus. What I
learned there is this – every summer the river swells, filling its valley from
plateau to plateau. The river carries soil from somewhere far to the south.
When the flood subsides and the river returns within its banks the adjacent
plains are covered thickly with fresh rich soil, ready to accept seed.” She let
that sink in. “The river must be joined to the channel many miles to the south,
for that same water moves up the channel and fills the lake so full that it
overflows its banks too. When that water subsides, the plains along the lake’s
edge are also covered with rich soil.” She traced multiple circles with her
finger. “We can plant all of these areas with emmer and barley, as much as we
want, right now. We won’t even need to dig furrows. We can just drop the seed
on the ground and trample it into the soil.” She surveyed the elders once more.
“Can’t you see? This means we’re not dependent on the rains anymore to raise
our crops. We no longer have to fear drought. The falcon god has given us a
gift, a new land to assure our survival. The fireball was his sign, to show us
the way to it.”


“You said you walked all the way to the lake’s outlet, and
to the river?” Bek asked, still skeptical. “Did you see any other bands?”


“There are no other people anywhere around the lake – yet,”
Aya replied. “But there are herds of game animals beyond counting, and patches
of tubers and fruits within an easy walk of the lake, and trees for fuel, and
wild grasses to supplement our emmer, and reeds and sedges, and marshes, and
waterfowl, and fish trapped in pools that we can catch by hand. There’s plenty
of grass for our animals to graze. There are cobbles to make tools and weapons.
I brought some back with me. I can show you later. It’s a paradise,
Grandfather. We should take advantage of Ta–she and its surrounding region, of
the falcon god’s gift. We should migrate there.”


“Are you seriously considering staking our lives on the
unsubstantiated claims of a child, and a girl at that?” Bebi asked Bek,
incredulous.


Aya held up the talisman. “The falcon god sent me a dream my
first night at the lake. I’ve had it every night since, and its always exactly
the same. I’ve seen camps on every ridge, and fields of emmer on every plain,
and vast herds on the grasslands, and hundreds of people. We have the
opportunity to be the first band at Ta–she. We won’t be the last.”


Dreams were powerful, and magic, and Aya could see that hers
had made an impact on the elders.


“Suppose you’re right, and I’m not saying you are. What
about our animals?” Amenemope pointed to Aya’s map. “How would we get herds
down a cliff face?”


Aya sketched again. “I returned to camp up this wadi.
There’s a gap in the plateau here. The grade is gentle. Wild herds use it when
they move from the savannah to the lake.”


Bek studied Aya’s face for a moment. She did not flinch from
his scrutiny. She saw in his eyes he’d made a decision. “I am inclined to take
our families to Ta–she,” he said.


“You’d risk so much on Aya’s word?” Bebi asked.


“What risk?” Kakhent asked pointedly. “As you so eloquently
pointed out, Brother, we can’t plant and raise a crop on the savannah this
year. If Aya has exaggerated the condition of the plains lining the lake, we’ve
lost nothing. But if she’s right… Then her falcon god will have saved us.”


“You accept that this girl speaks for this so–called god?”
Bebi snarled.


“Aya followed the falcon,” Bek pointed out. “He led her to
the talisman. None of us had the inclination or courage to find out what had
fallen to earth.” He gave Aya a smile.


“I don’t care. I’m not leading my family to any lake,”
Amenemope insisted.


“Nor I,” Bebi added.


“Brothers – don’t decide in haste,” Bek pleaded. “Our people
must remain united. I’ll tell you what – go to the lake with me, and I’ll
divide our cattle and sheep and goats between the two of you. Kakhent and I
will see to the farming. We’ll share what we grow with you.”


Bebi shook his head. “There’s a large herd of oryx nearby
that we’ve been hunting this past week. They’re getting ready to move west. I
intend to follow them. I’m not going to let my family starve – go off to some
lake I’ve never seen when there’s food on the hoof in front of me.”


“I throw my lot in with Bebi,” Amenemope said. “So should
you, Bek and Kakhent. Come with us.”


“I will not. I’m going to the lake,” Bek said quietly. He
turned to his youngest brother. “Where will you go, Kakhent? With them or with
me?”


“With you.”


Aya breathed a sigh of relief. Kakhent’s family was the
largest in the band. Without him, Bek would have had no choice but to remain with
his brothers and abandon farming, for his family could not survive on its own.


“I never thought I’d see the day when our band was
sundered,” Bek said. “Sleep on it, brothers. I beg you – change your minds. Go
to the lake with us.”


“You’ve chosen to take the advice of an untried girl over
us,” Amenemope snapped. “Live with the consequences. Patriarch.”


“That’s it, then,” Bebi said. He rose.


Amenemope followed him away from the fire, shaking his head
in disgust.


Bek reached out, seized Aya’s arm. “We’re staking everything
on you, Aya. You’d better be right.”


“I am, Grandfather,” Aya said with assurance. “You’ll see.”


 


 


***


 


 


Aya packed the last of her handful of belongings into a
leather pouch and slung it over her shoulder. She didn’t own much – two loincloths,
a sheepskin for when the nights turned cold, a small stone palette upon which
to grind ochre, a couple of shiny stones and the ostrich shell fragments she’d
collected near the lake. Her most precious item, the falcon talisman, dangled
around her neck now, strung on a thin string of twisted cow hair, a sign that
all could see of her new status. She took one last look around the rude hut
where she’d lived the past three months, then stepped outside.


Women and children were hugging each other and crying. Two
of Bebi’s daughters and one of Amenemope’s were joined to Kakhent’s sons and
would be going to the lake with his family. Similarly, several of Kakhent’s
daughters were joined to Bebi’s and Amenemope’s sons and would wander the
savannah for the rest of their lives with them. Once the band split moments
from now they’d never see their friends and relatives again. Those facing loss
held Aya responsible, for news of how she’d convinced the elders to migrate to
the lake had spread like wildfire through the camp during the night. She
touched the talisman with her fingers and whispered a prayer to the falcon god
that everyone following Bek would change their opinion of her once they reached
the lake country and saw its advantages. She didn’t feel at all guilty about
the split; she was only carrying out the will of the falcon god, passing on his
message and leading her people to a better land. Bebi and Amenemope were the
ones who’d have to someday answer for rejecting the god’s beneficence.


“Time to go,” Amenemope cried in a loud voice, and his and
Bebi’s families began straggling west.


“Lead on, Aya,” Bek said.


She nodded, took hold of Takhat’s hand, smiled at Nubwenet,
then headed east.


The day was pleasant, but promised to turn hot as it wore
on. Aya kept a leisurely pace; both Bek and Nubwenet walked with difficulty
these days, and the handful of men and boys driving the band’s cattle and sheep
and goats could move no faster than the animals. Among them was her brother
Iuput, namesake of her mother’s father, only ten years old yet already among
the band’s best herdsmen.


Aya took a quick peek over her shoulder. The band trailing
her was frighteningly small. There were only twenty individuals, including Aya
herself and her father and brother and sister. Her father’s brother Siese,
younger than him by a decade, strolled at Hannu’s side; he was joined to
Amenemope’s daughter Ladice. Their son Arwa was only four. Kakhent walked
alone, overseeing the herdsmen – his woman had died a year ago and there was no
available woman in the band for him to join with. Now that Bebi and Amenemope
were gone, he’d become the band’s patriarch when Bek died. Aya had a sneaking
suspicion that that’s the real reason Kakhent had decided to go to the lake
country; he was an ambitious man, and would never have risen to patriarch had
the band remained whole. He was far more interested in hunting than in farming
or herding; to her, his desire to lead was the only reason that made sense for
his coming with Bek. Kakhent was father to four sons. Wetka was joined to
Bebi’s oldest daughter, Behenu; they had two sons, one six, one four. Kakhent’s
youngest sons, Hunefer and Pimay, both in their mid–teens, weren’t joined to
anyone yet; they were helping their father with the animals. Tabiry, the sole
survivor of the band that had brought farming and herding to the savannah,
Aya’s half–sister, walked a few steps behind her. All of the adults except Bek
and Nubwenet carried pouches or balanced baskets on shoulders or atop their
heads. Even the cattle and sheep and goats had reed baskets and pouches
strapped to their backs and sides. Only the band’s seven dogs, dashing back and
forth endlessly, helping the herdsmen control the other animals, were
unburdened.


The band rested at midday in the shade of acacia trees. As
the other women prepared a meal from foodstuffs they’d carried – they’d found
nothing worth gleaning on the withered savannah as they’d traveled – Aya made
Bek a nutritious broth. She carried it to him where he sat with Nubwenet, his
back supported by an acacia trunk.


“I see you’re wearing the talisman,” he said, indicating her
neck.


“I feel I should, from now on, to honor the falcon god and
to remind our people of his presence.”


Bek sipped at the broth. “If Ta–she is as you reported, Aya,
the falcon god will be our family’s god beginning now, and forever. He will
take primacy over all our other gods. And because he chose you, you will take
primacy over the rest of us when we make offerings to him.”


Aya sat down next to Bek. “Why did he choose me,
Grandfather?” she asked, puzzled. “I’m just a girl, as your brothers were quick
to remind me last night. There’s nothing special about me.”


“Except that you have the gift of healing, and of managing
the savannah’s resources,” Nubwenet interjected. “Sitre considered you to be
quite special. Don’t minimize your talents, child.”


“Maybe he chose you because you answered when he called,”
Bek replied. “You’re the only one of us who went towards the fireball. You’re
the one who followed the falcon to the south. You’re the only one who saw the
fireball as a sign of hope.” He drained the last of the broth. “Amenemope and
Bebi argued strenuously that we should abandon our camp and head north the very
night the fireball appeared. They insisted the gods were warning us that this
land was cursed. The only reason we didn’t leave right away was because you
hadn’t yet returned to us. I wasn’t about to abandon you.”


“What does being chosen mean?” Aya asked.


Bek shook his head. “I don’t really know. Perhaps the god
will speak directly to you and give you messages to convey to our people.
Perhaps he’ll give you more dreams. Perhaps he’ll appear in the sky, as he
already has, to guide your steps. Or maybe he’ll just urge you to speak out,
even when you should remain silent.”


Aya colored, remembering the night of the council.


“He’s already used you to convince me to lead our people to
the lake, after all.”


“I couldn’t convince Amenemope or Bebi,” Aya said sadly.


“Not everyone listens to the gods, Aya, or they listen to other
gods. Maybe the god who watches over the savannah, or the god who watches over
the animals we hunt, had a stronger voice in my brothers’ heads.” 


“I just wish it wasn’t so,” Aya said.


“As do I. Anyway, when we reach this new land, we’ll make
offerings to the falcon god in thanksgiving. It behooves us to stay in his good
graces from now on. You’ll lead the ceremony, at my side.” He gazed at the
talisman dangling around her neck. “Someday, Aya, you’ll have a son or
daughter. You must pass the talisman to them. When you do, tell them the story
of how you found it. Make sure they know that they too must pass the talisman
and the story to their descendants, so that our family may honor the god
through your line for the rest of time.”


“I will, Grandfather,” Aya said solemnly, picturing in her
mind the children she’d seen gathered around her in her dream. “I promise.”
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At midafternoon of the seventh day, Aya and Kakhent stood
flanking Bek atop the crest of the ridge overlooking the peninsula. Everyone
else sprawled on the ground at the ridge’s base, their burdens cast aside,
resting from the journey. On the flat land north of the ridge their animals
were busily grazing the new grass that was pushing up through the rich soil.


“This country is everything you said it would be, Aya,” Bek
said with satisfaction. “You’ve done well, child.”


Thus began a whirlwind of activities.


Aya worked along with the others the rest of that day to
establish a temporary camp on the ridge. While the boys hauled enough rocks
from a nearby outcrop to build six circular hearths in shallow depressions
they’d scooped from the earth by hand, the girls scrounged fallen branches from
groves of trees at the edge of the nearby marsh to burn for cooking and
heating. Meanwhile, women collected palm fronds from the peninsula and cut
reeds from the marsh to make rude sleeping pallets on the ground; erecting huts
of reed plastered with mud would wait, for the nights were warm this time of
year and lying under the stars was preferable to being inside anyway. Aya
guided Behenu and Bintanath to the nearby marsh; they each quickly filled a
basket with catfish that they caught by hand. The fish were spawning and so
were slow moving and abundant. The catfish, along with the last of the
foodstuffs carried from the savannah, served as dinner that night. Before
eating, Aya and Bek offered a suitable portion of what the women had gathered
to the falcon god in thanksgiving for the country he’d led them to.


The following morning nearly everyone who wasn’t watching
over the animals assisted in planting their first crop. While Kakhent headed
north and east to scout herds of game – he’d never taken an interest in farming
– Bek and Aya selected three areas of flat ground near the ridge, each some
distance from the others, to serve as emmer and barley fields. By separating
the fields they hoped to minimize the risk of losing their entire crop to pests
or natural disaster. Hannu and Paser and Siese and Wetka scattered seed on the still–moist
soil. As they did Aya and the women and girls stationed themselves on and
around the field being planted, flapping their arms and crying out to drive
away the birds who descended in clouds attempting to eat the precious seed.
Iuput and Hunefer and Pairy followed closely behind the planters, driving sheep
and cattle that pushed the seed into the ground. By sunset they’d planted all
the seed the band had brought from the savannah.


The next day the band started to truly settle in. A few
women began making and firing rough jars and bowls in which to cook food and
collect milk and blood; they hadn’t carried those objects from the savannah
because they’d been too heavy and bulky. The men erected small circular huts,
six in all, one for each family, arranged around the hearths. Some of the women
and girls meanwhile gleaned the marshes that lined the basins and lakeshore,
returning to camp with early foodstuffs and fish and soft–shelled turtles and
eggs and waterfowl they’d trapped with snares. Many of the fish they split open
and smoked over racks set up near the water for later use. Meanwhile, the
herdsmen established a camp beside a jumble of boulders overlooking the wadi
that angled to the northwest. Iuput ingeniously blocked the northern end of one
section of the wadi with brush. He told Aya he’d drive the animals into the
wadi each evening and its walls, low though they were, would be enough to keep
the beasts contained and stop them from wandering off. The setup would make it
easy for the herdsmen and the dogs to protect the precious animals from
predators.


By the end of the first week everyone in the band had
established a regular routine. Kakhent and his sons hunted among the herds that
came to drink at the lake. Aya and Tabiry milked the cattle penned in the wadi
each dawn and returned with brimming jars to camp. The women filled water jars
from the lake, gathered wood for fires, prepared the morning and midday and
evening meals, cleaned the campsite, gleaned in the marshes, caught fish,
snared waterfowl and small animals. Iuput and a few boys drove the animals to
the lake to drink, herded them back to the savannah to graze, returned them to
the wadi at night. As foodstuffs ripened, Aya led foraging trips onto the
savannah and beside the basins and in the marshes. She spent a great deal of
time scheduling the foraging; with the band sundered there were only five women
and girls, including Aya, to do what more than a dozen had done before. And at
least one of the women had to remain in camp each day to care for the five
children who were under the age of six. Luckily, the abundance of the lakeshore
itself and the three nearby basins relieved the stress on resource patches
located out on the savannah, and foraging nearby required minimal travel time
and transportation effort. But there were particular foodstuffs on the savannah
that the people prized and were used to as part of their diet, and as a result
some gleaning there was necessary. The men faced similar issues – there were
only seven of them, including Iuput and excluding Bek, to hunt and watch the
herds around the clock. In addition to all those efforts, the precious fields
of emmer and barley had to be regularly weeded and perpetually guarded. Every
evening, Aya carried dinner to Iuput and his cousins who were watching over the
herd full–time in the wadi. After that, she joined the women and girls on a
sandy beach shaded by dom palms at the end of the peninsula facing camp, there
to bathe and splash about in the cool water, laughing and gossiping along with
the rest. That was the most enjoyable part of her day. After spending her
entire life carefully rationing and using water, having an entire lake at her
disposal was a luxury Aya vowed to never take for granted. 


 


 


***


 


 


About a month into their sojourn at the lake Kakhent
returned to camp with news of a herd of aurochs grazing the savannah roughly a
day’s travel away. He, like Aya, regularly ranged the countryside, figuring out
the feeding and travel patterns of the various animals that inhabited the lake
country, and had just spotted them. The news was greeted with excitement; a
single aurochs bull could feed the entire camp for a week. Though that was not
the impetus for the hunt. The men had already learned they could simply wait
for game to come to the lakeshore for water, then slay at will. In this
particular instance, Kakhent had encountered the largest aurochs bull he had
ever seen. The purpose of this hunt was for Kakhent to kill the bull to gain
his power.


Leaving Hannu and Siese and Iuput behind with the dogs to
watch over the herds, Kakhent set out with his sons at first light the next
morning. Aya accompanied them at Bek’s insistence; she’d keep camp for the
hunters while they were in the field, as well as look for resource patches along
the way to exploit in the future. Also, as the band’s healer, she’d be
available in case of an accident. Aurochs were massive and violent creatures,
capable of doing great damage. Most importantly, Bek said, with Aya along the
falcon god would no doubt bless the hunt and ensure its success.


They traveled northeast, following the bed of the same wadi
they’d used when journeying to the lake, this time in the opposite direction.
Kakhent had noted a particular section of the wadi then that he’d decided could
serve as a watching station, and he led his small group towards it. Hunefer and
Pimay walked on either side of Aya the whole way. Hunefer was sixteen, Pimay
fifteen, and both had been pursuing her since she’d become a woman earlier in
the year. They were both for the most part pleasant enough, though each on
occasion had exhibited Kakhent’s violent temper. They’d been relentless in
their pursuit of her, constantly arguing between themselves over who would
ultimately become her man. That Aya might have an opinion in the matter didn’t
seem to occur to either of them. Truth be told, she wasn’t interested in either
Hunefer or Pimay. She was in no hurry to be joined to a man and start making
babies. Neither of them made her feel as she had when she touched the hand of
the man in her dream, and so she knew the falcon god intended her to be with
someone else. Unfortunately, to Aya’s chagrin, the boys’ pursuit had driven a
wedge between Aya and her half–sister Tabiry. Tabiry had her heart set on
becoming Pimay’s woman and accused Aya of trying to steal his affections.
Nothing Aya said could convince Tabiry otherwise.


“I’ll kill a lion for you, Aya,” Pimay promised as they
walked along. “I’ll give you his hide too – for a kiss.”


Lions were extremely dangerous game, Aya knew, and not to be
hunted frivolously or by the inexperienced. Kakhent already owned three lion
skins; no other man in her band except Didia had ever returned from a hunt with
even one, and he’d obtained his decades before Aya’s birth. Thus Pimay’s promise
was ludicrous. But Aya was not one to ridicule another. “Tabiry would be
furious,” she said instead, to dissuade him.


“She’s chasing me. I’m not chasing her,” Pimay sniffed.


“You know Father won’t let you go after a lion,” Hunefer
scoffed. “Only patriarchs and family heads are allowed to hunt them. They’re
off limits. They’re too prestigious for you.”


“Just how will he stop me?” Pimay asked.


Hunefer ignored his brother. “I’ll slay a wild bull and give
you his tail for a kiss, Aya.” He smiled broadly. “Everyone knows bulls
symbolize the destructive forces of nature, just as our domesticated cattle
symbolize our triumph over nature. So killing a bull is far more important to
our people than killing a lion.”


“And just as unlikely,” Aya laughed. “I’m fairly sure I
won’t be kissing either one of you on this trip.” With that she skipped ahead
of them.


Late in the afternoon Kakhent called a halt. “This is the
place,” he announced.


Aya remembered it from her two earlier trips. The wadi
narrowed slightly, its bank waist–high on the west and shoulder–high on the
east. Its bed was covered with flint gravel and fine sand, and marked with
thousands of animal tracks, some old, some quite recent. There was an exposed
outcrop of limestone atop the east bank set a few feet back from its lip. Aya
climbed it along with everyone else. The overlook afforded a fine view of the
savannah for miles in every direction. She saw dozens of ridges rising from
flat and undulating plains that were in places dark with herds of animals, the
whole covered with tall brown withered grass. Many miles to the south the lake
occupied the entire area from the eastern horizon to the western, reflecting
the bright sun.


“Get to work,” Kakhent ordered.


While the men and boys dragged brush and rolled small
boulders to block the narrowest part of the wadi, Aya set up a temporary camp a
quarter of a mile away, close enough to be quickly accessible to the ambush
site, far enough that the hunters wouldn’t spook their prey. By the time
everyone straggled there an hour after sunset, hot and sweaty and exhausted
from their labors, she had a cheery fire blazing and bowls and platters of
foodstuffs laid out along with jars of water filled from a small spring–fed
pool she’d discovered nearby.


After dinner Aya sat near the fire, weaving long stems of
prairie grasses into sturdy baskets by its light. They’d be needed to haul
whatever meat the hunters obtained the following day back to camp. The men were
at the same time preparing the personal items they’d brought with them to
assure their success in tomorrow’s hunt. Everyone knew that a hunter could
assume the attributes of his prey by wearing a part of it, and thus gain an
advantage. Aya’s father always wore an ostrich mask when he hunted that animal.
Her great–grandfather Didia had owned a small stone palette shaped somewhat
like a lion; Sitre told her once that he used to grind ochre on it before every
hunt and then paint a lion on each cheek. He’d not been injured the time he
finally slew one. Kakhent, Aya noticed, was attaching the tail of a wild bull
he’d killed years before to a length of leather that he’d no doubt tie around
his waist in the morning. That tail would bring him a share of the animal’s
strength, virility and aggressiveness. Aya saw that Pimay was shining a bull’s
horn and Hunefer was fussing over the tail of a hunting dog, long since
deceased.


Their preparations complete, Hunefer and Pimay seated
themselves on either side of Aya as she continued to weave. Pimay handed her a
new stem whenever she finished weaving one. Not to be outdone, Hunefer brought
her a cup brimming with water. She’d have preferred to be left alone to finish
her baskets in peace, but neither boy could be dissuaded from lavishing his
attention on her and, exasperated, she eventually gave up trying.


“Is it true the falcon god actually spoke to you and told
you to go with him to Ta–she?” Pimay asked.


“No,” Aya laughed. “He flew south. I followed where he led.”


“How did you know he was a god, and not just a bird?”


“Because I did,” Aya said. “I just felt it.”


“Weren’t you afraid?”


“Aya’s not afraid of anything,” Hunefer said loyally, as if
Pimay had just accused her of cowardice.


“Curious, mostly,” Aya replied.


Hunefer gazed at the talisman. “Was it really cast down from
the heavens?”


Aya set aside the basket she was working on, lifted the
talisman away from her chest. “Feel it,” she said.


Both Hunefer and Pimay did.


“I’ve never seen or touched any rock like this before,” Aya
said. “Have you?”


They both agreed they hadn’t.


“Does it give you magic powers?” Hunefer asked.


“I’m sure it’s magic,” Aya replied solemnly. “It’s already
brought me a dream. What other powers it has – I have no idea. I don’t feel any
different now that I wear it.”


“But Bek says you’re special, that you’re the falcon god’s
chosen one. That’s why you made the offerings to him when we set up our camp
that first night.”


“Grandfather is far wiser than me, and knows more than I
do,” Aya said. “If he says the god chose me, then I have to accept it.”


“You know more than most of us do,” Pimay interjected.
“That’s why you were Sitre’s favorite.”


“And Didia’s,” Hunefer added. “They both terrified me.”


“Because you never behaved,” Pimay said.


“Oh, and you did?” Hunefer retorted.


“Great–grandmother used to tell me the old tales about our
people when we were foraging together,” Aya said, trying to divert them from
their arguing. “I used to love being alone with her, listening to her. I could
see in my mind everything she was describing.”


“Tell us a tale,” Pimay urged.


“About what?” Aya asked.


“How did our people come to the savannah in the first
place?”


Aya could tell that Paser and Wetka and Kakhent were
listening. Tales told around the campfire were how her band and every other passed
its knowledge on to successive generations. Aya had been gifted with the
ability to remember word for word every tale she’d ever been told, probably
because they fascinated her so much. Her great–grandfather’s tales, and her
grandfather’s, and father’s for that matter, all revolved around their hunting
exploits. Those boastful tales were the ones every man in the band was familiar
with. Except for Aya, no one in the band had paid attention to her
great–grandmother’s stories about the people’s origins and travels on the
savannah. Aya also knew all the tales that belonged to her mother’s band,
related around the campfire by her grandfather Iuput, though no one in her band
was interested in them at all except her sister and brother and Tabiry.


“According to Great–grandmother Sitre,” Aya began, “our
people once lived much farther west and south than we do today. We dwelt beside
a lake in the midst of endless savannah.”


“The same lake where we live now?” Pimay asked.


“No. It was in a land called Tjemehu. There were,
apparently, a number of lakes in the region, all closely connected, all fed by
underground springs. The largest was only a mile across, perhaps less. Its
shores were shaded by palm trees. Wild grasses and other foodstuffs grew in
profusion there and around and between the rest of the lakes. The plains were
alive with animals, easily hunted when they came to the water to drink. Life
there was easy. The men hunted and the women foraged.”


“Why did we leave?”


“The rains failed,” Aya said. “For many years thereafter
plants continued to grow on the lake’s margins, and animals continued to come
there to drink, but each year the lakes shrank a bit more and eventually the
herds moved away. Meanwhile, the savannah surrounding the lake region turned to
desert – so dry in sections that the grasses disappeared entirely and were
replaced by sand. Sometimes the wind blew fiercely for days on end, filling the
skies with so much dirt and sand and dust that the sun itself vanished from
view in the middle of the day, replaced by an orange and red haze. So, to save
themselves, our ancestors followed the last of the herds away from that region.
We wandered the savannah for perhaps fifty generations, always eastward,
scratching out a meager existence. But then the rains began again, and came
regularly, and the savannah bloomed once more. And when it did our band settled
on the portion of the savannah that we ourselves just left. Our people resided
there for a dozen generations.”


“And now the rains are failing again, and we’ve moved on
again,” Hunefer concluded.


“Yes,” Aya replied.


“Enough stories,” Kakhent called loudly. “Aya, dance.”


The pre–hunt dance was an important tradition among her
people. Aya set aside her work, attached a dog’s tail to the back of her
loincloth at the waist, rose, began gracefully twirling in a circle around the
campfire, arms raised high over her head, occasionally bending at the waist,
letting the ends of her long hair sweep the ground. As she danced she sang, a
song she herself had composed, imploring the falcon god to grant the hunters
success tomorrow, to protect them from harm, to pass the power of the mighty
aurochs to her people, to bring the chaos of nature under her people’s control.
The men watched, clapping in time to her movements, the boys eyeing her
lustfully. Aya ignored them. She was focused on far more important things. She
danced increasingly faster, ever more furiously, until sweat was flying from
her fingertips and her feet raised the dust and she could no longer sing for
want of breath. And then she stopped.


“Time to sleep,” Kakhent announced as she stood with hands
on knees, gasping for air. “Aya, have breakfast ready an hour before dawn.”


Aya moved to where she’d laid out an animal hide on the far
side of the fire, rolled herself in it, and promptly fell asleep.


At first light Paser rushed into camp. He’d been watching
from atop the outcrop at the wadi. “Aurochs,” he hissed in a low voice. “A
dozen cows. A giant bull – I’ve never seen one so large.”


Kakhent smiled knowingly.


By then everyone had eaten, donned their tails and horns and
other paraphernalia, painted themselves, seen to spears and flint knives.


“Pimay, Hunefer – swing around behind the beasts, at a
distance,” Kakhent directed. “Don’t spook them, but drive them slowly into the
wadi. There are plenty of low spots along the west bank where they can descend
into it from the savannah. Once they’re in the wadi, keep them moving north,
but remain well back.” He turned to his older sons. “We’ll station ourselves
atop the east bank, just south of where we’ve placed the obstruction. Once they
reach it and stop, I’ll kill one of the cows at the rear of the herd. It’ll
fall and block the wadi and trap the bull. Then we’ll all use our spears on
him.”


“Remember,” Hunefer whispered, leaning close to Aya. “After
I kill the bull, I’ll trade you his tail for a kiss.”


“Don’t do anything foolish,” Aya urged.


Hunefer laughed. He and Pimay hurried south, spears in hand,
bows and quivers slung over their shoulders, and were soon lost to view. Aya
followed Kakhent and Paser and Wetka to the watching station, her pouch of
medical supplies and another of water slung over her shoulder just in case. The
men positioned themselves five or six feet apart from each other, crouched
behind the lip of the outcrop, Kakhent at the end farthest from the obstruction
and closest to the approaching prey. Each arranged three or four extra spears
on the ground within easy reach. From the expressions on their faces, Aya knew
the men were about to engage in a serious dangerous business and none of them
was taking the upcoming encounter lightly. They’d given themselves an
advantage, with the favorable terrain at their ambush site, but even so, an
aurochs was a creature to be feared under any circumstances. In fact, if these
men had encountered one on the open savannah they would have let it pass. There
weren’t enough men in the band anymore to attack in that situation, even in a
group, with any assurance of success, for aurochs were both swift and
aggressive.


The sun rose above the horizon, instantly drenching the
savannah with golden light, leaving the wadi and other low places in shadow.


“There!” Paser whispered.


Aya carefully raised her head just enough to see more than a
dozen aurochs leisurely lumbering towards her, led by the bull, strung out in a
line, half a mile away, already in the wadi. That augured well. Their hooves
were raising dust on the dry ground and it rolled behind them, low down then
spreading as the wind caught it. Aya squinted; she thought she could make out
Hunefer and Pimay through the haze. She thought they were both too close to
their prey.


Aya held her breath as the animals reached her where she lay
at the southern end of the line of hunters, so close she could have reached out
and touched them. She stared at the bull, in awe. She’d never seen such a
magnificent and fearsome beast. She guessed his weight to be three thousand
pounds, maybe more. The height of his shoulders nearly matched the length of
his torso. His legs were long, belly slim, waist slender, and his back dipped
slightly. His hair was black; Aya saw long scars on his flanks, no doubt from
fights with other bulls. His head was long and large and straight, with long
and curly hair on his forehead. But what drew her attention most were his horns
– each nearly three feet long, curving upwards from his skull and then swinging
straight ahead, their tips pointed and viciously sharp. She almost thought it a
shame that he was going to die this day. On the other hand, Kakhent was going
to gain much power from him, power that would benefit her people.


The cows that trailed the bull were much smaller, their
coats reddish brown. There were three calves, too, all chestnut in color.


“There’s a second bull,” Wetka hissed. “A year old, maybe
two.”


He was a few paces behind the rest of the animals, his hair
deep brown, with a white stripe down his spine. He was about a third the size
of his father. His horns were not as long, but looked equally deadly. His
presence, Aya knew, was unexpected.


The lead bull reached the obstruction, stopped. The cows
behind nudged those in front, began milling about. Aya realized she was
trembling, whether from fear or excitement she did not know. The ambush was
about to begin. Kakhent slowly rose beside her, spear cocked. He’d slay the
rearmost cow. Then he and his sons would together attack the bull in the
confusion that followed.


Out of the corner of her eye Aya caught sight of Hunefer
dashing towards the herd down the center of the wadi. With a loud cry he hurled
his spear at the young bull, aiming for the portion of the spine directly
between the shoulder blades. But the spear merely grazed the bull’s shoulder,
leaving a long stripe that immediately began to bleed. For an instant Hunefer
stood, stock still, disbelief on his face. He hadn’t expected to miss. Then the
bull bellowed in pain and anger, pivoted on its rear legs, spotted him. Hunefer
sprinted for the east side of the wadi, desperately tried to scramble up the
rocky sandy face to safety, but he was too slow. The bull lowered his head,
charged, caught Hunefer’s legs beneath his horns, tossed him into the air.
Hunefer screamed and crashed to the rock–filled wadi floor and lay still.
Bright red blood pulsed from his right leg.


Simultaneously, Kakhent and Paser and Wetka buried three
spears deep in the bull’s back, hurled downward with all the force they could
muster from atop the outcrop. The beast took a step, staggered, dropped to his
knees beside Hunefer, fell onto his side. Aya saw that Kakhent’s spear had delivered
the killing blow. Kakhent jumped down into the wadi, crouched between his
disabled son and the now bawling herd, his spare spear lowered menacingly.
Paser and Wetka joined him, their spears lowered as well. About that time the
giant bull pushed aside the obstruction in the wadi as if it wasn’t there and
led the cows and calves hurriedly north.


Kakhent dropped his spear, lifted Hunefer, one hand
underneath his back, the other beneath his knees. He found a low place in the
east bank and Aya met him there, helped him from the wadi. Paser and Wetka
walked backwards to the same low place, spears at the ready just in case, then
also climbed to safety.


Kakhent lay Hunefer down in the shade of some boulders two
paces from the wadi. Aya knelt beside him. Blood was flowing copiously from a
long gouge on his right leg where the tip of the bull’s horn had caught him.
The side of his head was swelling and turning purple from where he’d hit his
head on a rock when he landed. Aya had never encountered injuries as serious.
She feared they were beyond her capability to fix. Fortunately, for both of
them, Hunefer was unconscious. That would make what Aya had to do easier. She
took a deep breath. She couldn’t afford to panic. She reached into the pouch of
medical supplies she’d carried with her against just such an emergency, pulled
out a small empty jar. She searched in the pouch and found some particular
herbs and put them in the jar.


The men were standing over Hunefer, watching. Suddenly Pimay
appeared. “I told him not to!” he exclaimed, trying to catch his breath. “He
just laughed at me.”


“This is your fault!” Kakhent snarled at Aya. “He went after
the bull because of you! You’d better not let him die!”


I didn’t ask Hunefer to be an idiot, Aya said to
herself. She dared not express that sentiment to Kakhent aloud. She knew he’d
been counting on gaining the power of the giant aurochs for himself. He was
going to hold missing out on it against her for a long time. Not to mention the
injury to his son.


Blood was coloring the dirt beneath Hunefer’s leg now,
flowing down both sides of his thigh.


Aya picked up the pouch that held water. She was just about
to pour it into the jar containing the herbs when something occurred to her.
Hastily, she removed the talisman from around her neck, placed it over the
opening of the jar, poured water into the jar over the talisman. Maybe this
talisman is magic, she thought. It better be. Help me heal Hunefer,
she prayed to the falcon god.


Aya put the talisman back around her neck, picked up the jar
and mixed the herbs into a paste with her finger. Then she washed the gaping
wound as best she could with more of the water, and when it was clean packed it
with the paste. Blood continued to well, though at a lesser volume. Aya reached
into her pouch, extracted a long thin needle made from a bird’s wing, then
pulled out long thin thread made from some animal’s intestines. “Hold the sides
of the wound tightly together,” she ordered Pimay.


He knelt, touched his brother’s leg, then promptly turned
and vomited.


Paser pushed his younger brother aside, knelt, pressed
Hunefer’s wound together with his hands.


Aya began sewing the gash in Hunefer’s leg with neat tight
stitches.


“Pimay, Wetka – start butchering the bull,” Kakhent ordered.
His son might be dying, but meat could not be wasted. “I’ll start a fire –
we’ll smoke the meat to preserve it, then fill the baskets Aya made.” He
glanced down at Hunefer. “We’d have three times the meat if he’d obeyed me.”


Aya supposed Kakhent held her responsible for that too.


“What about the rest of the herd?” Wetka asked.


“Too far away now, and there aren’t enough of us to hunt
them down.”


“There’s another jar in my pouch,” Aya told Kakhent as she
continued to sew. Her fingers were red and slippery with blood now. “Take it.
Collect some of the bull’s blood for Hunefer to drink later. He’ll need to
replace what he’s lost. Let the beast save Hunefer instead of killing him.”


The men departed.


It took most of the day for Aya to completely sew the wound.
When she was done she used the last water in her pouch to wash the fresh and
already dried blood from Hunefer’s leg. Paser then took the pouch and went to
refill it for her at the small pool near their hunting camp. Aya removed a
container full of honey from her pouch and liberally smeared it over the
stitches. She wasn’t sure why, but honey always aided in healing. Then she took
a length of linen from her pouch and wrapped it around Hunefer’s leg. There was
barely enough to cover the entire wound. Aya had to tear several strips from
the bottom of her loincloth and use them to secure the bandage in place. By the
time she finished it was late in the afternoon.


Meanwhile, Paser had started a fire half a dozen yards away
from where Hunefer lay, still senseless, then made several trips moving the
contents of their original camp to this new one. A little before dark Kakhent
appeared carrying a chunk of meat newly cut from the bull, and the container of
blood. He handed the meat to Paser. Paser put it on a spit and began to roast
it.


Kakhent set the container of blood down next to Aya. “This
wouldn’t have happened if Hunefer hadn’t been trying to impress you,” he said
angrily. The hours spent butchering the aurochs under the hot sun had not
improved his mood.


Aya had had enough. She’d never done anything as complicated
as sew a man’s leg together. She was terrified that Hunefer was going to die.
She hadn’t even begun to attend to the lump on his head yet, which was now a
deep purple and black. She was physically and emotionally exhausted from hours
of rendering aid, drenched with sweat, starving, her entire body splattered
with Hunefer’s blood. “I didn’t ask him to!” she cried, tears springing to her
eyes. “It’s not my fault he wants me!”


 “Beautiful girls like you are dangerous. They need to
be under a man’s control,” Kakhent snapped. “Bek needs to join you to someone,
and fast. Until then – I don’t want you to have anything to do with any of my
sons. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” Aya said. She dared not point out how illogical
Kakhent’s order was – the only boys available for Bek to join her to in their
band were Hunefer and Pimay. And she didn’t want to belong to either of them.


Everyone ate a hasty meal. Aya chewed a few bites of meat,
then gave up. She had no appetite. She felt awful about what had happened and,
now that she had a moment to reflect, was scared that she hadn’t done enough to
save Hunefer. Had she used the right combination of herbs? Would his bleeding
stop? Would the stitches hold? Would the water touched by the talisman keep at
bay evil spirits in the night? One by one the men returned to the wadi to
continue butchering the bull by firelight, placing chunks of meat on an
improvised rack to smoke them. Someone remained on guard at all times; Kakhent
half–expected a lion or other predator would enter the wadi to contest their
kill. As for Aya, she made her way to the pool near the original camp, washed
Hunefer’s dried blood from her hands and arms and belly and thighs, then sat and
hugged her legs to her chest and lay her head on her knees and sobbed,
overwhelmed by everything she’d experienced this day.


Eventually, Aya returned to the wadi and resumed her seat
beside Hunefer. He was burning with fever now and she mopped his brow with cool
water, over and over, the entire night. By morning he was raving and she
despaired for his life. She did her best to ignore Kakhent’s angry stares as he
watched her soak off the bloody bandage and wash the wound again and then
slather it with more honey. After, she left the wound unbandaged, for blood was
no longer welling from between the stitches. Paser and Pimay erected a low
sunscreen over Hunefer, made of bundles of long grasses laid across a wooden
frame; it was much cooler for him in that patch of shade. At midday Aya brewed
more herbs into a broth, then, desperate, removed the talisman once more and
poured some of the bull’s blood over it into the broth. She let the mixture
cool, then lifted Hunefer’s head slightly and poured it into his mouth. He
spluttered, but swallowed most of it, the rest trickling down his chin.


His fever broke in the middle of the night on the third day.
By then Paser had carried some of the smoked meat back to the ridge camp and
returned with Hannu and Siese and Bintanath and another pouch full of Aya’s
medical supplies to replenish what she’d exhausted. Hannu and Pimay and Siese
had since carried the rest of the meat back to camp. Bintanath had relieved Aya
for a few hours at a time, allowing her to get a bit of sleep. Kakhent and
Paser and Wetka had remained at the camp and passed the time chipping at
cobbles they’d found at the base of a nearby limestone outcrop, making choppers
and cutters and other tools. The ground along one side of the camp was now
littered with stone chips.


When Hunefer opened his eyes for the first time only Aya was
awake. Firelight flickered from the nearby fire, turning his pale face to gold.
Hope stirred in Aya’s heart. “Don’t try to speak,” she cautioned. “You’ve been
out for days.” Then, after stealing a glance at Kakhent’s sleeping form, Aya
impulsively bent and softly kissed Hunefer on the lips.


“I told you,” he whispered triumphantly, then fell back
asleep.


The following day the men carried Hunefer back to the lake
on an improvised litter, setting out before dawn, resting in the shade of an
acacia grove in the heat of the day, continuing on in late afternoon. It took
several weeks for Hunefer to be up and about, a couple more for him to regain
the full use of his leg. Aya nursed him the whole time.


The first night back, as Hunefer slept, Aya told Bek
everything that had happened, sitting with him at Hunefer’s side. Bek lifted
the talisman from her chest with his fingers. “Doubt no longer, Aya, that this
talisman is magic, blessed by the falcon god, and that his magic flows through
you. That Hunefer lives is proof of that.”


 


 


***


 


 


“It’s because the rains never fell this year,” Hannu fumed.
He paced back and forth in front of Bek, who was seated on a low leather stool
in front of his hut. Kakhent sat near his brother, listening intently to his
nephew’s report. Aya stood in the shadows, as usual in the evening, ready to
keep the two elders’ cups filled with beer or fetch any delicacy they
requested. Almost everyone else in camp had already sought their beds. “The
grasses on the savannah never greened. So we have to graze the animals close to
the lake or on the fringes of the three basins.”


Hannu had been put in charge of the herds by Bek after the
band’s arrival at the lake, taking the departed Bebi’s place. It was a task Aya
knew her father despised. In fact, her younger brother Iuput made most of the
decisions concerning the animals these days. Iuput hardly checked with his
disinterested father any more before moving the animals between pastures, or
milking them, or deciding which to blood. Iuput, of course, didn’t have the
stature to speak to Bek and Kakhent, so his report was being conveyed by a
reluctant Hannu.


“But we can only graze them in certain areas because we need
to preserve all the wild grain we can in case the emmer we planted fails or is
inadequate,” Hannu continued.


“Which hardly seems likely,” Kakhent interrupted. “The emmer
and barley are growing tall in three separate fields, from what I can tell.”


“Yet prudence is called for,” Bek cautioned. “We’re still
finding our way in this land, Brother. We don’t know for sure the cycle of the
seasons. What if some pestilence we don’t know of strikes our crop before we
can harvest? What if there’s an insect infestation?”


“Speaking of our grain, we’re having a hard time keeping our
cattle away from it,” Hannu complained. “Believe me, they’d destroy an entire
field in a single night.”


“That’s obvious. What point are you trying to make?” Kakhent
asked.


Hannu colored. Aya knew that neither Hannu nor Kakhent loved
or respected the other. “Just this, Uncle. Because of the restrictions I’ve
mentioned we have no choice but to graze our animals along the lakeshore. Those
shores are alive with predators. We lost another calf yesterday. A crocodile
got it when we were watering the herd. And its not the first. Crocs are
everywhere.”


Aya knew the loss of even one calf was significant, given
the small size of the band’s herds.


“And, because the savannah is so dry, the predators that
would normally be ranging it have drawn close to the lake to feed instead. We
haven’t lost any animals to them yet, but we’ve had close calls during the
night three times this past week alone. It’s just a matter of time until a lion
or two slips through our defenses. We don’t have enough boys to watch the
animals every minute of the day and night. None of them are a match for a lion
anyway, or even a lesser beast.”


“What’s your suggestion?” Bek asked.


“Suggestion?”


“For dealing with the problem,” Bek said impatiently.


“I don’t have a suggestion, Father,” Hannu replied. “I’m
just letting you know what we herdsmen are facing.”


Aya was embarrassed for her father. She faced issues at
least as bad, or worse, on a daily basis when planning where and when the
band’s women should forage. Yet she’d never once dumped her problems in the
patriarch’s lap. She’d simply taken care of them. Well, since her father wasn’t
going to be helpful, she might as well be.


“Grandfather, we could take the animals to the river valley
for a few months,” Aya said boldly. She’d learned long ago that being timid
around Bek and Kakhent was a sure recipe for being ignored. “The grasses will
be tall and lush on the plains along the riverbank, and water will certainly
not be an issue. We could drive our animals there in less than a week – first
east, then south along the lakeshore, across the ridge that divides the lake
from the river. There’s a well–worn trail from lake to valley made by animals
that move between them regularly.”


“An interesting idea,” Bek mused.


“Many of the patches we’ve been foraging on the savannah are
nearly tapped out,” Aya continued. “Because of the lack of rain, much of the
plant growth was stunted this year, and the quantity poor. That won’t be a problem
in the valley. Those who go with the animals will have plenty to eat.”


“What about our emmer and barley?” Bek asked. “We can’t
simply abandon our grain. Our crops need to be cared for, protected from
predators. It would only take a hippo or two a single night to wipe out a
field. They’re voracious.”


“Split the band,” Aya said boldly. “Leave hunters here to
guard the crops and a few women to see to the camp. Keep the children here as
well so they won’t have to travel. You too, Grandfather, and Grandmother. Send
everyone else to the river. I know the way. I can get us there and back
safely.”


Hannu shot her a look that clearly said keep your mouth
shut!


“What do you think, Brother?” Bek asked Kakhent.


“Given our situation, our lack of knowledge about this
country, it seems a reasonable plan,” Kakhent replied. He stared at Hannu.
“It’s better than throwing our hands up and doing nothing.”


Aya saw Hannu look daggers at her. Blame yourself,
she thought.


“Hannu, have the animals ready to move the day after tomorrow,”
Bek said.


Hannu nodded, gave Aya one last angry look, then turned and
left.


“I should go to the valley with the herds, Brother,” Kakhent
said. “I don’t trust Hannu to handle problems if any arise. Besides, one of us
should see this river first–hand – who knows what role it might play in our
future.”


“Agreed,” Bek said. He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “While
you’re there, keep your eyes open for signs of other bands.” He sighed deeply.
“Hannu’s report highlights what we both know – there simply aren’t enough of us
to watch over the fields and herds, and hunt and forage for food at the same
time anymore, not since our band split. Even a simple illness, if it spreads,
could decimate what’s left of us. And when our band is divided even further, as
it will be these next months, we’ll be even more at risk.” He shook his head.
“What I wouldn’t give to have Bebi and Amenemope and their families back with
us! We need children, Kakhent – many more children – if our people are to
thrive in this lake country.”


“You must realize the odds of stumbling on a band with women
of an age to join with my sons Pimay and Hunefer in the vastness of this
country are extremely small,” Kakhent said.


“Of course. We’ve only encountered suitable bands three
times that I know of,” Bek replied. “The first was almost fifty years ago –
that’s when Sitre became Didia’s woman, and half a dozen more of her people
joined us. The second was more than thirty years ago – that’s how I found my
woman, Nubwenet. And the third time we found Menhet, Aya’s mother – how old are
you now, child?”


“Twelve,” Aya replied.


“Thirteen years ago, then,” Bek said.


“We will find more bands,” Aya interjected, with assurance.
“I’ve seen them living at the lake in the dream given me by the falcon god.
It’s a matter of when, not if.”


“So you say,” Kakhent scoffed. “What proof do we have
that you even had such a dream? How do we know you’re not making it up, to make
yourself seem more important than you really are?”


Aya was incensed. “I’d never do such a thing!”


Kakhent addressed Bek. “If I should happen to discover
another band, what about Aya and Tabiry? That band’s patriarch will surely
demand them in exchange if they give up women to us.”


Aya knew Kakhent still blamed her for Hunefer’s injury. He
hadn’t let her forget it for an instant. He appeared to be jumping at a chance
to be rid of her. What Kakhent was proposing – giving her to another band,
sending her away – threatened the life she believed she was destined to live
here at Ta–she, one shown her by the falcon god. She hated that these two old
men were so casually arranging her future. She obviously meant no more to them
than a cow or sheep or goat – she was property to be used as they saw fit to
benefit themselves. She wished she had a say in her own life, but what woman
ever did?


Aya almost wished that Hunefer was involved in the
discussion. He’d argue strenuously that she shouldn’t be given away. He still
wanted her in the worst way. Hunefer had pursued her even more aggressively
since recovering from his accident. She’d come to regret kissing him the night
he’d awakened from his fever. He’d taken her innocent kiss, a spontaneous
display of relief that he was going to live, as a sign that she cared for him
after all, that his attempt to impress her had worked. He refused to believe
that she hadn’t fallen in love with him in the weeks she’d nursed him. He
chalked her reluctance to embrace his love as fear of Kakhent, after how he’d
threatened Aya and warned her to stay away from both of his sons. More than once
she’d invoked that very reason when he’d become too aggressive with her. It was
the only thing that ever stopped him in his tracks, for he too feared his
father.


“Give them Tabiry. But not Aya,” Bek replied.


Aya was as surprised as Kakhent.


“Why not?” he asked.


“Aya’s our healer, and the falcon god’s chosen one. When I
die, she’s the one this band is going to rely on to oversee farming, too.”


“But I…” Kakhent spluttered.


“You take no interest in selecting seed to plant, and caring
for the crop, and seeing it harvested, Brother. You’re a hunter – you always
will be. That’s why Aya must remain with us. Healer, god’s instrument, farmer –
filling those roles are Aya’s true value to our band, not as a bargaining chip.
I won’t give her away to another.”


“Probably doesn’t matter,” Kakhent said resignedly. “We have
to assume I won’t encounter another band anyway. So how do we solve the problem
of numbers? Join some combination of Pimay and Hunefer and Tabiry and Aya when
I return from the river? They’re the only four old enough. And joining cousin
to cousin is what we’ve always done in the decades we didn’t encounter another
band. Paser and Siese and Wetka are joined to Bebi and Amenemope’s daughters,
after all. And, actually, Tabiry is from another band. Only Aya is related to
my sons.”


“We’ll wait for a year or two before taking that step,” Bek
decided. “If we don’t find another band this year, maybe we will next year.”


“You plan to move the herds to the river valley regularly?”


Bek shrugged. “Maybe. Not necessarily. We’re close enough to
the valley that we could send a few men several times a year simply to try to
locate another band.”


“Even with an exchange of women, it’ll take generations for
our band to multiply significantly – and that’s if nothing goes wrong,” Kakhent
said. “Our people will be living on the edge, as you say, long after we’re both
dead.”


“Unless we invite any bands we encounter to come live with
us at Ta–she,” Aya interjected. Her grandfather had just said he considered her
the falcon god’s chosen one – she might as well embrace that role instead of
sitting silently by as her people’s future was decided. “That’s what I saw in
the dream the falcon god sent me, after all.”


Kakhent’s brow furrowed. He obviously didn’t want her input
and didn’t believe her dream.


“Life here is better than anywhere else we’ve ever been,”
Aya said hurriedly. “There’s plenty of land and resources for many bands to
share. Even if we doubled or tripled the number of people in the lake country
overnight we could grow emmer enough to support everyone.”


“And what if these other bands try to take what’s ours, make
us subservient to them, girl?” Kakhent queried. “Have you considered that?”


“If the women and men of the different bands are joined, so
that we’re all mixed, that would tie us together,” Aya said. “Why would they
then try to be anything but our equals?”


“Because some men would rather take what others have built
than build for themselves,” Kakhent replied sharply.


“You may be right, Brother,” Bek said. “But Aya’s idea is a
good one. I believe the falcon god in fact sent her a dream, revealing a future
where many different bands inhabit the shores of this lake. So, if the
opportunity arises to invite one to settle here, whether this year or sometime
in the future, we must. No doubt there will be negative consequences – we’ll
deal with them when they happen. Frankly, I’d welcome such problems. Truth be
told, as you said, the odds of our finding another band are small. Even if we
do, the chances of convincing hunters and gatherers to abandon the life they
know and migrate to our lake are even smaller. We learned that from Bebi and
Amenemope. But if we find another band, we must try. We all have to have faith
in the future the falcon god has revealed to Aya.” Bek put his hands on his
knees, pushed himself to a standing position. “As for tomorrow… Kakhent, see to
the hunters. Aya, get the women organized.”


“Yes, Grandfather,” Aya replied.











5453 BC: The River


 


 


 


 


 


Aya stood with Kakhent atop the western rim of the ridge
that separated the lake from the river valley. “This is what I’ve been telling
you about,” she said. It was an hour before sunset. The whole lake country was
spread out before them, the distant terraces and ridges and hills turning gold
in the slanting light, the hollows and depressions shadowed in blue. To Aya’s
left the delta opened into the lake like a fan, the narrow part emanating from
the mouth of the channel that disgorged into it. The water coursing through the
channel had fully receded within its banks since Aya’s first visit. The channel
was now so winding and twisting that Aya thought one would have to walk three
miles beside it to actually progress forward only two. The delta itself was a
mass of tall reeds and sedges, rippling in the breeze that swept unhindered
across the wave–clad lake, alive with birds and waterfowl. Off on its western
edge Aya saw great masses of crocodiles sunning themselves. That was fortunate,
for at the base of the ridge below her feet were the cattle and sheep and goats
of her band, arrived here today after a one–week journey from the ridge camp.
The herdsmen were just now watering them. A column of smoke rose from the
campfire that the women had built on a flat section halfway up the ridge and
beside which they were preparing dinner.


“Quite a collection of cobbles,” Kakhent noted, bending to
pick up several from the base of the flint outcrop near the crest of the ridge.
“I’ve never seen so many in one place.”


“They’re in a variety of sizes,” Aya said. “We can use them
to make every type of tool and weapon we need. We can pack them in pouches and
strap them onto our animals’ backs when we return home from the river two
months from now. And in years to come.”


“You expect this movement to the valley to become a regular
occurrence?” Kakhent asked.


“I do,” Aya said. “As our herds grow larger, and the size of
our emmer fields increases, it’ll be harder for our herdsmen to keep the
animals out of them. Plus, the grasses on the savannah are mostly dead now. The
rains that started soon after we finished planting will renew them by the time
we return from the river.”


“That is true,” Kakhent admitted.


“So the solution will be to move the herds to the river from
the time the grain begins to grow until its ready to harvest. The grasses on
the savannah will have a chance to grow, and our animals will be safe from
predators around the lakeshore too.”


“Something for Bek and I to consider,” Kakhent said.


Aya had long ago learned that Kakhent was too proud a man to
ever accept an idea directly from a girl. She assumed he’d eventually agree
with her proposal, and probably even claim it as his own when he spoke to Bek.
“Over there’s the track made by wild game,” she said, pointing. Even from a
distance Aya could see that the ground was hard packed and marked by countless
hooves. “Three miles from here to the river valley. I’ve walked it.”


“We’ll head east at first light,” Kakhent said.
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Aya carried dinner to her brother Iuput that evening at the edge
of the lake, where he was standing the first watch over the animals. In fact,
he was in charge of them on this trip. Bek had decided that Hannu would remain
in the lake camp and not travel with the herd. He’d given responsibility for
its oversight to Iuput, who’d gladly embraced it. He’d built a large fire this
night, one that cast enough light to see any predators that might be
approaching and perhaps even scare them away. The cattle and sheep and goats
were already bedded down between that fire and the camp. Iuput’s crook and
flail and the was stick he used to control the animals lay on the ground
beside him. His uncle Siese and cousin Harwa were already rolled in skins close
by, sleeping. They’d take the later watches during the night. Iuput appeared to
be shaping some of the cobbles Aya had brought down from the ridge a few hours
earlier.


“You’ve made progress?” she asked. For some weeks she’d been
thinking about how few people there were in the band to harvest what promised
to be large crops of emmer and barley. In the past, women and girls had simply
pulled the grain they’d planted and the savannah’s wild grasses up by the roots
at harvest time. Based on the size of the fields at the lake, though, it would
take them weeks to do so this year. Aya had figured out a way to speed up the
process, using a special tool she was calling a sickle. She’d sketched it for
Iuput in the dirt a few days ago.


Iuput held up a slightly curved length of wood, perhaps four
feet long. “I found this yesterday. It’s the perfect shape. I think if I cut a
shallow groove inside the curved portion, and affix blades there with resin –
tree sap or some such – it’ll work.” He held the flat base of a small triangular
piece of flint he’d just chipped flush against the wood. “Four or five of these
blades in a row should do the trick, as long as the edges are sharp enough.” He
set down the flint, stood up, swung the wood in a long arc to demonstrate.


“You men can use the sickles to cut many stalks at a time,”
Aya said. “We women can simply follow after and collect and tie them in
bundles.”


“Bek will be impressed,” Iuput said.


“Particularly if he thinks it’s your idea. That’s how we
should present it. Less likely to be rejected.” Kakhent wasn’t the only elder
who discounted the ideas of girls. “Anyway, I’ve brought you dinner.”


“You don’t have to every night,” Iuput told her. “I can go
to the main campfire to eat once Siese relieves me.”


“That’ll be many hours from now,” Aya replied. “I don’t
mind. I needed to get away from the others for a while anyway.”


“You mean you needed to get away from Pimay,” Iuput
chuckled.


Aya plopped down beside him. “He won’t let me alone!” she
exclaimed. “He walks close beside me on the march – every step. Whenever he
catches me alone he grabs me, tries to kiss me. I’ve lost count of how many
times I’ve told him I’m not interested, but he doesn’t pay attention. Tabiry
accuses me of trying to steal him from her – well, I don’t want him, but
apparently he doesn’t want her. She refuses to accept that, makes me out to be
the problem.”


“Lucky for you she’s back in the lake camp,” Iuput said.


“I decided she’d remain there – before I knew Kakhent was
bringing Pimay with us.”


“And leaving Hunefer behind?”


Aya colored. “He’s as bad as his brother.”


“Let me ask you something,” Iuput said. “If you had to
choose one of them to join with, which would it be?”


“Neither.”


“You know that’s not realistic, Aya. There are two unjoined
girls and two unjoined boys in our band. There’s no one besides Hunefer and
Pimay for you to join with.”


Aya sighed deeply. “Hunefer. The best of a bad lot.”


“Then, if it was me,” Iuput counseled, “I wouldn’t be so
quick to reject Pimay’s advances. In fact, I’d encourage him, and I’d do it in
front of Kakhent. He just might join you to Hunefer out of spite if he thinks
you prefer Pimay. We both know he’s like that – vindictive.”


“Are you really only ten?” Aya asked, tousling Iuput’s hair.
“How did you get to be so devious?”


“I’ve learned from my cousins.”


“Well, I’m not going to take your advice,” Aya said.
“Kakhent warned me to stay away from his sons, and I will. With any luck at all
we’ll find another band when we’re in the valley and talk them into coming back
to the lake with us. Then I’ll have someone else to join with. I have no
intention of settling for either of my cousins.”
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They spent the next two months in the valley. It was an
almost idyllic time. They set up a new camp every four or five days, let the animals
graze the nearby plains until they were cropped short, then moved farther
south. Aya expected that by the time they turned back in the direction of home
the sections they’d already grazed would have regrown and would be usable
again, for Iuput was careful not to exhaust any individual stretch of the
plain.


Aya and the other women foraged daily, and fed the men well.
She’d never seen such a variety of tubers and grains and seeds and fruits and
vegetables in such close proximity to each other. Because Kakhent relocated
their camp so often Aya never came close to exhausting any patch of foodstuffs,
and there were always more wherever they moved. On top of that, the marshes
that lined the river were alive with waterfowl and birds and small animals easily
snared, and the river was full of fish. No one went hungry during the sojourn
in the valley. The valley was even richer than the lake, Aya concluded. If it
didn’t entirely flood for several months each year it would in fact be a better
place to live. But because her band could stay in the same camp year–round at
the lake, the lake had a decided advantage over the valley.


Aya never tired of bathing in the river at night or laying
beside it in the heat of the day. She’d quickly learned not to stray far from shore
when she waded into it; never had she experienced water’s power as she did when
in the river. She could easily be swept away if she wasn’t careful.
Occasionally Aya wondered if what grew on the western bank of the river also
grew on the eastern, and if the land that lay atop the eastern plateau was like
that on the west, but with no way to cross she could only speculate.


It was a bit sadly as her time in the valley ended that Aya
scanned the river one last time from atop the ridge and turned her steps for
home, trailing Kakhent and the animals and the rest of the band. She knew she’d
miss the evenings, when shadows spread across the valley from east to west, and
the mornings, when dawn’s light climbed the face of the western plateau,
turning it to gold. And she knew she’d miss the river, moving restlessly and
relentlessly north, to lands and places she’d never see. But she wouldn’t miss
the closed in, restricted feeling she had in the valley. She liked the endless
view in every direction that she had in the lake country. It always made her
feel as if she was part of something magnificent, and completely free.











5453 BC: Ta–she – Shemu (Harvest)


 


 


 


 


 


Upon returning to the lake camp, Aya learned that several
hippos had trampled and entirely consumed one of the emmer fields two nights
earlier.


“It was bound to happen,” Bek told Kakhent as they surveyed
the damage along with Aya. “There weren’t enough men to fight off the beasts in
the dark.”


“Hannu was in charge?” Kakhent asked.


Bek nodded.


“I’m surprised they didn’t trample two fields,” Kakhent
said, disgusted.


Bek sighed. “Despite this disaster, the emmer that remains
is our best crop ever. As long as no pests strike before we harvest, and we
have no more hippo attacks, we’ll have enough grain to last us for many
months.”


“We need to kill every hippo on the north shore of the lake,
then,” Kakhent said decisively. “Eliminate the threat. And keep the North
hippo–free thereafter.”


“Do you really think it’s possible?” Bek asked.


“I think if we’re to bend this lake country to our will it
will have to be,” Kakhent answered.


“Do it,” Bek ordered. “Kakhent, tomorrow morning take every
man we can spare and wipe out the hippos. Aya, go with them, as healer and to
invoke the falcon god’s blessing on the hunters and the hunt. In addition,
you’re responsible for preserving as much meat as possible from the kills.”


“I’ll need almost every woman, then, to gather wood for
smoking the meat and for butchering the carcasses,” Aya said. “A single hippo
yields five times the meat of an aurochs. It took two days to preserve the one
Kakhent killed in the wadi.”


“I trust you to arrange it,” Bek said. “And if there’s too
much meat to preserve, let the bodies rot on the shore. Maybe the predators
that go after our cattle and sheep and goats will strip them clean instead and
leave our animals alone.”


“Looks like my sons will get another chance to impress you
with their hunting prowess,” Kakhent told Aya facetiously.


She rolled her eyes but did not reply.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya stood on the lakeshore, facing the inlet that lay
between the ridge camp and the arm of the peninsula. She was wearing her finest
loincloth, and had woven fresh flowers into her hair. As always, the falcon
talisman dangled around her neck. She was flanked by Siese and Paser holding
flaming torches, for night had fallen an hour earlier. The full moon was high
overhead and the moon path shimmered white upon the lake. A gentle wind rustled
the reeds in the nearby patches, and palm fronds clacked rhythmically on the
far side of the inlet. The people of her band were gathered in a semi–circle
behind her, with Kakhent standing close by. He held a tall wooden crook in one
hand; it had belonged to Bek. Bek had told everyone he’d adopted it as the
symbol of his authority as patriarch, though Aya thought he’d simply needed it
to support himself whenever he stood for long periods and didn’t want to appear
weak by admitting it. But Bek had died two weeks ago, while Kakhent was
exterminating the hippos. He’d been buried near a jumble of rocks on the plain
north of the ridge camp. Kakhent was now the band’s patriarch, as he’d always
desired.


Aya bent and reached into an earthenware bowl and filled her
hand with grains of emmer. She straightened, scattered the handful on the
surface of the inlet. “We thank you, o falcon god,” she intoned. “We thank you
for the bounty of our crop. We thank you for the country you have given us. We
thank you for our very lives.”


The harvest had been exceptional, the best since Bek had
taken up farming. Had it not been for the field lost to the hippos’ rampage it
would have been even better. Those beasts, in fact, had been completely
eliminated from the lake’s north shore by Kakhent and his hunters and would no
longer pose a threat to any crop that Aya’s people planted. More than a dozen
had been slain in less than a week, the hunters receiving only a handful of
minor injuries that Aya had easily treated. After the harvest, which went
swiftly thanks to Iuput’s new sickles, Kakhent had constructed a circular
storage bin of clay partially embedded in the crest of the ridge at the east
end of camp to hold the threshed grain. He’d commissioned Aya to make a reed
basket to line the inside of the bin; it was large enough that she herself
could fit inside. Kakhent had decided that the band’s senior female, Bek’s
woman Nubwenet, would dole out a ration of grain to each family every morning
from now on, as a means of controlling its use. Kakhent was currently
constructing a second bin to hold the seed that Aya had set aside to plant next
year. She’d finished weaving a basket to line it this very morning.


Bintanath stepped forward and handed Aya a jar brimming with
milk, and she took it and emptied it into the water. Tabiry handed her another
full of blood, and Aya dumped it as well.


“We thank you that our herds have prospered, and provide
their milk and blood for us each day.” Aya turned around and faced Kakhent.


He raised his crook. “And now that we’ve honored the gods,
we feast!” he cried.


Aya trailed the rest of her people up the ridge to camp,
where hippo and aurochs meat and fish and tubers had been bubbling in pots all
day. Bowls had already been set out filled with dates and pieces of melon,
along with platters heavy with freshly baked bread. There was even honey to
spread on it. Never had anyone in the band seen such a feast. The savannah had
not been anywhere near as bountiful as the lake country.


Aya seated herself cross–legged beside a cluster of bowls
that Iuput and Takhat were already eating from.


Pimay appeared at her elbow. “Wonderful ceremony, Aya. How
about if I eat with you?” Without waiting for her reply he started to sit. 


“How about if you don’t.” Hunefer loomed next to him. “Aya
doesn’t want anything to do with you. Isn’t that right, Aya?”


“Please,” Aya hissed, glancing around to see if any of the
elders were watching, in particular Kakhent. That would be a disaster.


Takhat’s eyes were large as she stared at the two
belligerent boys.


“Are you so sure of that?” Pimay retorted, addressing his
brother. “After all the time Aya and I spent together at the river these past
months? Didn’t she tell you about the things we did?”


“You mean all the times you put your hands on me when I told
you not to?” Aya snapped.


Hunefer shoved Pimay, hard.


Pimay staggered, caught himself, shoved back.


Hunefer lunged and suddenly the brothers were wrestling,
arms locked around each other, pushing, pulling, grunting. They tripped,
crashed to the ground. Jars and bowls and platters and their contents went
flying. Aya scrambled to her feet, moved out of the way, half dragging Takhat,
who was clinging to her leg. Everyone else in the band was rushing to see what
was happening, forming a large circle around the combatants. The boys were
rolling over and over, towards the campfire, each throwing punches, raising
dust.


“On your feet! Both of you!”


The anger in Kakhent’s voice stopped his sons in mid fight.
They both rose, bloodied, covered with dirt, sweaty, gasping for breath, eyeing
each other darkly.


“It’s her fault!” Tabiry cried. She was pointing at Aya.
“She’s been trying to steal Pimay away from me for months, even though Hunefer
wants her!”


Aya felt everyone’s eyes on her.


“I warned you to leave them alone,” Kakhent snarled, closing
the gap between himself and Aya, looming over her.


“I have,” Aya said defiantly, her eyes meeting his. “But
neither of them will leave me alone. You saw Pimay badgering me when we
were at the river often enough. You know I wasn’t leading him on.”


“So you say. Girls are devious.”


Hannu drew near. Kakhent saw him, addressed him. “Chosen one
or not, you need to get your daughter under control before she rips my band
apart.”


“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Aya insisted.


“Silence!” Kakhent thundered. “You’ll speak when spoken to
from now on, girl! Don’t mistake me for Bek.”


“Go to my hut!” Hannu ordered Aya. “Prepare yourself to
receive my stick!”


Aya saw triumph on Tabiry’s face, hurt on Hunefer’s, anger
on her father’s. She turned, humiliated, heard the babble of voices rising
behind her as she hurried away. No doubt she was going to be a topic of
conversation for years to come because of Kakhent’s sons. She ducked inside her
father’s hut, sat in the darkness, waiting, trembling. Her father was a violent
man when provoked. She’d tasted his stick many times before. She’d embarrassed
him greatly this night; she dreaded what she was about to experience. The
unfairness of it all ate at her.


Half an hour later Hannu shouted for Aya to come outside.
She exited the hut, stood before him meekly, eyes downcast. He was pacing back
and forth next to the fire. Nubwenet was beside the fire, seated on her leather
stool, her face sympathetic.


“There will be two joinings in camp tonight,” Hannu informed
Aya, stopping in front of her. “Pimay has already taken Tabiry to his hut.”


“I’m to be joined to Hunefer, then?” Aya asked softly. Her
heart fell. A lifetime spent subservient to Hunefer was even worse than her
father’s stick. Life with Hunefer was not what she’d dreamed.


“You’ll be joined to Kakhent,” Hannu announced brusquely.


Aya stood mute, in shock. Kakhent? He was more than three
decades older than her. He was her grandfather’s brother. He despised her. He
already had four sons, and she was younger than all of them. Two of them were
in love with her. The thought of being his, of the complicated situation that
would create within his family, frightened her. “Why?” she asked, tears welling
in her eyes.


“Explain it to her, Mother,” Hannu said. He stalked off.


Running away from confrontation, Aya thought. Typical.


“Sit next to me, child,” Nubwenet said gently.


Aya sat down cross–legged, facing her.


Nubwenet reached out, stroked Aya’s hair. “You’re the most
beautiful girl in our band, the most beautiful I’ve ever seen, even at so young
an age. You’ve been driving Hunefer and Pimay to distraction. And others.”


Aya knew that to be true. The fight tonight was proof of
that. And she recalled the increasingly lustful looks she’d seen in the eyes of
Bebi’s and Amenemope’s sons before the band had split. “I haven’t led anyone
on,” Aya objected. “I’ve told them to stay away from me, but they won’t.”


“Might as well try to keep the sun from rising in the
morning,” Nubwenet replied. “You’re going to become even more beautiful as you
grow older, Aya, even more desirable. You’re bright. You learn quickly. You’re
talented – no one makes better pottery or baskets, or weaves finer linen. You
have the ability to heal. You know more about farming than any of the men. You
have a presence – everyone gravitates to you. On top of that, you’re the falcon
god’s chosen one. You are, in short, Aya, a prize of the first magnitude.
Because of your relationship with the falcon god, because of your abilities,
because of what you’ve done for our band, you wield more power than you know.
Kakhent wants that power for himself. That’s why he won’t join either of his
sons to you – he’d be giving away the opportunity to control you and your
power.”


“Why does that matter?” Aya asked. “He’s our patriarch now.
His sons can’t challenge him, certainly not Hunefer or Pimay. They’re his
youngest.”


“What if Bebi and Amenemope lead their families here to the
lake someday?” Nubwenet asked. “It could happen. Don’t you think they’d
challenge Kakhent’s right to be patriarch? He’s the youngest brother. They’d
push him aside without the power you give him. To prevent that from happening,
he’s going to take you for his own.”


“That’s the real reason Kakhent came to the lake, isn’t it.
He didn’t care about farming or herding. He wanted to succeed Bek as
patriarch.”


“You’re correct,” Nubwenet replied.


“What does Father get in return for giving me away?” Aya
asked. She knew he had to have approved this joining. If she was the prize
Grandmother claimed, she must have brought Hannu much.


“You deserve the truth, Aya, though your father would never
be so forthcoming with you as I’m being. You know that Kakhent’s oldest son,
Paser, should follow him as patriarch someday.”


“Kakhent made Father his heir,” Aya guessed.


“You are bright, child,” Nubwenet said. “Tomorrow
morning Kakhent will announce that your father will be his successor. His sons
will, of course, be furious.”


“I pay the price for Father’s ambition,” Aya said bitterly.


“I love my son, but to him you’re only a piece in a game, to
be used as he sees fit. As will be your sister Takhat when she is of age. As
was I, for my father. Its the way of all the men I’ve ever known.”


“But I don’t love Kakhent!” Aya protested.


“Love is a luxury no woman is permitted,” Nubwenet replied.
“We join with whomever we are assigned by our patriarch. I did. Your mother did
– twice. We adapted to our situations – in time. So will you. Otherwise you’ll
be miserable. Kakhent can be a tolerable man – as long as you obey and don’t
challenge him. Do your best to keep him happy, Aya – especially inside his hut.
That will make your life easier.


“I’ll try, Grandmother,” Aya promised.


Nubwenet picked up a fertility figurine from beside her
stool. “Take this, Aya. It gave me my children.” She smiled. “You’re strong.
You’ll give Kakhent many children. That’s where you’ll find true love – not
with the man you’re joined to.”


“Like the love I have for Takhat and Iuput?” Aya’s mother
had died giving birth to Takhat. For all practical purposes, Aya had raised her
younger brother and sister, for her father had taken no interest in either of
them.


Nubwenet nodded. “Being joined to our patriarch brings with
it responsibilities, Aya, ones you would not have if you were joined to a
lesser man. Even though you’re so young, still a girl, really, beginning
tonight you’re the leading woman in our band, instead of me. You’ll dole out
grain to each family every morning from the storage bin from now on. You’ll
organize our festivals. You’ll oversee the setting up and tearing down of camps
when we move the herds between the lake and the river. Women will come to you
when their children are sick, seeking cures, though of course you already
provide those. They’ll come to you seeking fertility charms too, ask you to
pray for them to the falcon god and the goddess so that they’ll get pregnant.
You’ll construct birth bowers, and be present at births, and oversee the
purification rites that follow. And countless other tasks, including the
directing of foraging, as you already do. All this on top of running your own
household and raising your own children.”


“Will you teach me, Grandmother?” Aya asked, overwhelmed by
what was about to happen to her.


“I will. Just as my mother taught me. And I’ll do my best to
help you, as long as my strength lasts. But I’m afraid your relationships with
the band’s women are going to change dramatically,” Nubwenet warned. “Bintanath
and Ladice and Behenu are all much older than you. They’ll be jealous, because
they were passed over and now must take orders from you. And then there’s
Tabiry… She’ll never stop worrying that Pimay loves you, not her. That doubt
will eat at her, turn her completely against you. She and the rest will do
everything they can to make you miserable, to put roadblocks in your path, to
make you seem incompetent in Kakhent’s eyes and thereby raise their own status.
I’m afraid you’re in for a very difficult and lonely time.”











5440 BC: The River – Peret (Seed)


 


 


 


 


 


Aya and Ahaneith sang as they trod the worn dusty trail
half–hidden by waist–high grass. The trail hugged the rim of the escarpment
that rose abruptly from the river valley’s floor, towering at the edge of its
western flank. As usual Aya led the way, far too impatient to follow her oldest
daughter, too anxious to see what lay ahead. To her right, several hundred feet
below the plateau’s rim, flowed Iteru – the river – the only source of water in
the long narrow valley that stretched hundreds of miles to both north and
south. The plain directly below Aya was broad, twice the width of the one on
the east bank of the river abutting the base of a similar plateau. Aya balanced
a reed basket on her right shoulder, as did Ahaneith, both containers
overflowing with the fruit they’d spent the day gathering in the groves that
dotted the miles–wide plateau that lay between the river and the lake country.
The rainy season had greened the plateau’s grass and it stretched as far as the
eye could see, thick and lush, north and south and west, its monotony interrupted
only by clumps of flowering shrubs that sweetly scented the breeze that rippled
the tall grass like waves. Aya had tucked a flower behind her left ear and
placed several colorful clusters atop her fruit, bouquets for her two youngest
daughters – Pageti and Betrest. In every direction herds of animals grazed the
savannah beneath the blue vault of the cloudless sky – gazelle, oryx,
hartebeest, aurochs, wild cattle, giraffes and more. It was no surprise to Aya
that her band’s hunters had been able to keep everyone well–supplied with meat
during their three month–long sojourn in the river valley.


Aya switched her basket to her left shoulder and grasped its
rim with her left hand. The sun beat down, hot on her bare back, its heat
tempered a bit now that it was descending towards the horizon. Still, rivulets
of sweat ran down her spine. She glanced over the edge of the escarpment. Far
below her feet the wide brown river sliced straight as an arrow through the
heart of the valley, powerful and relentless, lined with patches of reeds and
rushes and papyrus and groves of dom palm and acacia and tamarisk and sycamore
fig and willows, the plains on both banks overgrown with wild cereal grasses
and shrubs. Shadows had already spread from the plateau where she was standing
towards the river and the two reed and mud huts of her band that stood side by
side on the western plain, midway between the riverbank and the terminus of the
narrow footpath that switchbacked from the rim where she was walking down to
the valley floor. The huts were toy–like from this height. Smoke spiraled
lazily from a single campfire burning brightly between them. There were a
handful of people in camp – Hannu, Kakhent’s son Wetka, Aya’s two daughters.
The men were lounging, the girls working at tasks in preparation for the
evening meal. A hundred yards upstream, to the south, forty or so long–horned
cattle and three dozen sheep and as many goats were drinking at the river’s
edge, watched over by six or seven dogs and Wetka’s sons Isu and Intef, overseen
by Aya’s brother Iuput.


Aya had come to enjoy the months each year that her band
spent grazing their herds in this valley. This was the fourteenth time she’d
visited it since she’d first discovered the river and she now knew by heart
every section that her band annually ranged. The valley was a bountiful place,
the river at its heart full of fish, the banks dotted with patches of reeds
with which to build huts, the plains rich with waterfowl and wild cats and
hares and mongoose and other creatures. There was plenty of grass for the
band’s animals to graze as well. Those grasses, she now knew for certain, were
the gift of the inundation. Every summer came a flood that entirely filled the
valley from plateau to plateau, carrying with it rich soil to renew the plains
on both sides of the river. After three months, when the waters fully receded,
shoots of wild grass began poking through the mud, growing quickly in the hot
sun. Those waters were the same that filled her lake, the soil the same that
renewed the plains along its shores.


It was shortly after the grasses began to appear that a
small portion of Aya’s band arrived in the valley, having made the week–long
trek from their home on the north shore of Ta–she along with their herds.
Normally Kakhent led the contingent himself, but he was nearing his sixth
decade now and travel was increasingly hard for him. So this year he’d
delegated leadership to Hannu. He, as usual, had been content to let Aya make
all the decisions during the sojourn. He enjoyed the trappings of leadership,
not the responsibility or the work involved. The valley had grass and water
enough to support the animals, and moving them here prevented them from trying
to graze the fields of emmer and barley that had been planted at the lake. Those
members of the band who had not traveled to the valley were there even now,
guarding and caring for the fields. As always, Aya had guided her companions
over the ridge that lay between the lake and valley on the trail that began
near the lake’s delta. Arriving in the valley, she had then led people and
animals steadily south, establishing a new temporary camp alongside the river
every three or four days. The constant movement kept the grasses in each area
from being over–grazed, which was important, because some weeks ago Aya had
turned the band back north, retracing ground they’d already covered, heading
home. The grasses had regrown in their absence at their usual campsites, and so
was available to feed the herds once more. Aya had decided to make for the
ridge trail and home in a week or so; the present camp was two days leisurely
travel south of that crossing. By now emmer and barley would be growing tall at
her lake and both would be ready to harvest when she returned. Aya couldn’t
wait – while she enjoyed the valley, she loved the lake, especially the views
of the seemingly endless savannah and rolling hills that swept to the horizon
in every direction. Down in the valley she always felt closed in by its steep
rocky walls, shut off from the rest of the world. That was one reason she took
every opportunity to scale the escarpment to gather seeds and fruits and roots
up on the savannah.


Aya and Ahaneith approached the head of the steep rocky
footpath that switchbacked down the face of the western plateau to the river
below. Suddenly a man and boy rose from the tall grass on either side of the
path where they’d been concealed. Ahaneith screamed and dropped her basket. The
boy, on the right, had an arrow fitted to his bow, drawn back menacingly, aimed
at Aya. The man’s bow was still slung over his shoulder. Aya didn’t know either
of them. She tossed her basket aside, its contents spilling in the grass. In
the same motion she drew the flint knife tucked in the waist of her loincloth.
It was of little use against an arrow, but it was all she had. She
half–crouched, sliding to her right to shield Ahaneith protectively with her
body, the knife in her right hand leveled at the strangers, eyes darting
between them. “Who are you?” she demanded.


The man held out his hands, palms up. “We didn’t mean to
frighten you.”


“Do I look frightened?” Aya snapped. She pointed the tip of
her knife at him for emphasis.


His eyes were locked on hers. “Not the least bit.” He
dropped his hands to his side. “My band always camps by the river every year,
right where your huts are. My nephew and I were surprised to find your people
here.”


Aya guessed him to be in his early thirties, probably seven
or so years her senior. Her eyes were drawn to an ugly wide white scar that ran
from his right hip to his knee, impossible not to notice against his
sun–browned skin. The only scar remotely similar that Aya had ever seen was the
one on Hunefer’s leg, but unlike Hunefer this man was a cripple. His right foot
was mangled and twisted outward. She wondered what he had done to anger the
gods, to be disfigured so. Aya disregarded him as an immediate threat. She
turned her attention to his nephew. The boy was clearly a hunter and obviously
the more dangerous of the two, perhaps sixteen, four years older than Ahaneith.
He was several inches taller than the cripple despite his youth, his skin
burned dark by the sun, arms and legs muscular, chest broad, hair long. A
copper pendant dangled around his neck; from that Aya inferred he must have
traveled here from the East, for one of her great–grandmother’s tales mentioned
that bits of copper lay scattered on the ground for the taking in the rocky
hills near the eastern sea. Sitre had shown her such a pendant once, one that
had belonged to her; what had happened to it after Sitre’s death Aya did not
know. The hunter’s eyes were dark and piercing. She’d never seen a boy so
good–looking, especially contrasted with his maimed companion. Both of the
strangers were dressed in loincloths made of ragged animal skins. Their bows
and arrows and the flint knives tucked in their belts were crude, lacking the
elegance of the weapons produced by her band. They look like barbarians, Aya
thought, disgusted. That’s what hunters and gatherers are, compared to we
farmers and herders.


The hunter was boldly staring at Ahaneith. Aya was not
surprised. Her daughter was remarkably beautiful – light brown skin, long dark
hair that fell to the middle of her back, eyes dark and shining, lips full,
body already becoming rounded, legs long. Aya assumed that Ahaneith was staring
back at him, equally boldly. Like her cousins Kheti and Tiy, and Aya’s younger
sister Takhat, Ahaneith was of an age where she longed to find a man to join
with so she could have children. That was, after all, a woman’s primary purpose
in life. But all four girls faced the same challenge – every boy in Aya’s band
old enough to take a girl to his hut was her cousin. That circumstance had not
changed in the years since Aya had been joined to Kakhent and Tabiry to Pimay,
for no other band had ever visited the lake and Aya had never seen signs of any
other band during her visits to the valley. Just a month ago, in fact, soon
after their arrival in the valley, Hannu had sent Iuput upriver in search of
another band, as Kakhent had each of the past thirteen years. He’d returned a
few days later without encountering anyone – not surprising, considering how
sparsely utilized the valley was. Before departing from the lake, Kakhent had
told Aya resignedly that if they didn’t discover another band along the river
this year he’d arrange for the joining of all the male and female cousins of an
age at the conclusion of the next inundation festival at the lake, the band’s
traditional time for joinings. The band couldn’t afford to go another year
without beginning to produce more children.


Aya knew that the unexpected appearance of these barbarians
might have just altered the situation. The three herdsmen here at the river
ranged in age from seventeen to twenty–three. They, like Ahaneith, were of an
age to be joined. With a sense of foreboding, it occurred to Aya that there
might be an exchange of available women between the barbarian band and hers
within days – and the bands would then go their separate ways. While her band
would gain three women, Aya would never see her daughter again. Unless… Aya
recalled telling Kakhent and Bek about the dream she’d been given by the falcon
god the day she’d discovered Ta–she. That dream revealed many bands settled in
close proximity on the shore of the lake. If she and Hannu could convince these
strangers’ band to settle at the lake alongside hers, her dream would be on its
way to being fulfilled. The lack of suitable partners for those of her bands’
women and men still at the lake would be resolved. She wouldn’t lose her
daughter forever. That cast these barbarians in a different light. Assuming, of
course, they were actually part of a band and not simply a pair of random
wanderers.


The cripple bent, retrieved a long wooden staff that lay in
the grass, grasped it with his right hand above shoulder height, straightened,
leaned on it, no doubt to relieve the weight on his bad leg. Aya knew that at
this range his staff was as effective a weapon against her as the hunter’s bow,
and she remained on guard.


“What is your band doing at our camping
place,” the hunter asked pointedly.


His tone and implication were disconcerting. Aya took an
immediate dislike to him. She’d never considered the possibility of
encountering a band that she didn’t want to settle at the lake. But
these two visitors were giving her second thoughts. Perhaps not every band was
actually suitable. “We have as much right to the river valley as you,” she
replied sharply. “We’ve had the use of it these past fourteen years.” His
possessiveness was alarming, and he was still pointing his arrow at her. Did he
think he could intimidate her? What did the two of them want? Were others
spying on her camp too? Her dark eyes narrowed. “Are more of your people
lurking in the grass?”


“Perhaps,” the hunter said cagily.


Ahaneith gasped, seized Aya’s left arm.


“Afraid to show themselves to a woman with a knife?” Aya
asked mockingly.


“I’m Qen,” the cripple said pleasantly. “This is my nephew
Menna. I assure you, there’s no one else ‘lurking,’ as you fear.”


“Fear? Really?”


“Unbend your bow,” the cripple ordered his nephew.


Menna laughed and pointed his arrow at the ground, away from
Aya.


Qen suddenly stiffened. “Don’t move!” he hissed urgently.
“Menna! To their left!”


Menna raised his bow again.


Aya leveled her knife at Qen. “If you think….”


Qen slowly tilted his head.


Aya followed his eyes. She spotted the viper, less than
three feet from Ahaneith’s left leg. No doubt it had slithered from whatever
rock it had been hiding under in the heat of the day now that evening was
approaching. It was coiled, slowly rising, preparing to strike.


Three things happened all at once. Ahaneith screamed. Aya
hurled her knife. With a twang and a swish Menna’s arrow took the snake in the
head, sent it flying, pinned it to the earth five feet behind Ahaneith.


Ahaneith turned, stared at the snake in horror, began to
weave back and forth. Menna dashed forward just as her legs buckled, casting
his bow aside at the same time. He caught her before she hit the ground, lifted
her, one arm under her knees, the other supporting her back. She looked up at
him. “You saved me!” she said breathlessly.


“I’ve made better shots,” Menna said with false modesty.


Far from being impressed by Menna’s prowess, Aya was
irritated. I would have killed the snake myself. I didn’t need his help. Now
he’ll think I’m just another helpless woman and in his debt. No doubt his band
will think mine is in its debt. She moved to the viper, bent, viciously sliced
its head off with her knife. She grasped the still–wriggling tail and held it
up, dripping blood. It was a good seven feet long. “Dinner,” she said
practically. She pulled the arrow from the earth, tossed it to Menna.


He caught it with his right hand. The arrow protruded
several inches through the snake’s bloody skull.


Ahaneith, still supported in the crook of Menna’s right arm,
screamed again.


Menna set her on her feet, tucked the arrow into his quiver.
He didn’t remove the snake head.


“I’m Ahaneith,” the girl said, trembling, clinging to him.
“This is my mother, Aya. My father, Kakhent, is our band’s patriarch.”


Aya dropped the snake in the grass, fell to her knees beside
her spilled fruit, righted her basket.


Qen immediately lay down his staff and squatted awkwardly
beside her, his mangled leg splayed nearly straight. He began helping her
refill the container. “Your voice was quite lovely, Aya. When you were singing,
I mean.”


Most nights Aya entertained Kakhent as he sat before his
fire, joined by their daughters, singing the ancient songs handed down from
mothers to daughters in their band from a time beyond memory. Aya ignored Qen’s
compliment. She had no interest in being friendly. He exhibited none of his
nephew’s arrogance or possessiveness, but his disability was extraordinarily
off–putting. From the time she was young Aya had always been the fastest runner
among the girls of her band, faster even than some of the boys. She still loved
to roam the valley and savannah for hours at a time, to swim in the lake. She
couldn’t imagine having to hobble about like the cripple. She usually had no
tolerance for anyone who couldn’t keep up with her. But she didn’t know how to
feel about Qen. He’d obviously been forsaken by the gods. Should she pity him
for that, given that she herself was favored by the falcon god, or consider him
a pariah? All she knew for sure was that he was a barbarian, though seemingly a
more reasonable one than his nephew. Still, his very presence and its possible
implications for her daughter made her uneasy. She wasn’t about to blindly
embrace him or his people in a spirit of good will, despite her dream. “Where’s
the rest of your band?” she asked, certain Kakhent would want to know,
continuing to pick the fruit from the grass and drop it into her container. “I
assume the two of you aren’t just wandering about by yourselves.”


“You’re correct. The rest of my people are a day behind,
across the river, on the eastern savannah,” Menna replied. He was helping
Ahaneith refill her basket.


Aya did not miss that his fingers managed to touch her
daughter’s repeatedly. She noted that Ahaneith did not seem to mind. Aya
remembered being Ahaneith’s age, of Hunefer and Pimay pursuing her. Had she
been interested in them she’d probably have acted the same way as Ahaneith was
doing now. And neither of her suitors had been as handsome.


“My grandfather, Iry, ordered us to rendezvous with him here
tomorrow,” Menna said. “He’s our patriarch.”


“We’re going to spend the next five months harvesting the
wild grasses along the river,” Qen added. “We’ve always set up our first camp
right where yours is.”


“We’ll be leaving in a week or so,” Ahaneith informed him.


“It’s your grandfather’s place to tell, not yours,” Aya
admonished. She wasn’t about to reveal anything to these strangers concerning
her band. Who knew what they might do with the information.


“Where are you going to?” Menna probed.


“Enough!” Qen snapped at Menna.


“I’ll ask whatever I want,” Menna replied haughtily.


“I’m in charge, not you,” Qen said firmly. He turned to Aya.
“Please ignore my nephew’s rudeness. You’re correct, Aya – such matters should
only be discussed by patriarchs.”


Menna regarded his uncle sullenly.


Aya sensed great friction between them. She could understand
why Menna wouldn’t like Qen. No two men were less alike, as far as she could tell.
As for the younger to be disparaging the older – such disrespect would never be
tolerated among her people. These strangers truly were barbarians. So far, they
didn’t appear to be the kind of people she’d want living at the lake. Though to
keep her oldest daughter with her, Aya was prepared to tolerate anything. She
placed the last piece of fruit in her basket, gathered her flowers, laid them
atop the fruit, stood, picked up the basket. She addressed Qen. “Our patriarch
is in our main camp.” Best to be vague about its location, give the illusion
its nearby. “My father, Hannu, is in charge here. He’ll want to speak with
your patriarch when he arrives. Will you accompany my daughter and me to our
camp now to arrange a meeting?”


“Of course.”


Menna helped Ahaneith to her feet. He continued to hold the
rim of her basket with both hands. 


“Would you carry my basket to camp for me?” Ahaneith asked
coyly, blushing a bit. “We can get to know each other better along the way.” 


“Ahaneith!” Aya exclaimed.


“I’d like that very much,” Menna said.


Aya bent, retrieved the snake with her right hand, stood,
placed her basket on her left shoulder, strode to where the trail began its
descent to the river, started down. Ahaneith walked a step ahead of Menna; Qen fell
in behind them both, moving awkwardly, bracing himself with his staff. Aya
moved at half her usual speed to accommodate him. Ahaneith and Menna kept up a
non–stop conversation.


Ten minutes later they reached the foot of the path.
Ahaneith stumbled and Menna caught her and the two of them laughed. Aya looked
at them disapprovingly; she was sure Ahaneith had stumbled on purpose. She was
falling under this stranger’s spell far too quickly. Aya caught Qen’s eyes. He
seemed to understand her concern.


“I need you to wait for our band, Menna,” he said. “Go back
across the river on our raft. Let Father know about the meeting when he arrives
tomorrow. Bring him and the family heads over.”


“As you command, Uncle,” Menna spat. He handed Ahaneith her
basket, leaned close. “I’ll see you again soon. You can count on it,” he
whispered, loud enough that Aya could hear. Then he turned and headed south,
towards a slight bend in the river. Ahaneith watched him until he disappeared
around it.


“My raft is tied to the bank a mile or so upstream,” Qen
told Aya. “That’s where we landed.”


“You used your raft to cross the river?” Aya asked.


“Yes.”


“I’ve never seen one,” Aya admitted.


Qen looked surprised. “It’s a simple vessel. I made it
myself. I tied together reeds into a couple of dozen bundles, lashed them
together side by side, then tied some thick branches perpendicular to the
bundles atop both ends of the raft for stability. Only took a couple of hours.”


“How do you propel it?”


“I pole it where the water’s shallow, let it drift with the
current where it’s deep. I steer using another branch.”


So there is a way to cross the river and see what lays to
the east. Aya filed that information away for future reference. She led the
way a quarter of a mile across the close–cropped grassy plain to her camp. Its
two temporary huts of reed slathered with mud were separated by only a few feet
and shared a single cookfire. Beside both huts lay thick flat stones used by
Aya and Ahaneith and Betrest and Pageti to grind grain, and earthenware jars
full of water, and reed baskets overflowing with foodstuffs newly gathered. The
arrival of the stranger caused a stir. Pageti and Betrest looked up from the
cookfire. Wetka stared from the seat in front of his hut where he was lounging.
All three rose and followed Aya and Ahaneith and Qen the handful of steps to
Hannu’s hut, curious. None of them had ever seen anyone who didn’t belong to
their own band.


Hannu was sitting on a stool made of leather attached to a
wooden frame, a couple of feet from the campfire. He rose as Aya and Ahaneith
and Qen halted.


“This is Qen,” Aya announced. “We met him and his nephew on
the plateau. Qen, this is Hannu, my father. He speaks with the authority of our
patriarch.”


Hannu stared at Qen suspiciously.


Qen bowed respectfully. “I am honored to meet you, Hannu.”


“Qen’s entire band will arrive here tomorrow,” Aya reported.
“They’re on the eastern plateau.”


That got Hannu’s attention.


Ahaneith rushed to Hannu’s side, pointed to the viper Aya
was carrying. “Qen’s nephew Menna saved me from that, Grandfather!” she
exclaimed.


Aya rolled her eyes.


“It slithered out of its hiding place,” Ahaneith said
excitedly. “It was already coiled to strike when we noticed it. Menna didn’t
even take time to aim. He just let an arrow fly. He saved my life!”


“I find myself in Menna’s debt, then,” Hannu told Qen, at
the same time putting his arm around Ahaneith’s waist and pulling her close.


Exactly what I expected, Aya thought, disgusted.
More, Aya knew Hannu had feigned affection for Ahaneith merely for show; he’d
never taken an interest in any of Aya’s children. From the day he’d for all
intents and purposes sold Aya to Kakhent, Hannu had had virtually nothing to do
with her or her offspring.


“You’re not,” Qen interjected.


Hannu looked at him, puzzled. “Not what?”


“In my nephew’s debt, Hannu. Aya’s knife was in the air the
same time as Menna’s arrow. The arrow traveled faster, is all. If Menna hadn’t
shot, Aya would have slain the serpent.”


Aya was surprised that Qen had not only put his nephew’s action
in its proper perspective, but that he had given her the credit she deserved.
She knew no man in her band would have done that. Nor Menna. She looked at Qen
with new eyes.


“Let’s talk,” Hannu told Qen, resuming his seat.


Qen seated himself on a small stool, facing Hannu, his right
leg extended to one side. Ahaneith took the leather stool to her grandfather’s
right.


Aya placed the snake on a flat rock near the fire. “Beer for
our guest,” she told Pageti and Betrest.


They both scrambled to the storage area beside the hut. A
moment later they returned with earthenware cups and a jar of beer. They poured
a cup for Hannu, then Qen, then Aya. After, she motioned them away, settling on
a stool at Hannu’s left.


“Tell me about your band,” Hannu said after taking a long
drink.


“There are twenty–nine of us,” Qen replied. “My father, Iry,
is our patriarch.”


“That’s one more than us,” Ahaneith chirped.


Aya shushed her.


Qen glanced around. “But I count only eight people.”


So you were spying on our camp, Aya thought. Your apparent
friendliness is likely just as false and calculating as my father’s.


“The rest of my people are in our main camp,” Hannu replied.


Aya noted that her father was being as vague as she’d been
about the location of the rest of her band. She was surprised yet grateful that
he had the presence of mind to do so. Twenty–nine barbarians, only eight of her
people – she couldn’t help feeling vulnerable, not knowing anything about these
strangers.


“How many families are in your band?” Hannu asked.


“Four. Three are headed by sons of my father’s second
woman.”


“You head the fourth?”


“My sister’s man did. He died a few years ago. I look after
her and her five children now.”


“Your mother was your father’s first woman?” Hannu guessed.


“Yes. I’m his oldest son.”


“You’ll succeed him someday?”


Qen nodded. “But not for a very long time, if the gods are
willing. Though he has been preparing me since I was very young.”


“You have no woman of your own?”


Qen shook his head no.


Aya wasn’t surprised. What woman would want a cripple? She
wondered how Qen supported his sister and nieces and nephews. She couldn’t
imagine him being able to take part in a communal hunt on the savannah with the
rest of his band’s men and share in its spoils. Even if he could keep up with
the other hunters, he obviously couldn’t carry anything they’d slain if it was
any larger than a hare. She assumed that Qen simply set snares for waterfowl
and small animals. Just like a woman.


“Are there any in your band of an age to be joined?” Hannu
asked casually.


“Three boys above the age of fifteen, four girls between
thirteen and fifteen, plus my mother and my half–brother Meru,” Qen replied.
“And of course, me, though my joining is no one’s priority.”


From the way he said the last, Aya inferred that Qen had
long ago accepted that he’d live his life alone. At least he was a realist.


“They’re all cousins,” Qen continued. “In fact, that’s one
of the reasons Father sent me to the valley ahead of the rest of the band – to
find another with which we can exchange women. He sends me on the same mission
every year.”


“Have you?” Hannu asked. “Found one. This year.”


Aya caught the undercurrent of hope in his question.
Clearly, Hannu too considered the upcoming encounter with Qen’s band as a gift
from the gods. He no doubt expected that bringing three women from another band
to the lake would enhance his personal status within his band. That such an
exchange would take Ahaneith from Aya was, she knew, not a consideration for
him. Her daughter, as she herself had been, was a bargaining chip to Hannu,
nothing more.


“I’ve spent the past two weeks traveling north on the river
from where my nephew and I intersected it south of here, headed towards the
rendezvous point named by my father. That happens to be this very place,” Qen
replied. “Menna is an exceptional hunter and tracker. He spotted no sign of
anyone on either riverbank – until today.”


“You must not have been very far to the south when you
started downriver,” Aya interjected, glancing meaningfully at Qen’s leg.


He smiled ruefully. “My nephew was quite disgusted by how
long it took us to reach the river in the first place. He never stopped
reminding me that he could have crawled here faster.”


That sounds like something Menna would say.


“Where were you coming from?” Hannu asked.


“The shore of the eastern sea,” Qen answered. “Once we
arrived at the river I built a sturdy reed raft – it’s a skill of mine. So
Menna and I actually traveled quite a distance in the valley.”


“Everyone of an age in our band is also related to everyone
else,” Hannu informed Qen. “Five men and four girls – and me. Frankly, I sent
my son to seek another band here in the valley without success a month ago. Our
patriarch has resolved to join cousins to cousins at our next fertility festival
if I don’t find another band. Perhaps now that won’t have to happen. Especially
since four of the men and my granddaughter Ahaneith are here in the valley
right now.”


“Perhaps the gods have arranged this encounter between our
people,” Qen said meaningfully.


“Perhaps they have.” Hannu took another swig of beer. “I
take it your band doesn’t stay permanently by the sea.”


Qen shook his head. “Just part of the year. The rest of the
time we live in this valley. We leave when the river begins to rise. We spend the
next three months moving slowly eastward, from wadi to wadi, the same route
each year.”


“Following herds?”


“Yes, hunting as we go.”


“What’s it like in the East?” Aya asked. She’d longed to
cross the river for years, to see what wonders it might have, if any.


“The savannah is deeply cut by numerous wadis,” Qen replied.
“They’re mostly narrow, grassy–bottomed, full of game. As we travel, we shelter
from the midday sun in the overhangs of their rock walls. We drink rainwater
that’s accumulated in depressions in the rocks. The wadis are winding,
interconnected. It’s easy to get lost in them if you don’t know the way. They
eventually reach the sea. We camp beside it for a month, do some trading, then
retrace our steps to the valley.”


“To this stretch of river, you said?” Hannu asked.


“This is the very spot where we set up our first camp every
year,” Qen replied.


“The last inundation removed all signs of your occupation,”
Hannu noted.


Qen nodded. “It’s not our only camp. When we’ve harvested
all the wild grasses we can around here we move a dozen miles upstream and
establish a second. We do that three more times in the next three months – a
new camp each month – gathering as we go, until its time for us to leave the
valley once more.”


“This valley is truly a paradise, with grasses growing in
such profusion, and tubers, and fruits, and all the wildlife near at hand, and
the fish in the river,” Hannu reflected.


“Everything we need to survive is close at hand,” Qen
agreed. “It’s not like the savannah – when we’re roaming there we usually have
to range great distances from our camp each day to find enough to eat. We move
our camp every week or so then, more often if the animals we hunt are on the
move or if we exhaust the nearby foodstuffs.”


“Why did your father send you in advance?” Aya asked.


“Instead of someone able–bodied, you mean?” Qen replied,
placing his right hand on his right thigh.


Aya colored in spite of herself. That’s exactly what she’d
meant.


“As I’m sure you know, the past four years the inundation
here in the valley has been inadequate,” Qen explained. “The river only dropped
new soil a few dozen yards beyond the riverbanks. In some of our usual camping
places south of here the water wasn’t even high enough to spill over the bank
and fill the valley’s natural basins.”


“That’s the key to the valley’s bounty,” Aya interrupted.
“The highest ground is along the riverbanks, and the lowest at the base of the
plateaus. Once the river overflows its banks the water rushes to the lowest
point and is trapped in the basins formed by low east–west ridges dozens of
miles apart. The soil settles from the water onto the plain, and as the water
slowly disappears the ground remains moist to nourish the plants that begin to
appear.”


“But when the inundation is poor – disaster,” Qen said,
nodding. “These past years the wild grasses have been so sparse that we barely
harvested enough to feed everyone, and that only by establishing three extra
campsites. So my father sent me ahead of my people to assess the adequacy of
this year’s wild grasses – its my particular skill to be able to determine the
yield from a given area.”


The inundation had been equally poor at the lake the past
four years, Aya recalled, but that had made scarcely any difference to her
band. Their usual fields had not been covered with soil to the normal extent,
so they’d simply scattered their emmer and barley seed on additional fields
closer to the shoreline that had been blessed with fresh soil. They’d continued
to harvest bumper crops.


“Do others of your people take such an interest in wild
grasses?” Hannu asked.


Qen laughed. “Aside from Father, they care only about what
they can slay. For obvious reasons” – he indicated his leg – “I’ve chosen to
become expert in the grasses that grow in the valley. The task my father set me
was to locate enough camping places to keep us fed.”


“That should be no problem this year,” Hannu said. “Clearly,
the inundation was far better than it has been.”


“That’s my conclusion as well,” Qen said. “But I suppose
that you and my father will have to decide between you which band will camp
where, so each can harvest what it needs.”


“That won’t be necessary,” Hannu said. “We’ll be leaving the
valley within the week.”


“Going where?” Qen asked politely.


“My people live on the north shore of a lake a week’s travel
to the west,” Hannu said. “A few of us bring our herds to the valley at the
start of the rainy season, where there’s plenty of water, and grass to graze.”


“The animals I saw being watered in the river?” Qen asked.


“We’ve domesticated them.”


“I’ve heard of wild creatures being transformed and
controlled. But I never expected to see any in my lifetime – and not so many at
once,” Qen said excitedly, leaning forward on his stool.


Hannu shrugged. “Our herd grows larger every year.”


“Do you raise your animals for meat?” Qen probed.


“We drink their milk and blood, mostly. We only slaughter on
special occasions.”


“To honor our gods,” Aya interjected.


“Amazing.” Qen shook his head. “If you don’t mind my asking,
Hannu, why does your band leave this valley for a lake when wild grasses grow
along this river?”


“Because they’re more lush at the lake,” Hannu replied. “The
lake rises, just like the river, and drops soil on the shore. River and lake
are connected.”


“You’re telling me you experience the inundation at your
lake?”


“Yes.”


“So, because the river valley is lush this year, you assume
the lake will be too?”


“No, I know the shores of the lake will yield plentifully,”
Hannu said.


“How do you know?” Qen asked.


Aya considered it rude that Qen was openly doubting Hannu.
Would he have spoken so to his own patriarch? Did this barbarian have no
manners?


“Because we didn’t leave the lake with our herd until well
after the waters of the inundation receded,” Hannu replied, unoffended. “The
plains abutting the shore were quite nicely covered with new soil. Soon the
grasses growing there will be ready to harvest. In fact, half my people are
still there in our permanent camp, caring for it.”


Qen pondered what he’d been told. “You’ve roused my
curiosity, and you will my Father’s as well,” he said. “He’ll be
extraordinarily pleased that I’ve encountered a band with whom we can exchange
women. Father gave me the authority to treat with any patriarch I found and
make any commitments necessary to assure the survival of our band in that
regard. But since he’ll be here tomorrow I’ll not exercise that authority.” Qen
downed the last of his beer. “You and he will have much of importance to
discuss – especially if you’re leaving the valley so soon. If we’re to exchange
women it will have to happen quickly.”


“It will,” Hannu concurred.


Aya had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. After
all the years Kakhent had spent looking for another band she knew Hannu
wouldn’t let this opportunity pass, even if the other band was made up of
barbarians. Qen, it seemed, was equally bent on exchanging women, and then
moving on. She was more than a bit surprised that he’d be willing to give up
four women from his band for only one from hers. In his place, she wouldn’t
have made such a one–sided transaction. He wasn’t as smart as he seemed,
apparently. The possibility of traveling with her band to the lake to make a
fairer exchange didn’t seem to have occurred to him. Hannu hadn’t brought it up
either, for the obvious reason that he was going to come out ahead. So, in less
than a week she’d lose Ahaneith. Her daughter would stay behind in the valley
with Iry’s people, then spend the rest of her days roaming between the valley
and the sea, searching for food from sunup to sundown, living a diminished
life. It was too horrible a prospect to contemplate. Aya couldn’t restrain
herself. “It must be easy for you to give away the girls of your band when you
have no family of your own, no stake in what happens to them after,” she
snapped at Qen bitterly.


“Aya!” Hannu exclaimed sharply. “Remember your place!”


She kept her eyes fixed on Qen’s, defiant. She couldn’t stop
what was going to happen, but at least she could make sure these men knew she
didn’t agree with it, however fruitless and impotent her protest was.


“Forgive my daughter,” Hannu told Qen, glaring at Aya. “She
speaks too often out of turn. She’ll regret her words before the night is
over.”


Aya knew what that meant. She’d tasted Hannu’s stick often
enough before her joining to Kakhent. But she knew Hannu’s threat now was an
idle one. Father or not, he wouldn’t dare lay hands on the woman of his band’s
patriarch.


“Don’t punish Aya on my account,” Qen said evenly. “I’d
think less of her if she said nothing.” He addressed Aya. “The fact is, I stand
to lose my sister and three of my nieces to your band, more if my sister’s
younger children are allowed to accompany their mother to her new home.”


That made the projected exchange even more one–sided.


Qen’s gaze settled on Aya. “I trust that in the years to
come you’ll look after my family the same way my father will care for the woman
you send us.”


Aya had not expected such a response from Qen, one both
caring and challenging. He was something of an enigma. And for the first time
she considered that the girls from Iry’s band were going to be afraid and
confused and homesick and feel uprooted and completely out of place when they
came to live with her people, the same way Ahaneith would be when she left. As
the patriarch’s woman, Aya knew it would be up to her to help the barbarian
women transition as easily as possible to their new lives. She knew Kakhent
wouldn’t even give that a thought. She nodded.


“Thank you for your hospitality, Hannu,” Qen said, picking
up his staff and using it to rise to his feet. He bowed. “I’ll signal my nephew
to come get me and wait with him on the other side of the river until my people
arrive tomorrow.”


“Nonsense,” Hannu said. “You’ll stay with us. Since you’re
so interested in my animals…” He turned to Ahaneith. “Take Qen to Iuput.”


“Yes, Grandfather.” She stood.


“Iuput is my son,” Hannu said. “He’s in charge of my band’s
animals. He’ll tell you all about them.”


“That’s exceptionally kind of you,” Qen replied, beaming
happily. He bowed again. “Until tomorrow, Hannu.”


“Until tomorrow.”


Ahaneith led Qen away, towards the herd.


“I’m surprised you’re letting that barbarian stay in our
camp,” Aya said distastefully. “He might learn a great deal about us between
now and tomorrow.”


“Information he won’t be able to pass on to his father
before I myself meet with him, as Qen could if I let him return to the other
side of the river tonight,” Hannu replied.


Aya nodded. She hadn’t considered Qen’s continued presence
from that angle. Hannu’s conniving was useful on occasion. “I’ll prepare for
the arrival of Iry’s family heads,” she said. “I’ll make sure a hot meal is
waiting for them tomorrow when they speak with you.”


“I leave it in your capable hands to make them feel
welcome,” Hannu said.


Aya pondered for a moment. “You know you’re going to have to
invite these barbarians to come to the lake, right?”


“Why?”


“Do you think they’re going to give us four of their women
to join with you and Iuput and Isu and Intef, and take only Ahaneith in
return?”


“I’m quite willing to trade only Ahaneith – as long as I
myself receive a woman in return. As for the others – I don’t care.”


Aya knew her father would do it, too. He’d give her daughter
away without a second thought. Well, that wasn’t acceptable. “Kakhent would care,”
Aya insisted. “We need more people at the lake, allied to us, so we can farm
more productively, protect our herds more easily, utilize the land’s resources
better, ensure our survival. That’s why he’s tried to find another band all
these years. If you think you can get away with letting this encounter with
Iry’s band benefit you alone, you’d better think again. Kakhent will surely
question your fitness to succeed him as patriarch if you let this opportunity
pass – no matter what he promised you in the past.”


Hannu’s face was suddenly grim. He shrugged his shoulders
helplessly. “How am I to convince Iry? Expect him to take on faith whatever I
tell him about the lake country? Remember what happened when you tried to
convince Bebi and Amenemope to go south with us? They were more comfortable
continuing to live the way they always had than take a chance on something
better. And they were our blood, not strangers.”


“You’d better figure out a way,” Aya warned. “It’s time for
you to step up and act like a patriarch, Father. Or else you may never be one.”


 


 


***


 


 


Aya knelt beside the river, cleaning the pots and cups and
bowls used at dinner the night before and breakfast today. The ones she’d
already washed were on a reed mat, drying; the pile of those still dirty was
nearly three times as large. The sun was just peeking above the rim of the
eastern plateau, spilling gold upon the highest part of the western bluffs,
slowly creeping downward. Soon the sun would be high enough to illuminate the
narrow green strip extending from the western plateau’s base, then her people’s
huts and the river and the entire eastern shore. Aya’s camp had long ago come
to life behind her. Smoke was spiraling from the cookfire where she and
Ahaneith had prepared breakfast. Pageti and Betrest were knee–deep in the river
a little upstream, refilling earthenware jars with water. They’d already
gathered armloads of acacia branches from groves beside the river and dried
dung from the vicinity of the herd and piled them near the fire for use
throughout the day. Well downstream Aya saw Iuput directing the watering of the
herds, assisted by Intef and Isu. Qen was standing next to her brother,
observing, his interest obvious.


“This is the last of them,” Ahaneith said, placing a stack of
platters on the ground and falling to her knees beside Aya.


“I hope so.” Aya yawned.


“Tired, Mother?”


“I waited on your father and Wetka deep into the night. They
were discussing the barbarians.”


“Barbarians?”


Since Ahaneith was on the verge of being joined to one of
the newcomers – Aya expected her father would trade her daughter for a woman of
his own if he couldn’t convince the strangers to go to the lake – Aya believed
she deserved to know the truth about these people with whom she was going to
spend the rest of her life. “Come sit with me,” she said, setting down the pot
she’d been cleaning.


Aya led Ahaneith to a cluster of palms that leaned over the
river. Their reflection shimmered in the water. Aya sat on the bank and dangled
her legs to mid–calf in the water. Ahaneith sat to her right.


“You and I live much differently than these newcomers do,”
Aya began. “We camp in the same place the whole year round, by the lake,
except, of course, for those few of us who bring our animals to the river. Do
you remember the stories I’ve told you about your father’s side of the family?”


“Of course.”


“Those ancestors lived like these strangers still do. They
wander constantly – from the river, across the eastern savannah to the sea,
back to the river, then up and down the valley. They live in temporary huts for
a week or two at a time, then move on and build new ones in new camps. Their
men hunt and fish, like ours do. But they own no herds of animals, have no
milk, no blood to nourish them. Wherever the wild animals lead, they must
follow, or starve. We plant emmer and barley, harvest our grain, store and live
off the excess. They glean whatever wild grasses they can find in the valley,
and because those grasses are less bountiful than our emmer they spend more time
harvesting and winnowing it than we do. Imagine – they pull the grasses up by
the roots, because they don’t use sickles. Like us, their women search for
fruit and tubers and other plants, but unlike us they do it from sunup to
sundown every day of the year. And, of course, their women have and raise
babies, though less frequently than we do, for they cannot have a second child
until the first is old enough to travel on its own. Their lives are less stable
and less predictable than ours.”


“Those stories didn’t seem real to me before today,”
Ahaneith said.


“That’s how my great–grandmother and grandmother on your
father’s side lived most of their lives, until we encountered what was left of
my mother’s band. I’m the first woman born into our family after our band took
up farming and herding, the first who hasn’t had to exist solely by hunting and
gathering.”


“When do barbarian women find time to weave, or make
baskets, or pottery?” Ahaneith queried.


“They apparently don’t weave at all,” Aya replied. “You saw
yesterday what Qen was wearing – they clothe themselves with animal skins and
grasses. They likely make rude pottery that they throw away when they leave a
campsite – they simply shape clay and harden it in their campfire for a while.
And the baskets they make from reeds and rushes are probably much more
primitive than the ones you made when you were first learning.”


“I don’t think I want to live that way,” Ahaneith said. “But
I heard Grandfather tell Wetka at breakfast that I’m going to be joined with
one of the newcomers.”


Aya sighed. “Yes. Hannu and Wetka believe these barbarians
were sent by the gods so that you can have a partner and bear children, and so
that our boys can.”


“I’ve got my heart set on Menna,” Ahaneith confided.


“I know you have, Ahaneith” Aya said. She stroked her
daughter’s hair lovingly. “I remember how it feels to be attracted to a boy.
But you’ve just met Menna and know nothing about him. He may not be everything
you’re building him up to be. You might be best–matched to someone else in the
other band. So try not to get your hopes too high. Especially since your
grandfather will make the decision about who you’ll be joined to, not you.”


“Surely he’ll take my desires into account,” Ahaneith
pouted. “He’s my grandfather, after all.”


He ignored mine, sold me to Kakhent, Aya thought.
“Perhaps,” she told Ahaneith. “Just don’t count on it.”


“In any case, I love my cousins, but I certainly don’t want
to join with one of them,” Ahaneith said.


Aya put an arm around her daughter and pulled her close. She
doubted that she’d ever be with her like this again. Tears welled into her
eyes. “I’m going to miss you so much.”


“Miss me?” Ahaneith asked, her voice suddenly tremulous.


“After the joinings I’ll never see you ever again. I’ll go
back to Ta–she and you’ll stay here with your new band for a while, then head
off to the eastern sea.”


That the bands would go their separate ways had clearly not
occurred to Ahaneith.


“Grandfather wouldn’t let that happen!” Ahaneith protested.
“He’d never send me away!”


“He will,” Aya said sadly. “Your grandfather will do what he
believes will best ensure the survival of our band. In this case, its obtaining
partners for your male cousins and himself from Iry’s band, so that they can
father children and make our band grow. He’ll send you away without a second
thought as part of the bargain. What we women want is of no concern to him.
Whatever he decides, we’ll have to obey. We have no choice.” She fought to keep
the bitterness out of her voice.


Ahaneith was crying now. Aya held her close, mingled her
tears with her daughter’s. She couldn’t stand what was about to happen. She
knew there was very little chance that the barbarians would agree to so much as
visit the lake. Bebi and Amenemope had taught her that much. That the two bands
would part was inevitable. Aya knew there was no way to stop the joinings, no
way to keep from losing the daughter she loved. She knew she was being selfish,
putting her desires above the survival of her band. But she couldn’t help it.


She wished she’d never encountered these barbarians. They
were about to ruin her life.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya glanced at the rim of the far plateau. She noted
figures, small and quite indistinct at this distance, standing at the head of
the path. “There’s Iry’s band,” she announced.


It was late in the afternoon. Qen was sitting beside Hannu
in front of his hut. They’d been discussing the animals for hours, along with
Iuput. Aya had spent the day preparing for the arrival of the newcomers,
overseeing the setting up of temporary reed huts, the stockpiling of dung and
branches for campfires, the filling of large earthenware jars with water and
beer. The barbarians wouldn’t use them today, of course, but depending on how
the discussion between Hannu and Iry went, Aya expected that Iry’s people would
be ferried across the river on Qen’s raft tomorrow and the day after. She
assumed, from Qen’s description, that the raft was so small that many trips
would be necessary. Aya’s daughters were currently preparing a feast so that
Hannu could properly welcome the barbarian family heads to the valley. The
girls were bustling about the campfire a few paces away even now. Aya had just
finished her own chores and had barely sat down to rest.


Hannu looked upward, stared for a moment. “Go greet them on
my behalf, Aya. Invite them to feast with me. I wish to talk with them and
their patriarch. Take Qen with you.”


Aya waited for Qen to rise, then walked a few paces ahead of
him towards the section of the riverbank where Menna would land the raft after
the crossing. The stems of the wild grasses they passed through barely reached
her ankles; Iuput’s animals had cropped it short in the week they’d spent here.
She and Qen found a fallen dom palm on the riverbank and perched on its trunk
to wait. Across the river the leading group of barbarians was already halfway
down the steep sharply–twisting path from the lip of the plateau, the rest
strung out behind them single–file in a long line. The sun still lit the top
third of the path, but everything below that on the face of the escarpment was
in shadow. The river had already taken on the colors of sunset, muted by the
shadows on the floor of the valley. Aya saw that her brother was moving the
cattle and sheep and goats back from the water, bunching them at the base of
the western plateau for the night to keep them safe from predators.


It took nearly half an hour for the strangers to reach the
eastern riverbank some distance upstream from where Aya and Qen were sitting,
at the spot where the bow of Qen’s ten–foot long reed raft was pulled onto the
shore. The river was wide here, too wide to clearly make out the faces of the
approaching barbarians, though it was much diminished in size from the weeks
immediately after the inundation had subsided. Eventually three men detached
themselves from the rest of the band and boarded the raft. Menna and another
boy took up long poles and pushed the craft into the current. It began drifting
north towards her, at the same time angling westerly with the two boatmen’s
assistance. Once it reached deep water, Menna moved to the rear of the raft and
took up what she remembered Qen calling a steering oar. The other boy lay his
pole on the raft and sat down.


Aya studied the raft. It really was a simple vessel. She
realized she could have easily made one herself and crossed the river.


Qen noted her interest. “Menna had to launch far upstream in
order to land near us. The river is trying to force him straight north. The
steering pole helps him angle the raft somewhat.”


Aya nodded and continued watching. After a few minutes she
turned to Qen. “Can you really calculate just by looking how much grain can be
harvested from a specific field?”


“Yes.”


“How? And why?”


“As to how, years of very careful observation. As to why…”
Qen shrugged. “Look at me, Aya. I can’t do what other men do. I had to figure
out something no one else did to make myself useful to my people.”


“Well, I’d have to see it before I believed it,” Aya said.


“Pity I’ll never get the chance to demonstrate my skill for
you,” Qen replied. “You’re going back to your lake and I’m staying here.”


Aya looked deep into Qen’s eyes, searched them. “What you
said yesterday, about looking after my daughter when she leaves here with you –
did you mean it?” If Qen noticed the catch in her throat he didn’t let on.


“I was speaking with my father’s authority,” Qen assured
her. “My commitment was his commitment. And I promise you, Aya, I’ll look after
Ahaneith as if she’s part of my own family. Especially since I’ll have none
left.”


“Thank you,” Aya said sincerely. Perhaps Qen was not as
barbaric as she’d first assumed. She glanced back at the river. The raft was
much closer. She saw that the strangers were dressed more poorly than her
people, wearing loincloths of ragged animal skins or penis sheaths. All were
decorated with necklaces made of shells or bits of copper or colorful stones
strung on strings made of twisted grass. “Who are they? Except Menna, of
course.”


Qen pointed to the man in the bow. He carried a long staff
in his right hand and wore a plume of ostrich feathers. A lion skin was draped
over his shoulders and tied around his neck. The lion’s paws lay on his chest.
“That’s my half–brother, Meru. I don’t see Father. Strange that Meru’s wearing
his things.”


Meru appeared to be in his late twenties. He was tall,
muscular, long–haired. It was obvious to Aya where Menna got his looks. She’d
never seen a man as handsome. She studied him with interest. He was nothing at
all like Qen.


“The boy who was poling at first along with Menna is his
younger brother, Khay,” Qen said. “Their mother’s dead. Meru’s hard on his
women. He’s gone through three already. Don’t be surprised if he makes Ahaneith
his fourth.”


That was a sobering thought. The only consolation was that
Ahaneith would be the woman of a family head. That should make it a bit easier
for her in Iry’s band. Plus, Qen had promised to look out for her.


“The other two are Meru’s younger brothers, Buneb and Djau,
my half–brothers,” Qen added.


The raft drew near to shore and Menna and Khay both began
poling again. When a few feet from the riverbank, they jumped over opposites
side and splashed through the water and pulled the bow onto land. The older men
disembarked. Aya and Qen rose and moved towards them. Meru stopped a few paces
in front of his companions and waited. An aura of power seemed to emanate from
him; Aya would have recognized him as a man of importance even if he hadn’t
carried and worn symbols of authority. Suddenly two dogs came bounding from the
direction of the herd, barking fiercely. Aya quieted them with a command and
brought them to heel. They positioned themselves close behind her,
protectively, eyes locked on the visitors.


“Brother, this is Aya, the woman of the patriarch Kakhent,”
Qen said. “Aya, this is my half–brother, Meru.”


Meru gazed at Aya appraisingly, scanned her from head to toe
with dark glittering eyes. She could tell he liked what he saw. She’d seen the
same look in many men’s eyes – the desire, the hunger, the possessiveness. As
pretty as Ahaneith was now, Aya had been far prettier at the same age, and the
years had only enhanced her form and beauty. She considered Meru’s stare beyond
inappropriate, given her status as a patriarch’s woman. At least Qen hadn’t
eyed her in that fashion – not at their first meeting, and not since.


“Where’s Father?” Qen asked Meru.


“He died a month ago, two days after you set out for the
river,” Meru replied matter–of–factly. “Scorpion sting. I’m patriarch now.”


Qen visibly stiffened. Shock crossed his face. Almost in
spite of herself, Aya’s heart went out to him, having to learn in such an
abrupt unfeeling way of his father’s death, to not have been able to tell him
goodbye or see him buried. At the same time, she felt duped. Qen had obviously
exaggerated his importance within his band to Hannu. He’d portrayed himself as
his father’s ambassador and successor, as speaking on his behalf, when it was
clearly Meru who was Iry’s most important son. Otherwise, why would he be
leading the newcomers? Aya berated herself for not guessing – who in their
right mind would let a cripple serve as their patriarch anyway? Her unease
grew. Since Meru was the barbarians’ patriarch now, whatever Qen had negotiated
with Hannu no longer mattered. The commitment Qen had just made to her to look
after Ahaneith meant nothing. Her daughter’s future was more in doubt than
ever.


Aya suppressed her emotions. She’d have to figure out the
ramifications of Qen’s deception later. Right now Hannu was counting on her to
make a good first impression for her people. She addressed Meru. “Welcome to
our camp, Patriarch,” she said formally, bowing.


“So its true, as Menna tells me, that your people claim this
section of the river, here, where I’ve camped every year of my life, and my
father’s, and his before him, and countless of our ancestors.”


Aya colored at Meru’s unexpected attack. The encounter was
off to a bad start. “I didn’t mean to imply we’ve settled here permanently,
Patriarch, nor that we’ve claimed this place for ourselves,” she said
diplomatically. “We’ve merely had the use of it for a few days. We’re moving on
in a week, maybe less.”


“Hmph.”


“My patriarch is in our main camp. My father, Hannu, is in
charge of this temporary camp. He invites you and your family heads to talk and
feast with him tonight,” Aya told Meru, trying to mollify him. “In addition,
I’ve prepared a camping place for your people over there, assuming you’ll ferry
them across the river to this side tomorrow.” She pointed to the newly–erected
huts. “You’ll find piles of wood and dung for fires, and jars freshly filled
with water and beer. When your people have settled in my daughters and I will
bring fish and bread and meat to them.”


Meru visibly relaxed. “That is unexpected, and quite kind of
you,” he said. He smiled for the first time. His teeth were white and even.
“We’ve had a long and dusty journey.” He turned to Khay. “Go stay with the
raft. Make sure it doesn’t drift away in the night.”


Khay nodded, obviously disappointed that he was not to share
in the feast. “Yes, Father,” he said dully.


“I’ll have one of my girls bring you food and drink,” Aya
told him.


Khay brightened somewhat.


“Might I have a moment?” Qen asked Meru, stepping to his
side. “I need to tell you about my discussions with Hannu these past two days
before you meet with him.”


So Hannu’s strategy hadn’t worked. Qen would tell
Meru everything he’d learned about her people before Meru met with her father,
giving the barbarian an advantage in their upcoming negotiation. Had Qen really
just been a spy, claiming to be more prominent than he actually was so that
Hannu would talk to him more freely?


“Whatever the two of you talked about doesn’t matter,” Meru
said dismissively. “I’m in charge now, Brother. You don’t speak for me. I’m not
bound by any agreements you reached.”


Qen stared at him for a moment, nonplussed. “I made no
agreements.”


“Good. I won’t have to undo anything then.”


Qen did exaggerate his importance, Aya thought. Maybe he was
hoping to gain some kind of influence within his band. Clearly Meru isn’t going
to let that happen. Serves Qen right.


Meru turned to Aya. “And now, take me to your patriarch,” he
said pleasantly.


Aya turned on her heel and strode towards camp, Meru at her
side. She moved quickly, for Meru’s strides were long. He seemed to have
boundless energy, an energy that matched her own. The two dogs fell in to Aya’s
right, still suspicious and protective. Meru’s brothers followed after, plus
Menna, all at a half–run to keep up. Aya assumed Meru was letting Menna come to
the feast because he’d been the first to make contact with her band. She
expected that Ahaneith would be pleased to see the boy again.


“Tell me about your patriarch,” Meru said. “Why isn’t he
here?”


“Traveling is hard on him these days,” Aya replied. “He’s
somewhat frail.”


“Frail?”


“Kakhent is my grandfather’s brother.”


Meru was surprised. “Did he have other women before you?”


“Just one. I was joined to Kakhent long after she died. I’ve
given him three daughters so far. And two sons who died shortly after birth.”
One daughter and one living son short of what she’d seen gathered around her in
the falcon god’s dream.


“How old are your daughters?”


“Twelve, nine and five. And your children? I’ve met your son
Menna, of course. And Qen pointed out Khay.”


“I have a third, Nebre. He’s thirteen. And a five year–old
daughter.”


“Your woman is dead, I understand?”


“Yes. My third.”


At the margin of the camp Aya glanced over her shoulder and saw
that Qen had fallen well behind the group because of his mangled leg. He was
awkwardly trying to catch up. You deserve to struggle, she thought. As
they reached the two huts Aya sensed excitement. All the herdsmen except for
Iuput were in camp tonight. None of her people had ever encountered anyone from
another band before yesterday and they were all staring at the newcomers,
curious, interested. Meru looked from side to side, smiling, greeting everyone,
seemingly as curious about her people as they were about him. Then Aya caught a
glimpse of his eyes and saw they were hard, calculating, like those of a hunter
sizing up his prey. In that instant she realized Meru was much more of a danger
to her people than even Qen now appeared to be.


Sparks shot heavenward from the fire blazing before Hannu’s
hut. The sky was still light above the western plateau, but dusk had enveloped
the valley and Aya knew it would soon be completely dark. Hannu stood in the
open space behind the fire, hunched over a bit, waiting expectantly, his shadow
dancing on the front of his hut. Wetka waited a few paces behind him, dressed
in his finery, also casting a shadow. Ahaneith was to their right. The girl had
caught sight of Menna; she was beaming. So was he.


“This is my father, Hannu,” Aya announced to the strangers
when the two groups had taken positions facing each other. “And this is Meru,
patriarch of the newcomers,” she told Hannu. “His father, Iry, their old
patriarch, passed on a month ago.”


Hannu stepped forward. “I am sorry for your loss,
Patriarch,” he said solemnly. “You are most welcome here, as are all your
people, on both sides of the river.”


“On behalf of my band, I thank you for your hospitality, and
the preparations you have made,” Meru said. He indicated the men clustered
behind him. “These are the heads of my band’s families – my brothers Bebi and
Djau, and of course my half–brother Qen. And this is my son Menna.”


“He’s the one who saved me, Grandfather,” Ahaneith
interjected.


“Saved you?” Meru asked.


“From a viper, Patriarch,” Ahaneith volunteered.


“He saved my granddaughter and my daughter,” Hannu
offered.


So Hannu paid no attention to what Qen told him, Aya
thought. Just because I’m a woman.


“Menna did not mention it,” Meru said.


Aya sincerely doubted that. Menna was not the type to
downplay his exploits. She assumed Meru knew exactly what had happened on the
plateau – or Menna’s version of it, anyway.


“Tell the tale,” Hannu urged.


Menna puffed out his chest. “A viper slithered out of the
grass towards the women. I saw they were in deadly peril. So I shot it.”


“Menna’s too modest! It was coiled to strike!” Ahaneith
exclaimed, addressing Meru. “It was right by my leg. Menna didn’t even have
time to aim. He just let fly. Took it right in the head!”


“Its fortunate my father sent Menna ahead of us to the
valley, then,” Meru said. “He’s the best marksman in my band, despite his youth
– except for me, of course.”


So the father is as boastful as the son, Aya thought.


“I am deeply in your debt,” Hannu told Meru. “And yours,” he
said to Menna.


The reason for Menna’s presence was suddenly clear to Aya.
Meru had brought Menna to this feast to remind Hannu of what his son had done,
to give himself a position of power in the upcoming negotiations. Well, she’d
take care of that. In one swift motion Aya drew her knife and hurled it towards
a cluster of palms at the edge of the river a dozen yards away. It thunked into
a trunk, quivered. “His arrow was faster, is all,” Aya said defiantly. She
crossed her arms, stared at Meru.


“Excuse my daughter,” Hannu said hurriedly. “She’s too
spirited for her own good.”


“Ah! But what man wants a woman who isn’t in constant need
of taming?” Meru asked, smiling knowingly, sweeping his eyes over Aya again.


She wished she’d thrown her knife at him.


“Indeed,” Hannu answered. He pointedly turned his back on
Aya. “This is my cousin, Wetka. His brothers Pimay and Paser, and my own son
Siese, who head my band’s families, are not with us in this camp tonight. And
now, everyone, please, sit.” Hannu indicated stools with leather seats, lined
up in an arc around one side of the fire. He and Meru took the seats in the
center, Wetka to his right, the newcomers to Meru’s left. Hannu turned to Aya
and Ahaneith. “You’ll serve us.”


Aya breathed a slight sigh of relief. Her unthinking
outburst hadn’t caused her to be banished from her own fire. She definitely
wanted to observe the strangers up close, to listen to the two men’s
discussion, for whatever they talked about would directly impact the future of
her daughter. She was surprised Hannu was letting Ahaneith stay – while Aya
could be trusted to keep whatever was said tonight confidential, Ahaneith would
tell anyone who’d listen everything. Her daughter had not yet learned to be
circumspect. “As you command,” Aya said. “Come, Daughter.”


Aya and Ahaneith hurried to the cookfire. Pageti and Betrest
were bustling about, watching over a number of bubbling pots resting on a bed
of red and orange coals. The pots, the work of Aya’s and her daughters’ hands –
making pottery was one of her favorite pastimes and she’d taught her girls to
work with clay long ago – were bell–mouthed, stout, their bases flat so they
could stand on their own. Aya noted that to one side were a couple of jars
being used to malt a few measures of grain – Aya would use that grain to brew
beer tomorrow. Pageti was glancing over her shoulder at the newcomers, clearly
curious. Betrest, only five, was oblivious.


“Is everything ready?” Aya asked.


“Just about,” Pageti replied.


“There’s a boy waiting with the boat down by the river,” Aya
told her. “Take him some food after we’ve fed the men. His name is Khay.”


Pageti nodded.


Aya picked up a large earthenware jar of beer. She lugged it
to the group of men. Pageti followed bearing a leather pouch filled with small
cups, rough yet elegant, pinched from balls of clay and fired. Each had four
small feet to keep it from falling over. Aya had made them too. She and her
daughter walked down the line of men, Pageti handing Aya a cup, Aya filling it
and distributing each in turn. Aya couldn’t help but notice that Meru
continuously followed her with his eyes. Hers met his twice and he didn’t look
away, but stared boldly. After the second time she kept her gaze lowered. Meru
made her very uncomfortable. Qen thanked her as he reached for his brimming
vessel. She didn’t respond, though he alone of all the men expressed gratitude.
Now that Meru was here, Qen was clearly a person of no importance and, noting
how even the leading men of his own band were shunning him here before her
fire, and how he’d lied to her and Hannu, she saw no reason to treat him with
anything beyond mere civility.


“Qen told me you’ve been traveling from the eastern sea,”
Hannu said to Meru.


Meru nodded. “For the last three months.”


“How was the journey?” Hannu asked.


“Very pleasant. Good hunting. A child born.”


“Ah! A band can never have enough children,” Hannu said.


“How true,” Meru replied.


“We have only a handful of very young,” Hannu told him.
“Frankly, we’ve been seeking another band with which to exchange women for more
than a dozen years. We need more children if our band is to thrive. Qen told me
you too have been seeking a band for the same reason, without success.”


“That is true. We have many men and girls of an age.”


“As do we. Based on what Qen told me, the number of
available partners in our two bands are nearly equal. Surely both of us have
been guided here to this section of the river at the same time by the gods,”
Hannu said.


Meru nodded. “To waste this opportunity would offend them.”


“Indeed.”


As Aya had expected, the two men had for all practical
purposes just agreed that their bands were going to exchange women. Aya assumed
that Meru believed the rest of her band was camped nearby. Based on what she’d
observed so far, she knew he’d never trade five of his women for only one from
her band. He seemed to want partners for all of his men and girls as much as
she did for hers. That gave her a bit of comfort, for that made it almost
certain that Meru would lead his band to the lake once her father broached the
subject. Once there, faced with the lake country’s bounty, she couldn’t imagine
he’d ever lead his band back to the river. She might lose Ahaneith to these
barbarians, but at least she’d be close by. Unless… it was possible that Meru
would agree tonight to exchange Ahaneith for a single woman from his band.
After all, he himself needed a woman, based on what he’d told her. She wouldn’t
put it past Hannu and Meru to put their individual needs above their people’s.
In that case Aya would never see Ahaneith after tomorrow. So, it was imperative
that Hannu persuade Meru to come to the lake, to put off any joinings at least
until the inundation festival. But, even if Meru’s band came to the lake and
the joinings were delayed, they would eventually take place. That was a
problem. Aya had already developed an intense dislike for Menna and Qen and now
Meru – assuming they were representative of the rest of their people, the lives
of any of her women joined to the barbarians were not going to be pleasant no
matter where they dwelt. Tears welled into her eyes and she roughly brushed
them away. But whatever Ahaneith’s fate, Aya was just a woman, powerless to
change it, though she vowed to try her best to do just that.


Ahaneith appeared, carefully carrying a clay cooking pot,
shielding her hands from its heat with two lengths of animal skin. She set it
down. Its outside was burnished and its inside covered with red slip. It was,
Aya thought proudly, one of her best pieces. Aya used a small turtle shell to
ladle bubbling–hot fish stew into hand–sized clay bowls that Pageti produced
from the pouch. Aya had made most of the bowls too. Ahaneith began distributing
them to the men, moving gracefully among them. Her light–brown skin glowed
golden in the firelight, her dark eyes were mysterious in the shadows. She
glanced fleetingly at each of the strangers. Aya was reminded of a bird darting
from tree to tree to tree. She saw Ahaneith’s eyes meet Menna’s and hold there.
Her daughter smiled, her teeth white between full lips. Menna smiled back. He
managed to rest his fingers on Ahaneith’s when she gave him his bowl. She
smiled again. Aya glanced at Qen and saw disgust on his face. Is he jealous
of his nephew? Does he really think Ahaneith would be more interested in him
than she is in Menna? Qen is at least twice her age. Why, if he thinks any girl
in my band would be interested in him he’s out of his mind. No one is so
desperate they’d want to join with a man so deformed. But who Ahaneith or
Takhat or any girl back at the lake joined with, of course, wasn’t up to them.
In the worst case, if the barbarians traveled west with them in a week, Kakhent
would simply assign one of his band’s girls to Qen and that would be that.
Although, since Meru seemed to dislike his half–brother, it was far more likely
that he’d arrange for Qen to be excluded from any joinings.


Betrest brought an earthenware platter piled with chunks of
roasted snake. Hannu insisted that Menna be given the first piece in honor of
his “saving” Ahaneith, and she placed one on a small flat dish and carried it
to him. He took a bite and proclaimed it excellent. As the rest were served
Hannu insisted that Menna pull the arrow with the viper’s head from his quiver
and show it to everyone.


Ahaneith began distributing bread piled high in a reed
basket, the loaves thick and light. She handed Menna a piece.


“Why isn’t it flat?” Menna asked her.


“I was preparing my dough one day by the river when Mother
called me away to help her. I was in such a hurry I left my mixture in the hot
sun. When I returned it had risen. I baked it, to see what would happen. This
was the result.”


Menna took a bite, smiled. “Quite a happy accident, I’d
say.”


Ahaneith blushed.


When the last man had been served, Aya and Ahaneith filled
bowls for themselves with fish stew. Menna invited Ahaneith to sit beside him.


“Yes. Stay,” Hannu commanded. “Both of you.”


Ahaneith complied, sitting cross–legged on the ground beside
Menna’s stool. Aya noted that he let his knee fall against her daughter’s arm.
Ahaneith didn’t move away. Aya knew Ahaneith could be a coquette when it suited
her – and Ahaneith wasn’t about to miss this opportunity to let Menna know she
was very interested in him. Aya shook her head in disgust. She sat on the
ground to one side where she could observe everyone without herself being
noticed, blew on her stew to cool it, tasted it. It was excellent, though
heavily flavored with wood smoke and ash. Aya’s miu suddenly appeared and
rubbed his head against her knee. She put a bit of fish on her palm and he
quickly downed it, then sat in front of her and stared at her expectantly. 


“The plains are green from the river almost to the base of
the escarpment, from what little I could see as I descended into the valley,”
Meru observed. “The last four years wild grass has grown on only a narrow strip
beside the river at this spot.” He indicated Qen. “My father sent my
half–brother ahead of us to determine the yield in our usual campsites,
including this stretch of the river. Qen claims that being able to do so is his
particular talent.” He addressed Qen. “Will the valley support us?”


Aya turned her attention to Qen along with everyone else.
Unexpectedly, she recognized the same mix of panic and hopelessness in his eyes
that she saw whenever she found an animal still alive in one of the snares
she’d set, at the moment it realized it couldn’t escape her. It was almost as
if he feared to answer his brother. Qen swallowed hard. His eyes swept the
others seated around the fire. Aya saw that Meru’s men were anxious, waiting
expectantly. And why not? Their band’s survival depended on the supply of food
available to be gleaned.


“The inundation was superior in every part of the valley
that Menna and I traveled this year,” Qen reported, “better than any year in my
memory.”


Qen’s half–brothers all relaxed, seemingly pleased.


“Yet none of our usual campsites will support us.”


Aya heard the surprised murmurs that passed between the
strangers, the sudden looks of consternation.


“None? Explain,” Meru demanded imperiously.


“Most of the wild grass at this campsite has been cropped
close by the animals Hannu and his band keep,” Qen answered. “There’s virtually
none left for us to harvest. The same is true at two other of our campsites
farther south, where they’ve also spent time. What’s left isn’t enough for us
to live on – between a tenth and a quarter of what we need at best.”


“You’re telling me that the parts of the valley we’ve used
all our lives, Brother, following in the footsteps of our forefathers, are
unusable?” Meru exclaimed.


“Yes,” Qen said rather reluctantly.


“This is hard news indeed,” Meru said stiffly, frowning.


There was no mistaking the hostility that now stood like a
wall between the leading men of the two bands – those of Meru’s outraged that,
according to Qen, Hannu’s band had stolen their food, Hannu and Wetka furious
that Qen had accused them of a crime. Aya realized she’d badly misjudged Qen –
he wasn’t an afterthought; he was more dangerous than a dozen Merus. He’d just
single–handedly stirred up both bands and set them against each other. No
wonder Qen had been so reluctant to speak in front of everyone. He’d
anticipated this reaction. Now everyone was angry at him. Well, he deserved the
anger directed his way. If only he’d made his report to Meru before this feast.
But he hadn’t been able to because Hannu had kept Qen in camp, Aya recalled.
Her father’s strategy had backfired miserably.


Or had it? It occurred to Aya that Qen’s report might have
just inadvertently saved her daughter from being condemned to a life among the
barbarians. Qen might have just driven a wedge between Meru and Hannu, a wedge
deep enough that they might decide to go their own ways without exchanging
women. If that happened, she’d have reason to be grateful to Qen for the rest
of her days.


Assuming that the two bands did not come to blows in the
next few minutes. Hannu had gone pale. Aya saw Wetka’s hand stray to the hilt
of the flint knife tucked in his belt, saw Meru’s brothers doing the same. She
wished now that her own knife wasn’t protruding from the trunk of a palm tree
out of reach. She wished that Iuput wasn’t half a mile away watching over the
herd.


“Brother, this is a very large valley,” Qen interjected,
rising to his feet and leaning on his staff. Everyone turned to look at him.
“Give me Menna and Khay to pole my raft, and a week’s time, and I’ll locate
enough new campsites north of our usual range that we’ll be able to meet our
needs.”


“You can’t possibly know that,” Meru said dismissively.


“If the inundation was excellent here, it must surely have
been excellent everywhere. I’ll travel farther south instead of north if you
prefer. It shouldn’t make any difference.”


Meru stared at Qen for a long moment. “What choice do I
have?” he finally asked, his voice clipped. “Leave at first light. Take my
sons. Find us campsites enough.” After a pause – “Don’t you dare fail me,
Brother.” He addressed Hannu. “I expect we’ll exchange women immediately upon
my sons’ return.”


Aya realized that Meru had just neatly outmaneuvered Hannu,
had taken the decision of when to exchange women out of his hands. First he’d
gotten Hannu to proclaim he was in Meru’s debt because of the viper. Then he’d
gotten Qen to accuse her band of ruining the valley – Aya supposed Qen might
have discussed the state of the wild grasses with Menna as they drifted on the
river, and that Menna had passed the information on to Meru before he descended
into the valley. In fact, this whole act of Qen’s smacked of being planned in advance,
to give Meru leverage over her father. Now, backed into a corner, what choice
did Hannu have but to accept Meru’s demand?


“Yes,” Hannu said.


Aya sensed relief in Hannu’s tone. And why not? He didn’t
really care if Meru’s band went to the lake. All he cared about was getting a
woman for himself. Meru had just agreed to give him one, in exchange for
Ahaneith. Hannu could report to Kakhent that he’d been unable to so much as ask
the barbarians to come to the lake, because of Qen. Her father had won. Aya had
lost. She saw now that the moment she’d met Qen on the plateau the fate of her
daughter had been sealed. She glared at him, as if somehow that might make a
difference. He returned her stare, carefully mouthed “the lake.” It took a
moment for that to sink in. All evening she’d been waiting for Hannu to make
that very suggestion to Meru, but so far he hadn’t and it didn’t appear he was
going to. Qen was obviously urging her to, and she knew she must.
Otherwise, her daughter would indeed be lost.


But why would Qen want me to bring up the lake? Aya
wondered. What’s in it for him? The obvious answer was Meru’s admonition
to Qen – “don’t fail.” If Qen returned from his expedition without finding
suitable sections along the river to harvest, who knew what Meru might do to
him? Similarly, if Qen himself recommended going to the lake, and the wild
grasses there proved inadequate, he’d be held responsible. But if Aya suggested
the lake, Qen would be off the hook. He wouldn’t have to prove his claim that
there was adequate land to harvest in the valley. He wouldn’t be held
responsible if the lake failed to meet Meru’s expectations. Aya would. Qen was
using her, setting her up to be his scapegoat. He was devious and cunning and
looking out for his own self interest. He was dangerous. She stared at him with
distaste. But she couldn’t let her dislike for him get in the way of voicing
his suggestion. It was the only way to save the daughter she loved.


“Patriarch, instead of sending Qen on this expedition, you
should lead your band to where the rest of my people are camped,” Aya said
innocently, her heart pounding. “There’s grain enough there for your band and
mine to harvest.”


“Aya!” Hannu said, scowling.


She ignored him. She couldn’t afford to remain silent.
“What’s more, there are four more women residing there of an age to be joined.
Wouldn’t that make more sense than our two bands exchanging only one woman
each?”


“Just where is this camp?” Meru asked. “Farther north in the
valley?”


Aya bent, smoothed a patch of dirt at her feet, took a twig,
began to scratch. She drew a long line. “We’re here, on the banks of Iteru, the
river, a single mighty channel that stretches north and south farther than
anyone I know has traveled. As you are quite aware, plateaus line it closely on
both sides, and beyond them are the eastern and western savannahs.” She drew a
wavy line, mostly perpendicular to the river. “Here are the wadis you’ve
traveled from the eastern sea to reach this camp, according to what Qen told
me.” She pointed. “Here, perhaps a week’s journey south of this spot, is a
channel that splits off from the river. It runs parallel to the river, never
more than five or six miles distant from it, separated from it by a low ridge.
After a week’s journey, it empties into a lake, some fifty miles across at the
height of the inundation.”


“I’ve heard legends of such a place,” Meru said
thoughtfully.


“The waters of the inundation that deposit soil on the banks
of the river deposit soil on the banks of the lake, too, by way of the channel,”
Aya said. She sketched a great irregular oval, wide to east and west, narrower
to north and south, drew ridges marching north across the savannah parallel to
the great cliff that edged that boundary. “We call this lake Ta–she,” she said.
“The whole lake country was given to my people by the falcon god.” She drew the
ridge where her camp lay, sketched in the peninsula. She pointed to it. “My
band has lived atop this ridge for the past dozen years.” She looked up, her
eyes meeting Meru’s. “The inundation at the lake was perfect this year, neither
too high nor too low. The wild grasses that grow there are vast and untouched
and will most assuredly meet your band’s needs as well as ours.”


“Do you have any proof that the flood was ‘perfect’ at your
lake, as you claim?” Meru asked.


“We didn’t leave until a few months after the inundation
subsided,” Aya replied evenly. She leaned towards Meru, her voice earnest.
“We’re at the mercy of the inundation at the lake too, just like you who
harvest along the river. Eight years ago the flood was too high. It drowned the
meadows and marshes that line the lake for too long, and receded late. The
standing water delayed the growing, and damp and fungus destroyed much of the
seed, and we were plagued by frogs and rodents. Three years ago, the second of
the consecutive low valley floods, the inundation didn’t even breach the narrow
gap in the valley cliffs and reach our lake. That left much of the land
abutting the shore hard and cracked, topped with crystallized salt. We had to
live off the grain we’d stored during the good years.” Aya smiled. “But this
year’s flood was perfect, as I said – four feet deep, washing away the salt,
leaving a thick layer of mud well back from the shore.”


“Why would your band stay beside the lake during the
inundation?” Meru asked, suspicious.


“Your band leaves this valley when it floods and wanders the
savannah for the next seven months. You return here in time to gather the wild
grasses. You live in the valley for the next five months, and then depart when
the inundation starts, year after year, repeating the same pattern. Am I
correct?”


“Yes. That is what the river and the herds of wild animals
we hunt and the plants we glean and gather dictate.”


“We return to our lake the same time you return to this
valley,” Aya explained. “We harvest. We hunt. We fish. We stay all summer. We
have a single camp – we don’t waste time or energy moving from place to place,
for we have all the resources we need in one place. Our camp’s on a long flat
ridge overlooking the lake, so we don’t have to relocate during the inundation.
Our lake is not like the valley, where there’s no dry land between the eastern
and western plateaus. Vast stretches of the savannah north of the lake remain
untouched by water. So we have no reason to move on until after the inundation
subsides and the dry season begins on the savannah. That’s when some of us come
to this valley, where there’s good grazing and water for our herds. The rest remain
in our camp, watching over the fields.”


“Tell me more about this lake,” Meru said.


Aya took his interest as a good sign. It was a step closer
to the possibility of both bands going to the lake and permanently settling
down together.


“The shores and surrounding savannah are rich with grasses,
and fruits of dom palm and fig, and tubers of nutgrass and bulrush and
clubrush. Our women harvest lettuce and onions and dates and lentils and
chickpeas and garlic and melons. They gather enough from late winter through
early spring and again from mid–summer to early autumn to see us through the
lean months when the inundation covers the lakeshore. Especially in autumn, as
the inundation recedes, uprooting plants from the moist soil requires little
effort. We hunt oryx, addax, wild boar, barbary sheep, striped hyena, jackals,
red fox, wild cats, hare, mongoose, hedgehogs, gerbils, aurochs, hartebeest and
dorcas gazelle. Especially in the dry months, they inhabit the fringes of the
lake and require little effort to bring down. During the rainy months they
disperse more widely, looking for pasture. On occasion we hunt hippos and
crocodiles, though we’ve driven most of them to the lake’s southern shore to
keep them away from our grain and animals.”


“I’ve killed half a dozen hippos,” Meru boasted.


“Our patriarch, Kakhent, has slain several dozen, most in
the course of a single month soon after our band migrated to the lake, to
protect our grain,” Aya said.


Hannu laughed. “Kakhent was much younger then.”


Aya could tell that Meru’s brothers were reluctantly envious
of Kakhent. Slaying a hippo was no small task. Kakhent’s tally was
unprecedented.


“We catch soft–shelled turtles and crocodiles in the lake
itself,” Aya continued. “They bask on open sandbars near shore. In the winter
the lake is alive with migratory waterfowl, especially grebe, duck and coot.
There is of course no lack of fish. And we also take blood and milk from our
herds.”


“They’ve domesticated their animals, Brother,” Qen
interrupted.


Meru expressed surprise.


“Cattle, sheep, goats,” Aya said. “My band obtained the
first of them nearly thirty years ago. They belonged to my grandfather and
mother, originally. They’ve proliferated since, with careful management.”


“But surely there’s no grass for your animals to graze in
the heat of summer,” Meru said. “The river’s low and sluggish then. I assume
the lake must be. Doesn’t the surrounding savannah dry out?”


“Our animals eat our excess grain,” Aya replied.


“We’ve never gathered enough grain beyond what we need to
survive, certainly not enough to share with animals,” Meru said, his tone
expressing doubt. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


From the looks Meru’s brothers were giving each other, Aya
knew they were as skeptical as their patriarch.


“Come harvest and glean by our lake,” Aya urged Meru again.
“It’s as lush as this valley, with enough wild grain and tubers and fruits and
fish and wildlife to support hundreds of people – our two bands and many more.”


“Is there nothing wrong with this lake of yours?” Meru
asked.


“There are an inordinate number of crocodiles along its
southeast shore,” Aya laughed. “We give them a wide berth.”


Meru leaned back on his stool. “Perhaps I should send Qen on
his expedition, as I ordered, and make my decision on whether to stay in the
valley or go to the lake after he makes his report.”


“Or we could all leave for the lake a few days from now,
together, in which case you’ll be able to start harvesting the wild grasses
that much earlier,” Aya replied. She had the feeling that if Meru didn’t come
now, he wouldn’t at all.


“There might be advantages to that option,” Meru said
cautiously. “But what about our women? Are we agreed that we’ll exchange them
before we depart the valley?” He eyed Hannu. “That would be a sign of good
faith on your part, a surety that your claims for the lake are true.
Otherwise…”


That wouldn’t do at all. Aya spoke before Hannu could reply.
“Patriarch,” she said to Meru, “as I’ve said, we have four more suitable girls
and one more suitable man in our lake camp. Surely a short delay would benefit
both our bands. And while my father is in charge of this camp, only our
patriarch has the authority to arrange joinings. Besides, its our tradition
that our men and girls are joined each year at the conclusion of the festival
we celebrate to mark the start of the inundation. That’s when we honor the
falcon god so that he’ll ensure the fertility of our fields. In return for our
offerings, he ensures the fertility of our newly–joined women too, so that
they’re fruitful and bear many children. So it has always been. Wouldn’t it be
better to wait for the festival to conduct the joinings?” This time her eyes
met Meru’s and held there, unflinching.


Meru gazed up at the stars that had winked into the darkened
sky, apparently lost in thought. As he did, Aya scanned the strangers. They
were watching their patriarch expectantly – all except Qen – their faces in
turn shadowed and highlighted by the flickering campfire. Qen was staring into
the flames, as if he sought an answer there to some question. Aya saw Ahaneith
slip her hand into Menna’s. She could guess what Ahaneith was thinking – she
wanted to be with Menna, now, not months from now, a desire that was blinding
her to the possibility that she might never see her home again. It had also not
occurred to her that if the joinings took place tomorrow she’d belong to Meru,
not Menna. Then Aya felt Meru staring at her. She met his gaze, looked deep
into his eyes, saw desire for her, the need to possess her, the will to
dominate her. They drew her in, mesmerizing. She had the feeling he was binding
her, drawing her into a trap from which there was no escape. She was suddenly
very afraid of him.


“Would this please you, Aya, if we wait until your
festival?” Meru asked.


That he should ask her such a question in front of her
father and the rest of these men was embarrassing. But she couldn’t ignore his
question, for he was a patriarch. And if she was silent, and the joinings took
place immediately, she’d never forgive herself. Aya colored. “Very much.”


Meru slowly stood. Hannu rose beside him.


“I must discuss your offer with my brothers, Hannu. For us –
leaving this valley we know so well for a lake we do not, even if for a single
season – is a big change. And now, I am weary. I’ve traveled many miles to reach
this river and wish to rest. Thank you for your hospitality. Tomorrow I will
return the favor, and we will talk, and I will tell you what I’ve decided.”


Hannu nodded.


Meru bowed to Aya, letting his eyes linger on her one last time,
then led his brothers towards the rude camp a little ways south of Hannu’s, for
it was too dangerous to try to cross the river in the dark. Aya saw that Pageti
had lit the campfire there and filled more bowls and platters and cups and was
waiting beside them to serve the men. Qen trailed his brothers, hobbling along,
leaning on his staff. He did not glance at Aya as he passed her.


Menna helped Ahaneith to her feet. She kept hold of his
hands, looked deep into his eyes. “Convince your father to come with us,” Aya
heard her say softly, “for my sake.”


“You can count on me,” Menna promised.


Menna released Ahaneith’s hands and turned to follow his
elders. Aya watched him and the rest go. Her life, one that had seemed so
certain two days ago, was now completely unsettled. Her future and that of all
her people was unclear, in doubt. Would Meru lead his people to the lake? Would
they settle there permanently if they went, or depart at the end of the season?
Would Meru agree to delay the joinings until the festival, or would he insist
on them happening tomorrow? Would Hannu agree if he insisted? Aya grasped the
talisman dangling around her neck and whispered prayers to the falcon god and
every other god recognized by her people, that they’d convince Meru to come to
the lake with them. It was the only course of action that could minimize the
impact of the change that now faced everyone in her band. Qen was the last to
be swallowed up by the darkness. Aya was glad to lose sight of him. He was
despicable. He’d exaggerated his own importance and authority the day of his
arrival when he’d met with Hannu. He’d made promises he couldn’t keep. Tonight
he’d almost caused the leading men of the two bands to come to blows. He’d
given Meru leverage over her father. Then he’d used her to achieve his own
ends, whatever those might be. What he might do in the future she scarcely
dared guess. She sighed. Her head was pounding, unable to process everything
that had happened. So she whispered one last prayer to the gods, that Meru would
accept the offer to go to the lake, for otherwise her life would be ruined.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya relaxed atop the ridge overlooking the delta at the
point where the channel emptied into Ta–she. Choked with reeds and papyrus, the
delta spread wide at its northern end like a fan, the ribbon of water slicing
through its heart reflecting the colors of sunset. Some distance below her, to
the left, Aya heard an occasional shout or laugh or command emanating from the
temporary camp laid out at her direction a few hours earlier on the east bank
of the channel. The camp housed both bands. She saw women moving about
preparing their evening meals beside blazing campfires, men conversing with
each other, a few hunters carrying in game they’d slain farther south along the
channel. Iuput was watering the herd along the lakeshore a short distance north
of the delta; Aya saw Qen helping him. Behind her, Intef and Isu had just
loaded the last of the cobbles she’d selected from the outcrop at the crest of
the ridge into sturdy leather pouches and, grumbling, were beginning to lug
them down the hill towards camp; her people never passed this spot without
replenishing their supply. The pouches would be carried to the ridge camp on
the backs of the cattle. Aya’s eyes swept the familiar distant hills to south
and west and north, rocky terrace–like plateaus delimiting the margins of the
great basin that contained the vast lake, rising one atop another like stair
steps, some gently rounded, some faced with sheer cliffs, the highest in the
north, the lowest in west and south. They too had taken on the colors of the
sky, which was beginning to turn from red and orange to deep blue as the sun
slipped towards the horizon. Soon, the goddess would swallow the sun and
darkness would blanket the land. Aya closed her eyes, took a deep breath,
inhaled the scents of mud and water and growing things, felt the kiss of the
breeze on her face. She smiled, hugged her knees to her chest. A few days’
travel north, then west along the curve of the lake, and she’d be home.


The two bands had journeyed without incident from their
initial meeting place to the trail that crossed the ridge between valley and
lake, their speed dictated by the pace of Iuput’s animals. Aside from the
family heads and their women, most of Meru’s band consisted of young people –
nine in their teens, eleven even younger. There was one older woman, Nebtu,
Meru’s mother, and one woman carrying a newborn in a sling. Men and women were
dressed poorly, in loincloths made of animal skin or woven grass secured by
belts, but all wore necklaces made of shells or bits of copper or colorful
stones. The younger children were all naked. The strangers carried their few
possessions in animal–skin pouches slung over shoulders or tied in bundles
balanced atop their heads or in rudimentary reed baskets. None of their
containers were decorated; most were quite crude and showed signs of hard use
and much mending. Aya assumed most of the containers held food, not personal
belongings. Her band was traveling just as lightly; their finest earthenware
jars and cups and platters and tools and baskets were stored in their permanent
camp beside the lake. Those she’d made for use beside the river they’d left
there.


Today’s trip across the ridge had not been unpleasant, for
while the day had been warm a cooling breeze had blown from the west. At its
start Menna had fallen in beside Ahaneith, carrying her bundles, walking apart
from everyone else. During the two weeks the bands had remained camped together
in the valley before setting out for the lake, he’d been the winner of a lively
competition with three other boys for the favor of her daughter. Every night in
the valley, after everyone had fallen asleep, Ahaneith had crept onto Aya’s
pallet and in a whisper told her everything Menna had said that day about the
places he’d seen on his travels, of the sea, of the wadis, of the many ways he
was trying to impress her. Despite her reservations about Menna, Aya couldn’t
help smiling – her daughter was clearly glorying in his attention, and knowing
such attention would not last forever Aya was not going to put a damper on it.
It would be a memory for Ahaneith to hold on to in years to come when she was a
tired overworked woman caring for a flock of children and taken for granted.
Ahaneith was already looking forward to the inundation festival a few months
from now when she’d be joined to Menna. Despite Aya’s continued warnings,
Ahaneith didn’t seem concerned that Meru might lead his people away from the
lake after that. But Aya was; the thought ate at her constantly. But she was
not one to sit idly by when her future was threatened. Every night Meru talked
with Hannu before his campfire. Aya made sure to be present, to sing or play
the reed pipe while her daughters danced. She never missed the opportunity to
speak with Meru, to subtly or overtly portray for him the advantages presented
by living at the lake. She was determined to convince him to give up his
wandering life long before the day of the inundation festival, so as not to
lose her daughter and sister and the rest of the women in her band.


Aya heard a rustling in the grass to her left and turned.
Meru was scaling the ridge directly north of the camp. She stood up as a sign
of respect. He gained the crest, moved beside her.


“Does what you see please you, Patriarch?” she asked,
indicating the lake country, still mostly visible in sunset’s afterglow.


He scanned her from head to toe. “Very much so.”


She colored. “I meant the lake.”


“I know what you meant.” Suddenly, Meru wrapped both of his
arms around Aya, pinned her arms to her ribs. “I’ve been waiting a long time to
be alone with you like this, Aya,” he hissed. “I’ve wanted you from the moment
I first saw you, waiting for me beside the river.” He bent his lips to hers,
kissed her hard. At first she was too stunned to resist, then tried to squirm
free, but he was too strong. One of his hands slipped to her waist, the other
rose to the middle of her back, pulled her tight against him. She twisted her
head, gasped for breath. He seized a handful of her hair, yanked her head
backwards, regained control, kissed her again. After what seemed an eternity he
released her, stepped back.


“I’m Kakhent’s woman!” she cried, eyes blazing. “You dared
to touch me! When I tell him…”


“You’ll say nothing.” Meru laughed.


His cavalier attitude was infuriating. “I swear I will!” she
spat.


“And I’ll deny it,” Meru said evenly.


“He’ll take my word over yours!”


“He won’t,” Meru said with certainty. His eyes narrowed.
“After all, Aya, you’re the one who suggested that I lead my band to the lake.
Why would you have, if you didn’t want to be with me?”


“You had nothing to do with it. Qen told me to suggest it,”
Aya retorted.


“Qen? I didn’t hear him say a word about the lake when
Kakhent and I were talking.”


“He mouthed it to me behind your back.”


“How convenient, that no one but you saw,” Meru chortled.
“And how interesting that you acted as my brother’s mouthpiece – if you even
did. In your place I would have ignored him. His opinions are worthless to me
or anyone else.” Meru snorted. “Give up this clumsy attempt to shift the blame
elsewhere, Aya. Or I’ll tell Kakhent that you teased and tantalized me every
time you sang and danced for me and Hannu on this trip, that you tried to
seduce me atop this ridge tonight, that you panicked when I refused your
advances and threatened to tell him what you’d done.”


“That’s not true!”


“But quite believable – after all, its only natural that a
woman like you would be attracted to a man like me, especially a woman joined to
a man more than twice her age. Oh yes – I know about that. Your father told
me.” Meru swept his eyes over her again, hungrily. “Surely you’ve wondered what
a night with me would be like – a man young and strong and virile, not decrepit
and worn out.”


Aya balled her hands into fists, dug her nails into her
palm. She was appalled by the disrespect Meru was showing both her and Kakhent,
the lie he was willing to tell about her. And she knew Kakhent would believe
him, that all the men in her band would believe him. And when they did, her
life would be forfeit. She’d fallen into a trap set by Qen and sprung by Meru.
She suspected they might even have planned it together.  “I won’t take any
more of this from you,” she snapped, turning to leave.


Meru grabbed her by the wrist. She cried out in pain. He
spun her around so they were face to face. “Oh, but you will, Aya. You’ll take
this and much much more.” He leaned so close she felt his breath hot on her
cheeks. “Do you want to know the real reason I’m leading my band to the lake?
It isn’t to harvest grain.” He snorted. “It’s because your father has already
promised you to me.”


Aya was appalled. “He has no right! I’m joined to Kakhent!”


“A man not long for this world, according to your father,”
Meru said. “And once he’s dead, your father will indeed have the right.”


“And in return for him giving me to you, you’ll support him
as patriarch against Kakhent’s sons,” Aya surmised.


Meru smiled. “You’re even more intelligent than I thought.
Though your intelligence is not why I’m attracted to you.” His hand slid down
her back, caressed her hip, her thigh.


She tried to jerk free.


He tightened his grip. “I even threw my niece Nofret into
the deal. She just turned thirteen – she’ll keep your father’s bed warm. As you
will mine.”


Aya was disgusted by Meru’s crassness. “And if Kakhent
disappoints you, and doesn’t die? What then?”


“I’ll settle my people at the lake and wait until he does. A
year, two years… time’s on my side, Aya. You won’t escape me.” His eyes
narrowed, grew hard, his voice harsh. “If you tell anyone about what just
happened, or if you resist me at any time before we’re actually joined, you’ll
pay dearly on the night you finally come to dwell in my hut. And I’ll see to it
that my son makes your daughter suffer too.”


Aya slapped Meru with her free hand.


He laughed.


She slapped him again. “You’re a coward and a bully!” she
cried. “Do you have to threaten women to feel like a man?”


“No threats – just friendly advice,” Meru said
condescendingly. “You really are quite spirited, aren’t you, Aya? I’m going to
enjoy breaking you. Promise me that you’ll resist for quite a long time.”


“I hate you!”


“You’ll change your mind, eventually. Anyway, our being
together is inevitable now. I decided we’d be together the moment I set eyes on
you, and so we will.” With that he yanked her close once more, kissed her,
stroked her all over with his rough hands.


Later, when he’d finished with her and departed for camp,
Aya stumbled down the ridge to the lake in the darkness, ripped off her loincloth,
plunged into the water, scrubbed her body with sand until it was red, tried to
wash Meru’s touch away. Then she sat on the shore in the starlight and hugged
her knees to her chest and cried – hot tears of shame and anger and disgust and
hatred. She wanted to kill Meru. She wanted to tell Kakhent what Meru had done
so he’d kill Meru. But what Meru had said this night was true – Aya couldn’t
tell anyone what had happened, for they’d take his word over hers, and she’d
pay the price for it, and so would Ahaneith. Unfortunately, what Hannu had told
Meru was true – Kakhent truly was looking more frail as the months went by. He
probably didn’t have many more years to live. And even if he had more than she
expected, Meru had vowed to wait as many years as it took to have her. So now
it was not just her sister and daughter who were in danger from these
barbarians – so was she. Life among Meru’s people would be intolerable. Life
with Meru himself would be intolerable.


Aya suddenly recalled her dream. The falcon god had showed
her sitting amongst her children, happy, content, a man she loved at her side.
She’d always known Kakhent was not that man. She’d assumed she’d find him once
Kakhent was dead. But now joining with Meru loomed in her future. She knew he wasn’t
that man either. And she knew he was far too young for her to expect she’d
outlive him, finally find a third man who would make her happy. If the falcon
god’s dream was to come true, it was up to her to somehow escape Meru.


But how? Her father had already bargained her away – again –
because he expected to succeed Kakhent as patriarch and would on that day have
the authority to arrange her life. He’d just sold her to Meru so that Meru
would support him as patriarch against the claims of Kakhent’s sons. I won’t
accept that fate, Aya told herself fiercely. I’m the chosen of the
falcon god. I have power in my own right. I am going to have to wield it. The
answer to escaping Meru is straightforward – if Hannu won’t rescind his bargain
with Meru, I’ll throw my support to one of Kakhent’s sons to succeed him,
Paser, or whichever of the others will agree to let me live my life as I
choose. That’s all the leverage I need.


As for the immediate future, Aya vowed never to be caught
alone by Meru again. That meant no more wandering about by herself in the lake
country, as she loved so much to do. She couldn’t endure another encounter like
this one. Meru had just effectively put her in a cage. Aya was more unsettled
now than ever. She supposed that the peace she’d known before encountering
these strangers was lost to her forever. She knew there was no getting it back.
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Aya carefully picked her way through the tall grass of the
moonlight–drenched savannah, aiming for the distant point of light that marked
her brother Iuput’s solitary campfire. She carried with her the evening meal
for him and Wetka’s sons, who were watching over the cattle and sheep and
goats. She was unaccompanied only because Hannu was visiting Meru before his
rude tent of animal skins this evening, so there was no chance of the barbarian
patriarch waylaying her. So far she’d been able to avoid him since the incident
on the hilltop five days ago, although it had not been easy. The moonlight
tonight was so bright that as she passed cattle huddled close together she
could make out their individual features. A mile south, to her left, the lake
glimmered – vast, sparkling silver, as wide as the horizon. Numerous fires
glowed along the shore where the two bands shared a temporary camp, the point
from which she was walking.


So far, according to what she’d overheard Meru tell Kakhent,
the lake region had exceeded his expectations. Even though he’d come to the
lake simply to gain Aya, he’d said, the lake country was a far better place for
his people than the eastern wadis. That, at least, gave her a bit of comfort.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to convince him not to leave if in fact she ended
up joined to him. At any rate, not a day had gone by without Menna bringing Ahaneith
a fat animal he’d slain for her; the savannah was alive with game at this time
of year. Menna was a regular guest at Hannu’s nightly campfire now, to
Ahaneith’s delight. Hannu openly encouraged the boy. The wild game Menna
brought freed Hannu from personally having to hunt to feed Aya and her
daughters and himself. However, listening to Menna’s boastful and clearly
exaggerated tales of his hunting prowess during those nightly encounters
reinforced Aya’s belief that the boy was not right for her daughter. She
thought Menna was far more interested in the pursuit of and beating out his
cousins for Ahaneith’s hand than in what would come after. It was not, however,
a sentiment that Hannu seemed to share, nor Ahaneith for that matter.


Aya adjusted the earthenware cooking pot balanced on her
left shoulder and continued towards Iuput’s camp. He was solely responsible for
the band’s herds, and had been for the last decade. None of Kakhent’s people
was as good at choosing which animals to breed, and helping mothers deliver
their young, and overseeing grazing and watering and milking and blood–letting.
The herds had tripled in size under his stewardship. As always, Iuput had been
in charge of driving the sheep and goats and cattle from the river to the lake,
assisted by Intef and Isu and a few well–trained dogs. The men watched the herd
day and night, guarded it from predators, carried brimming pots of milk to camp
early each morning. Suspiciously, as far as Aya was concerned, Qen had joined Iuput
on the first day of the return journey and accompanied him ever since. Aya was
certain that Qen’s supposed interest in the herd masked some ulterior motive
for spending time with Iuput, for what reason she couldn’t figure out. Iuput
had assured her that Qen was merely curious about the animals and likely,
because he moved at their speed, thought to mask his disability from the rest
of Kakhent’s band. Aya thought Iuput was being naïve. Qen had tricked her into
suggesting that Meru lead his band to the lake; she was certain he was planning
other deceptions. She was keeping as close an eye on him as she could, hoping
to upset whatever plan he was hatching to prevent it from coming to fruition.


Aya neared Iuput’s fire. It blazed just beyond a grove of
acacia trees, lighting the underside of the leaves, casting shadows, sending
orange sparks skyward. She stepped into the ring of firelight. Iuput was seated
cross–legged on the far side, mending the wooden crook he used to control his
sheep. Nearby were the rolled up sleeping mat he carried with him as he
traveled, and a vessel for milk. He heard her, looked up expectantly.
Disappointment colored his features.


“Expecting Hemetre?” Aya teased.


That her brother was as interested in Hemetre, the eldest of
Qen’s nieces, as she was in him was by now well–known to everyone in both
bands. The girl had brazenly sought out Iuput in the herdsmen’s camp many
evenings, both beside the river and on the journey to the lake. Aya was glad;
she’d never seen Iuput so happy. She really liked the girl too; there was a
sweetness and innocence about Hemetre that won over anyone she spent time with.
In fact, Hemetre had already become friends with all three of Aya’s girls. Aya
often wondered how someone as special as Hemetre could have an uncle as
disappointing as Qen.


“I was, actually,” Iuput admitted.


Aya set her pot down, hunkered beside the fire, placed the
vessel on a bed of coals, stirred its contents. Then she drew a jar of beer and
loaves of bread from a leather pouch and arranged them atop a flat rock to one
side. “Are the boys still with the herd?” she asked.


“They’ll come in one at a time to eat and catch a few hours
of sleep.”


“The cripple too?”


“You mean Qen?”


“Do you know any other cripple?” Aya asked scathingly.


“Why do you dislike him so, Sister?”


Aya laughed. “Qen’s the least likeable person I’ve ever
met.” Except for Meru, of course. “He even stands out among the
barbarians. He’s devious.” She couldn’t tell Iuput about Qen manipulating her
to suggest that his band travel to the lake – that would lead to too many
questions she wasn’t prepared to answer. “Haven’t you noticed – his own people
have nothing to do with him. You should hear Meru disparage him.”


“I have. And believe me, he does it simply because Qen is a
better man.”


Aya snorted. “Really? He’s certainly got you fooled,
Brother.”


“Menna will expect Ahaneith to be meek and obedient once
they’re joined. He gets that from his father.”


“Just as Kakhent expects of me, and you’ll expect of
Hemetre. That’s how men treat women.”


“I won’t. And Qen wouldn’t,” Iuput replied. “He lets his
sister, Semat, live on her own terms, even though he’s the head of her family.
If he had a woman he’d give her that same freedom. He told me so.”


“If that were true – and I sincerely doubt it – I wouldn’t
willing join with Qen if he was the last man on earth. Though if I was
forced to be with him he wouldn’t dare try to control me. I’d overwhelm
him. He’d be afraid to stand up to me. He doesn’t stand up to anyone. He’ll
never amount to anything. That’s why no one likes or respects him.”


“I do, Aya. So should you. You need to look beyond Qen’s
physical shortcomings,” Iuput lectured. “He’s smart. He has qualities you
haven’t guessed at. And he thinks you’re smart too.”


“I don’t care what Qen thinks about me,” Aya snapped. “I
don’t trust him one bit. If you’d been at Father’s fire the night he and Meru
first met you wouldn’t either. He was abrasive, combative – he nearly set our
bands against each other.”


“How?”


“He accused our animals of stripping the valley clean.”


“They did, Aya. Where they grazed no wild grasses were left
standing. You know that.”


“It was how Qen said it,” she retorted, frustrated that
Iuput was taking Qen’s side.


“We’ll just have to disagree about Qen, then,” Iuput said.
“But what about Menna – what do you think of him?” he asked.


“Menna’s arrogant, boastful, full of himself. He thinks he’s
better than everyone. He may be a great hunter, but hunting is all he knows or
cares to know.”


“Lucky for you. He did save you and Ahaneith from a viper,”
Iuput noted. “I’ve heard the tale often enough.”


“A ridiculous one he’s embellished with every retelling!”
Aya exclaimed disgustedly. “If Menna hadn’t stopped us on the path we would’ve
passed right by the snake without incident. And he leaves out of his story that
I could have killed it just as easily as he did.” Her hand strayed to the
handle of her knife.


There was a noise under the trees. Aya spun around. She saw
Qen. No telling how long he’d been standing there, leaning on his staff. No telling
how much he’d overheard. Every word she’d said, she suspected. Anger surged
through her.


“Join us,” Iuput called cheerfully.


Qen moved into the ring of firelight, guiltily, Aya thought.
He glanced at the meat bubbling in the pot, the chunks of bread laid out on the
rock, the jar of beer. He crossed to Iuput’s side, set down his staff and crook
and flail and forked stick, dropped his quiver and bow, sat with his bad leg
extended to one side.


“Spying again?” Aya accused, locking her eyes on his.


“No,” Qen said. “Isu’s taking the first watch. I was coming
to the fire to eat.”


“The evidence suggests otherwise,” Aya snapped. She crossed
her arms over her chest. “I suppose you heard everything I said.”


“Just the part about my nephew,” Qen replied.


He was lying. She could see it in his eyes. He’d overheard
everything, including her opinion of him. Good. Let there be no misconceptions
between them. “Well, I don’t take any of it back,” she said defiantly.


“You hold Menna in far higher esteem than I do,” Qen said
simply.


Iuput laughed and slapped his thigh with his hand.


“Frankly, if Ahaneith was my daughter, I’d keep her away
from Menna,” Qen told Aya.


“Why?” Aya asked. “Jealous?”


“Why would I be jealous of my nephew?” Qen asked.


“Because he has the attention of my daughter,” Aya snapped.
“Tell me, Qen, don’t you want to pursue her yourself?” She knew the answer. But
she had an overwhelming desire to hear him admit it, to embarrass him, to
humiliate him. It was cruel of her, Aya knew. But Qen deserved a bit of
cruelty. He was untrustworthy. He’d tried to cause trouble between the bands
and was continuing to try. He’d spied on her atop the plateau and again
tonight. He’d manipulated her.


Qen placed his palm flat on his crippled leg. “I couldn’t
catch her if I tried,” he said lightly.


Iuput laughed again and clapped Qen on the shoulder.


Qen gazed into the darkness. “I had no expectation of ever
being joined to anyone before I met your band, Aya. I have none now,” he said
resignedly. His eyes met hers. “Besides, I’d never force myself on a woman who
didn’t want me.”


Aya laughed. “Seriously? You’d only join with a woman who
loved you?”


“Why would I want to live with someone I made miserable?” He
shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a moot point. No woman’s ever had the slightest
desire to be with me.”


“What if your patriarch ordered you to join with someone?”
Aya pressed.


“We both know Meru won’t,” Qen said.


Aya suspected that in this instance Qen was speaking the truth.


Qen struggled to his feet. “I’ll let you be alone with
Iuput. You’ve family matters to discuss, I suspect. I’ve no wish to disturb
you.” He bent to grasp his staff. “I’ll come back to eat after you’re gone.”


Aya stared at him for a moment. She almost took him up on
his offer, thought better of it. She’d brought dinner for the herdsmen; the
least she could do was let him eat it. She wasn’t a barbarian after all, like
him. “Sit,” she directed. She turned back to the pot, knelt, ladled stew into
three bowls. She passed them around, then the bread, then poured three cups of
beer.


They fell to eating, the silence broken only by the
crackling of the fire, and the wind rustling through the trees and grass, and
the hum of insects, and the croaking of frogs from nearby wetlands. It had been
long since the midday meal and Aya could tell that both Iuput and Qen were
famished. Herding was hard hot dusty work. They emptied their bowls and she
refilled them. Aya did not look at Qen even once during the meal. She hoped
he’d return to the animals as soon as it was over.


“You promised to tell me about the lake country,” Qen
reminded Iuput as he finished his second bowl and set it aside.


“Let Aya,” Iuput said, still attacking his stew. “We live
there because of her. The falcon god himself led her to it.”


“Really?” There was no mistaking the awe in Qen’s voice.


Did Qen fear the gods? That was useful information. Aya
touched the talisman dangling around her neck. Iuput had just given her an
opportunity to impress upon Qen how important she and her people were to the
falcon god. Maybe that would make him think twice before plotting against her
any further. “This talisman was sent to earth in a fireball one night by the
falcon god,” she began. “He appeared to me the next morning in the guise of a
falcon. He flew south from where I was camped. I followed him to the crater
this talisman had made, dug it up. Then the god led me even farther south, to
the lake country, a land where none of my people had ever been, a land where no
one else lived. He gave it to us. It’s been ours for the past thirteen years –
more than half my life.”


“We believe Aya is the chosen one of the falcon god,” Iuput
interjected. “He’s given her the gift of healing, and the talent to oversee the
growing things that keep our people alive.”


“I’m not surprised he’d choose you,” Qen said.


Aya wasn’t interested in his opinions, or his compliments.
“You want to know about the lake? We live on a ridge overlooking it, about a hundred
yards to its north, beyond a flat plain. There’s a peninsula just south of our
camp, shaded with palm trees. Great flocks of waterfowl usually occupy the
surface of the inlet formed by the peninsula. There are three great basins east
of our camp, each surrounded by marshland and plains and ridges and connected
to the lake by streams. When the inundation comes, the lake spills over its
banks and deposits fresh soil on the lowlands near the basins. That’s where
you’ll find plenty of grain growing. When the waters recede, fish are trapped
in the basin, and we catch them by hand. The marshes and patches of reeds are
full of birds and small animals that we capture with snares. We use the reeds
to make our huts and baskets. There are two great wadis that empty into the
lake from the north. One leads in a northwesterly direction, the other
northeasterly. We have hunting stations a day’s journey from camp on each wadi,
for herds use the wadis when they travel to the lake. North of our camp is
savannah, marked with many ridges, dotted with groves of fruit–bearing trees,
alive with every type of game imaginable. In short, the lake country is a
paradise.”


“One you’ve seen fit to share with us,” Qen said. “For that
I, at least, am grateful, on behalf of my family.”


“So, Qen… was Aya telling the truth about the viper – that
she could have killed it?” Iuput asked as he too set aside an empty bowl.


Aya stared into Qen’s eyes, daring him to contradict her
claim.


“I’ll tell you what I told Hannu,” Qen said. “Aya’s knife
was in the air the same instant as Menna’s arrow. If he’d missed, her knife
would have slain the snake. I’ve never seen anyone react so quickly.”


“I told you,” Aya declared triumphantly.


Iuput shrugged. “So Menna embellished his tale, Sister. What
boy doesn’t exaggerate to get the attention of the girl he desires?”


“Is that what you’ve done to impress Hemetre?” Aya asked.
“Exaggerate?”


Iuput reddened but did not answer.


“Why should he?” Qen asked loyally. He turned to Iuput. “I
consider my niece lucky that the two of you will be joined. I’ll be proud to
call you nephew.”


“And I to call you uncle,” Iuput replied. “And friend.”


“Hemetre at least will no longer be a barbarian after she
and my brother settle in together,” Aya said. “I’ll see to it. Though I have no
hope of you ever changing.”


“Barbarian? You think you’re superior to me just because
you’ve domesticated some animals? Our bands aren’t that different,” Qen said
defensively.


“They are. You can’t even conceive how much,” Aya snapped.


“You think herding sets you apart?” Qen shook his head in
disbelief. “You’re as pompous and arrogant and superior as Meru.”


She didn’t miss the slam. It infuriated her. “It’s the truth
– we’re better than you,” Aya said coolly. Herding was not all that was
different about her band. That they planted crops when and where they pleased
and controlled their world was what was truly special about their lifestyle.
Something Hannu had, thankfully, not revealed to Meru.


“You move fast enough for my cattle, Qen,” Iuput observed
cheerfully. “Perhaps you should be a herdsman.”


“Perhaps I should.”


“Wouldn’t Meru object?” Aya asked.


“As long as I stay out of his way Meru doesn’t care what I
do,” Qen answered.


“He would have if you’d succeeded in setting our bands
against each other that first night, as you tried to do by accusing us of
ruining the grasses in the valley.”


“I didn’t accuse. I stated a fact. And only because Meru
forced me to in front of everyone.”


“Liar! You delighted in it. Otherwise you would have pulled
Meru aside and told him privately – not in a crowd, not in such a way as to
embarrass my people.”


“I tried, Aya, beside the river. You heard him refuse to
listen to me.”


“You didn’t try hard enough,” she rejoined. “Then later, it
was obvious you wanted to make my father feel guilty, make him feel indebted to
your people. Why I haven’t yet figured out – but I promise you I will.”


“Waste your time if you want,” Qen replied.


“Don’t act so innocent,” Aya snapped. “Don’t you remember
tricking me into suggesting that your people come to the lake?”


“Tricking you?” Qen asked. “I gave you a way to solve a
mutual problem. You were quite happy to jump on it.”


“What problem?” Iuput asked, looking back and forth between
Aya and Qen, clearly baffled by the discussion.


“Ask Aya,” Qen said.


“He’d boasted he could find places to harvest a sufficient
amount of grain for his band in the valley, all the while fearing he couldn’t.
So he manipulated me into suggesting that his people come to the lake with us.
That way he didn’t have to deliver what he’d promised Meru, and if it turns out
that the wild grasses are insufficient at the lake he won’t be held
responsible. He’s absolved himself of blame if the harvest is poor, shifted it
to me.”


“Trust me – my suggestion had nothing to do with harvesting
grain,” Qen said icily.


“You really expect me to believe that?”


“Like I said, I was solving a mutual problem. And yours had
nothing to do with grain.”


Aya reflected that her concern had been preventing the
immediate joining of Ahaneith to Meru, and separation from her. But Qen
certainly had no such concern. She was getting more than a little tired of his
cryptic statements.


Qen looked in every direction, lowered his voice. “Actually,
I don’t expect you to believe or trust me. Nothing is as it seems with my
people. Trust none of us, Aya – not Menna, and especially not Meru.”


“Does your patriarch know you disrespect him, work against
him?”


“If he did I doubt he’d care. I’m nothing to him. Anyway,
Meru’s not what he seems. He hasn’t revealed his true face to your father – or
you.”


Qen had no idea of just how much of himself Meru had
revealed to her. She already knew the depths of his depravity. “Have you
revealed your true face, Qen?” Aya asked. “You tell me to trust no one,
but you apparently expect me to trust you when you warn me against your own
people.”


Qen shook his head. “Trust me least of all, Aya.”


Compliance with that would be easy. “Count on it.”


Qen abruptly rose, picked up the implements he’d set aside.
“Thank you for the meal, Aya,” he said stiffly. “It was wonderful.” He paused.
“And I was being petty when I said you were like Meru. You’re not.”


“So I’m inferior to him?” Aya bristled. Typical male
attitude.


“No. He’s inferior to you,” Qen said emphatically. He
turned to Iuput. “I’ll send Isu and Intef in to eat and sleep. I’ll take the
first watch. See you in the morning.” He strode off into the darkness.


An hour later, after Isu and Intef had satisfied themselves,
Aya cleaned up and gathered her belongings and bid Iuput goodbye and set out
for her camp. Tonight’s exchange with Qen had reinforced her opinion that he
was petty and vindictive and devious. He had as low an opinion of his own
people as they had of him. And now she knew him to be a liar as well, without
the courage to confess the real reason he’d suggested that his band come to the
lake. How had her people gotten mixed up with these barbarians? Qen and Meru –
both devious, both liars, both threats to her and her family. Somehow the
pending bond between her band and Meru’s had to be broken, before there were
any joinings. But how? What could she, a woman, do? If she tried, would she be
going against the will of the falcon god? He was the one who had shown her more
bands settled on the shores of the lake. She suddenly wondered if Meru might actually
be the man in her dream. Was he destined to give her a fourth daughter, and
then a son? The very thought turned her stomach. She gazed up at the stars,
those mysterious lights where the gods dwelt at night, whispered a prayer that
they’d give her the strength to keep her people separate from Meru’s. She took
an uneasy breath. That unsettled feeling that had come upon her at her first
meeting with Qen was seeping deep into her bones.
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Two days later the travelers approached the basin nearest
the ridge camp a few hours before sunset. Aya was walking at the head of the
group, to Hannu’s left, carefully keeping her distance from Meru at her
father’s right. Nofret trailed Hannu by a few steps; ever since the departure
from the lake Meru had made sure the girl accompanied Hannu to see to his
needs. Aya felt sorry for her; no doubt Meru had already told her she was
promised to Hannu. She seemed resigned to her fate, even though Hannu was well
more than three times her age. That attitude probably served Nofret well; Aya
had observed that no woman in Meru’s band dared challenge him or his decisions.


The slow–moving group had already passed the two easternmost
basins. Iuput had broken off with the animals at that point, driving them
directly north to their regular pasture on the savannah beyond the first range
of low ridges. Qen had gone with him. By that time Aya had spotted several
columns of smoke spiraling skyward from the point where the creek that drained
the westernmost basin emerged from the marsh to empty into the lake. She
expected Kakhent was waiting there to meet the newcomers, for she’d sent Isu
racing ahead at dawn with word of their pending arrival.


“I expect our patriarch will give you the area around this
basin for your band,” Aya told Meru, pointing to the northwest. “The basin
itself stretches about a half–mile from east to west and three–quarters of a
mile from north to south. It never goes dry. It’s shores are ringed with
marshland. You’ll find all kinds of reeds there to construct huts, and birds
and waterfowl and small mammals to hunt. There’s a large marsh at the southern
end of the basin, perhaps a mile long, reaching all the way to the lakeshore.
It’s bisected by a creek that links the basin to the lake. In many places the
creek widens into small pools, all brimming with fish. When the lake level
falls in the months before the inundation the mouth of the creek dries up,
trapping a multitude of fish in the marsh. Your women will be able to catch
them by hand. A ridge curves around the north and east sides of the basin –
that’s the best place to locate your camp. Your huts will remain well above the
inundation.”


They approached the east bank of the creek. Aya saw that a
feast had already been laid out there. Her sister Takhat was tending one of the
fires, and the women of Kakhent’s sons were bustling about, arranging various
platters and bowls and containers. Kakhent stood in the shade of a willow tree
off to one side, leaning on the crook that signified his authority, ostrich
feathers bound to his brow and a lion’s pelt draped over his shoulders. He was
flanked by Paser and Siese and Bebi and Hunefer and Pimay. They too were
dressed in their finery. Aya led Meru directly to them.


“Patriarch, this is Meru, patriarch of his people. They’ve
traveled all the way from the eastern sea to our lake. Meru, this is Kakhent,
patriarch of my people… and my man.” She said the last pointedly.


“You are welcome here at our lake,” Kakhent said in
greeting.


“I thought Hannu and Aya had exaggerated its advantages when
they first told me about it,” Meru replied. “I was wrong.”


Kakhent smiled. “As you can see, we’ve prepared a feast for
your people. Have them set aside their burdens, and relax, and taste for themselves
the bounty of our land. There’s a separate feast for the two of us a little
apart, so we can talk. Aya, attend us.”


Aya didn’t miss the angry look that crossed Hannu’s face. He
was not happy that he who had “discovered” Meru’s band was being excluded from
the upcoming discussion. Serves him right. Aya smiled at her father,
then trailed the two men to where three leather seats had been set up in the
shade of a grove of acacia trees on the bank of the stream a dozen yards north
of the lakeshore. A cluster of bowls filled with fruits and tubers and
vegetables, and platters of bread waited on the ground next to the seats. As
the two men settled in, Aya hastily filled cups from a jar of beer and handed
them to the patriarchs. Meru drained his immediately and Aya refilled it.


“That’s a fine lion pelt,” Meru told Kakhent admiringly.


“I have a dozen,” Kakhent laughed, “and the scars to prove
it.” He indicated a long white line on his right calf. “When I was younger I
was my band’s best hunter. I’ve got a dozen aurochs tails to go along with my
lions.”


From his boasting, Aya could tell that Kakhent was somewhat
intimidated by this younger, obviously stronger patriarch. Seeing Kakhent and
Meru side by side, she couldn’t help note how much her man had declined in the
past decade. Once he’d been just as vital as Meru. The fulfillment of the deal
Hannu had made to give her to Meru seemed suddenly all too imminent and
certain.


“I’ve also slain a dozen lions,” Meru said, dipping into a
bowl filled with pieces of melon. “Though I’ve rarely had the chance to hunt
aurochs.”


“Very dangerous beasts,” Kakhent said, ripping in two a
chunk of bread. “I’ll have one of my sons show you the trail they use when they
visit the lake. There’s nothing quite like slaying an aurochs.”


“I’d welcome the chance,” Meru said.


“Tell me about your band,” Kakhent said.


“We wander between the river and the eastern sea,” Meru
replied. “The savannah there is laced with deep wadis that are grassy and
dotted with pools of rainwater. We usually move at the pace of whatever herd
we’re hunting. When the grasses ripen in the valley we go there and gather what
we can for a few months, then head back east.”


“You have men and girls of an age to be joined?” Kakhent
asked.


“Five men. Five women. I’ve already promised my niece Nofret
to Hannu.”


Aya did not miss the look of irritation that passed across
Kakhent’s face. That Hannu had taken a patriarch’s prerogative and arranged a
joining on his own, and for himself, was a clear usurpation of Kakhent’s
authority. She expected Kakhent would have some harsh words for Hannu before
the day was done.


“Aya tells me you have seven men and four girls of an age,”
Meru said.


Kakhent nodded.


“My father sought another band to exchange women with for
many years. I wish he’d lived long enough to see this lake.”


“Iry, Meru’s father, died a month before his band reached
the river,” Aya interjected.


“Accept my condolences,” Kakhent said.


“Thank you.” Meru munched a tuber thoughtfully. “I’d like to
consummate joinings between our bands as soon as possible,” he said. “Let the
women start making the babies we need to assure our futures.”


The discussion with Hannu at the river obviously hadn’t
convinced Meru to delay the joinings, Aya thought. She wondered why he was in
such a rush.


“My band traditionally joins men and women at the end of our
inundation festival,” Kakhent replied.


“But that’s half a year from now,” Meru protested. “Much too
long to wait.”


“I must insist,” Kakhent said firmly. “That’s when our
fertility gods bless the joinings. Otherwise, there might be no babies. We dare
not offend our gods. Besides, a few months will give us time to see which men
and women are the best matches.”


“But I’m a patriarch,” Meru said brusquely. “If I say a
match is good, it is.”


“Undoubtedly. Still, I want to know more about the men my
daughter and nieces will spend the rest of their lives with,” Kakhent rejoined.
“And there are issues we must resolve first.”


“Such as?” Meru asked warily.


“Will your band settle permanently at the lake?” Kakhent
asked.


Aya’s ears perked up. She knew, though Kakhent didn’t, that
Meru would certainly stay at the lake as long as Kakhent was alive. But after
his death, after Meru’s already–arranged joining to her was consummated, would
he feel compelled to remain? She had no idea, and that worried her. Meru’s
decision either way would profoundly affect her future.


“Why does it matter?” Meru asked.


“Frankly, my band is strained to the breaking point by the need
to guard and care for our animals day and night, and the need to protect our
grain from predators and pests.”


“Not to mention the countless tasks we women must accomplish
each day to simply stay alive,” Aya interjected. She knew that women’s burdens
never crossed Kakhent’s mind.


“Giving you a number of my women and receiving an equal
number in return will not resolve that issue if your band returns to the East
afterwards. It will not resolve my lack of people resources,” Kakhent said.


“We might as well let cousins join with cousins if you don’t
plan to settle permanently at the lake,” Aya added. Best to remind Meru that
her people didn’t really need him. They could get along on their own just fine
if they had to. “We’ll lose nothing, and our women won’t be ripped away from
their friends and families.”


“If I were to stay, what exactly do you envision as the
future of our two bands,” Meru asked Kakhent.


“I see us both at the lake forever – my band on our ridge,
yours overlooking this basin. I see your men helping my men herd our animals. I
see your women helping my women care for our grain. In return for this help, I
would give you a share of milk and blood and meat from my animals. I would give
you a share of what we harvest. Then, as the years pass and those who are now
too young reach an age, I see them joining, and having children, and both of
our bands growing larger and prospering.” Kakhent stared at Meru. “If this is a
vision you cannot accept, its best that our bands go our separate ways now.”


“How can I possibly give you an answer today?” Meru shrugged
noncommittally. “I’ve just arrived at your lake. At first glance, the country
is promising. I’m inclined to settle here, at least for the short term.” He
looked meaningfully at Aya. “But I need to know more before I can decide the
long–term fate of my people.”


“Fair enough,” Kakhent replied. “My people will do their
best to get your people acclimated to this land and its rhythms in the coming
months. We’ll tell you whatever you need to know to make your decision. Aya
will take charge of it.”


“I’ll show your women where all the patches of foodstuffs
are,” Aya confirmed. “We can manage them together. I’ll show them the best
places to obtain reeds for building, and flax to weave linen, and clay to make
jars and bowls and platters, and wood for fires, and flint for weapons. I’ll
show them where to fish, where to harvest wild grasses, where to set snares for
small game.”


“My oldest son, Paser, will show your hunters the best
places to lie in wait for large game,” Kakhent added. “In fact, our men should
hunt together and share what we slay.”


Meru nodded. He eyed the pelt draped over Kakhent’s
shoulders. “You should be aware that among my people the killing of lions and
leopards and such are reserved for patriarchs.”


“It is the same among my people,” Kakhent assured him. He
stroked the lion’s paw dangling over his right shoulder. “We don’t want just
anyone wearing one of these.”


“No we don’t,” Meru smiled.


“You should assign someone for me to teach about our animals
and our grain,” Aya told Meru.


“Since Qen has already taken an interest, teach him,” Meru
replied. “No sense diverting a hunter.”


The only worse choice than Qen would have been Meru himself.
Then Aya couldn’t have avoided being with him. I suppose I should be
grateful for that, Aya thought. She sighed. She could assign Iuput to
continue educating Qen about the herds, but she’d have to teach him about
farming personally. The prospect of spending time with him was distasteful, but
she didn’t see any way to avoid it. She rose, refilled both men’s cups, took
her seat again. She had more questions for the barbarian patriarch, the answers
to which would ultimately affect her and her daughter and sister. “What about
the things the women in my band do that yours don’t – weaving, pottery making –
would you like me to teach them? Will my daughter and sister and the rest who
join your band continue to do these tasks and everything else we currently do
after the joinings take place? Will they be allowed to worship our gods and
goddesses, or will you make them adopt yours?”


“So many questions!” Meru laughed.


“Forgive Aya,” Kakhent said, staring at her, eyes narrowed
and brow furrowed. “She forgets her place too often and speaks out of turn.”


Meru shrugged. “Frankly, I’ve given no thought to any of
that,” he admitted. “I suppose the members of my band will always live as my
forefathers did. So, then, will those who join with my sons and nephews. That’s
how its always been when women have joined our band.”


That was disconcerting. Aya closed her eyes, pictured the
future she wanted for Ahaneith and Takhat and herself. It was not even close to
the one Meru envisioned. She saw her daughter and sister sentenced to a
lifetime of gleaning and gathering and raising babies from dawn until dusk,
giving up the things they enjoyed doing, likely dying young and exhausted as
Meru’s three women had. Kakhent wouldn’t object; Ahaneith and Takhat and the
others were just chattel to him. But that was unacceptable to Aya. She knew it
was up to her to convince Meru to allow her family and his own women to fully
adopt her people’s way of living instead of simply existing at its edges. He’d
be better off if he did. It might even be enough to make him decide to stay at
the lake. She sensed it was going to take time for her to convince him, perhaps
years. But time was on her side. Since Meru had committed to settling at the
lake, at least until she was his, she had a period in which to overtly and
subtly point out to him the benefits that would accrue to him and his people
from giving up their hunting and gathering ways. She’d eventually converted
Kakhent to seeing agriculture’s importance, after all. If she’d done it once,
she could do it again with a different man. And since Meru seemed anxious to please
her right now, she supposed she could use the promise of her future charms as
leverage to obtain what she wanted from him before she was forced to actually
surrender herself to him. She might as well start now by appealing to his
vanity.


“I’m very surprised by that, Patriarch,” Aya said
innocently.


“Aya!” Kakhent snapped.


Meru held up a hand, silenced Kakhent’s objection. “Let her
speak. What surprises you, Aya?”


“Frankly, the least among my people is better dressed than
you, a patriarch,” she said.


Meru’s face reddened.


“Stop me if I’m not speaking the truth,” Aya said.


“Go on,” Meru said tersely.


“You dress in skins and grasses, we dress in linen. Every
one of my people uses finer pottery and sturdier baskets and, why, almost
everything, than you. But you don’t have to remain so… backward… forever. Our
girls who are joined to your men will bring skills they’ve been honing since
they were young children to your camp. In your place, I’d allow them to utilize
those skills on my behalf, so that no bands you may encounter in the future
think you lesser than them. I’d let my own women learn those skills too.”


Meru stared at Aya for a long moment. Then he smiled. “I
will consider what you’ve said, Aya. After all, I hardly want to be taken for
anything less than a patriarch.”


Aya breathed a sigh of relief. And triumph. Meru’s vanity,
she’d just discovered, was a weapon for her arsenal. She planned in the future
to wield it with impunity.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya sat facing east on a bit of sand just beyond the waves rhythmically
lapping the long peninsula that was shaded by groves of palms and thickly lined
with patches of reeds, munching a piece of bread, watching the first light of
day turn the lake from rose to silver and yellow as the sun was disgorged by
the goddess and reappeared above the horizon and began to climb the sky. The
peninsula was shaped like a man’s bent arm, the bicep extending straight south
from the lakeshore for fifty yards, the forearm swinging directly west for a
quarter of a mile. Aya was at the elbow of the peninsula, at its southeast end.
The lake edged both its southern and eastern sides; a small deep inlet lay
north of the spit of land, squeezed between it and the lakeshore. A broad strip
of green, flat land, varying in width from a quarter to three–quarters of a
mile, lined the lakeshore itself as far as she could see both east and west. To
her left sunlight was just illuminating the tops of her band’s reed and mud
huts. They stood atop a low ridge rising from the flat plain, a hundred fifty
yards long and two–thirds as wide, overlooking the junction of the peninsula
and lakeshore. Beyond her camp, on the far side of a narrow valley, rose a
plateau some seventy–five feet high, curving gently from west to east. A
hundred yards beyond, atop that plateau, rose another twice as high, angling
from southwest to northeast, the section of its face directly west of her camp
sheer and rocky. Beyond the second plateau was a ridge, twice as high as the
plateau, irregular in width, curving from southwest to northeast. In the far
distance was another high narrow abruptly–rising ridge. Aya knew that north of
that ridge were vast expanses of rolling savannah. That’s where her band grazed
their herds and hunters chased wild game. All of the flat land between the
lakeshore and the base of the first plateau was thickly covered with waist–high
cereal grasses as far as she could see, abundant and ready for harvest. Sedges
and reeds taller than a man lined the shore itself; birds balanced precariously
on some of the stalks, clutching them with one claw above the other, their
songs ringing across the water. More birds called from branches in the groves
of trees on the shore and nearby savannah – dom palm, tamarisk, willow, acacia,
lotus, sycamore. A flock of geese splashed to a noisy landing well out on the
lake; more paddled about in the extensive marsh that lay between Aya’s camp and
that of Meru’s a mile farther east and a mile and half farther north atop
another low ridge overlooking the nearest of the three basins that were the
major features of the northern lakeshore.


A week had passed since Aya’s return to the lake. While many
tasks necessary to prepare for the harvest had been accomplished by the band’s
women in her absence, supervised by Takhat, who had followed her explicit
instructions, many last–minute details remained and Aya had worked on them
tirelessly. She’d managed to carve out enough time from those tasks to make
sure Meru’s people settled into their new surroundings as easily as possible.
She’d assigned several of Kakhent’s sons to help Meru’s sons erect huts atop
their ridge. Others had shown Meru himself the best places to lay in wait for
the game animals that came to the lake daily to drink. Aya had personally shown
Meru’s women where the various patches of edible plants were located along the
lakeshore and on the nearby savannah and in the marsh, the best places to catch
fish, where to gather fruit and wood and reeds and clay. She’d donated half a
dozen grinding stones to Meru’s band that her people had carved from the
sandstone where the eastern wadi passed through the gap in the northern
plateau, for such objects had been too heavy for his women to lug with them on
their travels.


Today was harvest day. Aya had awakened hours ago, baked
bread enough to last her family the entire day, then carried her portion here.
It was her ritual at least once a week; she never tired of observing the
transformation of the lake as it and the day were reborn. Finished eating, she
knelt in the sand, cupped her hands in the water, raised them to her lips,
drank deeply. The water was cool and sweet and refreshing. She cupped several
more handfuls, washed her face. Then she sat back on her haunches and swept the
shore with her eyes.


She saw smoke thinly spiraling into the sky from cookfires
fueled with tamarisk branches before the distant rude huts of Meru’s camp. She
turned. In the opposite direction her people were beginning to leave their
ridge, trudging down the slope to the fields at its base that they’d planted
months before. The men and older boys all balanced the sickles she’d designed
and Iuput had crafted on their shoulders. The women and children carried
pouches and containers, some filled with food for the midday meal, the others,
empty, to collect individual grains that fell from the stalks onto the ground.
Aya rose to her feet and hurried to join everyone.


By midmorning the harvest was well underway. The area Aya’s
band was working today was a mile long and half a mile wide, its width marking
the extent of the inundation north of the lakeshore at that particular point.
The field was lush, green, rippling in the morning breeze, the waist–high
stalks heavy with emmer, bending under its weight. A line of men and older boys
swinging sickles with wide sweeping strokes had already cut a narrow ribbon
through the greenery beginning at the edge of the shore, leaving a foot and a
half of stubble standing in their wake, poking up through fallen stalks.


As the patriarch’s woman and overseer of the harvest, Aya
had assigned tasks to every man and woman and girl and boy. Every cutter was
being trailed across his section of the field by a girl or woman who was
gathering the felled stalks into sheaves and binding them with long stems of
grass. Aya had paired herself with Iuput; she was too restless and full of
energy to simply oversee and not work at the same time. The younger girls were
carefully gleaning the field behind the binders, picking loose grains from the
ground and placing them in reed baskets strapped to their backs. Among the
gleaners were Pageti and Betrest. Shifts of young boys were carrying leather
pouches full of water from the lake and passing among the harvesters with them;
even so early in the morning the sun was hot and the work was hard and the dust
choking. After only fifteen minutes in the field Aya was completely drenched
with sweat, her throat parched. The children were all naked, the men and women
wearing only loincloths. Two women carried infants in slings against their
chests as they worked. One small boy was beating a wooden drum in the shade of
a tree at the edge of the field; beside him Paser’s woman, Bintanath, was
playing a long reed pipe. To Aya’s immediate right Takhat was singing as she
worked. Aya added her voice. Music always helped the hours pass more quickly.


At midday Aya joined Kakhent and her daughters for a quick
meal under the acacia tree where he’d been sitting in the shade all morning,
observing, occasionally drowsing. He alone in the band would do no work this
day, except, of course, for the very young. The four women joined to Aya’s
stepsons began circulating among the famished workers, distributing bread and
the fruit of dom palms and sycamore figs and roasted clubrush seeds and dented
dock and prickly douch seeds and clubrush and nutgrass tubers they’d carried
from camp in baskets. Aya was grateful for the break and short rest. Her hair
was plastered to her brow and shoulders and back and her body glistened with
sweat and dust turned to mud. Her knees were muddy from kneeling on the ground
and her fingers stained green by the stalks of grain she’d bound. As she
munched a bit of bread Aya saw Qen limping towards her tree, leaning heavily on
his staff.


She sighed. Come to learn about our crops, I suspect, as
Meru promised. She hadn’t seen Qen since their talk at Iuput’s camp a week
earlier, though she hadn’t stopped replaying her discussions with both him and
Meru almost nonstop in her mind ever since. She’d spent hours after both
encounters trying to figure out a way to keep the girls in her band from
joining with the men in Meru’s, for such joinings would be disastrous from her
perspective. But she’d ultimately concluded, bitterly, that stopping the
joinings would be impossible. The future of both bands depended on the
joinings; neither Kakhent nor Meru would ever pass on this opportunity for any
reason, despite Kakhent’s indication the day he’d met Meru that he might. He’d
just been posturing, Aya knew. Having accepted that as fact, what frightened
Aya most was the likelihood that once Meru’s inevitable joining with her took
place – whether soon or several years from now – Meru would lead his band away
from her beloved lake, for he’d have no incentive to remain. So Aya had decided
to refocused her energies, understanding that the best thing she could do for
her family was convince Meru to remain at the lake permanently. If she had to
be with him she wasn’t about to lose her home in the bargain.


“Good day, Patriarch,” Qen said amiably, halting before
Kakhent.


“This is Qen. He’s Meru’s half–brother,” Aya said.


“You’re the one Meru assigned to learn about our animals and
our crops?” Kakhent asked.


Qen nodded. “I am.”


“Qen helped Iuput drive our herds here from the river,” Aya
said. “He’s helped my brother guard them since we returned.”


“Why?” Kakhent asked Qen.


“To me, your animals are a wonder, Patriarch.” Qen glanced
at Aya. “Aya claims the domestication of animals makes your people superior to
mine. I want to find out if she’s right.”


Typical man. He knows nothing yet he thinks he knows better
than me.


“What have you learned so far?” Kakhent asked.


“How to calm a mother cow when its being milked by tying its
calf to its leg. How to convince a herd to ford a stream by putting a calf on
your shoulders so the mother cow will follow you and the rest will follow her.
How to keep the animals moving in more or less one direction. How much and when
to water them. How to use dogs to control them. How to protect them from the
scavengers that lurk on the savannah – jackals and foxes and lions. How long to
graze a single pasture. Among other things.”


Kakhent relaxed a bit. “I assume you’ve come today to learn
about our grain?”


“I have.”


“Is this something you’re forced to do, or want to do?”


“My father sent me to the river valley ahead of my people
because my talent is being able to assess the yield of grain in a given area,”
Qen replied. “I’ve spent the last week identifying the best sections of wild
grass for my band to harvest. Meru hasn’t the ability, and no one else in my
band takes an interest in growing things.”


“Short–sighted,” Aya interjected.


“I agree. As I studied the land around the lake for this
purpose I discovered that several types of grasses in your band’s fields are unlike
any I’ve ever encountered. I estimate it will take all twenty–five of the men
and boys in my band, working from sunup to sundown for a little over two
months, to pull up by the roots less than half as many stalks of grain as your
band will in a month. It’s clearly superior to what we’re harvesting. So, yes,
I want to learn about it.”


Kakhent smiled, slightly nodded to Aya. “Take Qen to the
field with you. Teach him.”


Aya almost protested. As far as she was concerned, farming
was a secret that shouldn’t be fully shared with the barbarians until their
long–term intentions regarding the lake country became clear. On the other
hand, farming was the gift that set her people apart from them. Meru’s people
were here – there really wasn’t any way to keep farming hidden from them. And
it was, in her mind, the reason Meru’s band should settle permanently at the
lake. So, she might as well try to make Qen into an advocate to advance her
cause. Convince Qen that farming was beneficial, and he might convince Meru, and
that might keep Ahaneith and Takhat and her at the lake. Their futures
outweighed other considerations. Plus, she might as well use Qen the same way
he’d used her to get his band invited to Ta–she in the first place. That was
only fair. “Of course,” she said with false sweetness.


Wordlessly, Aya turned and made her way towards the section
of the field where Iuput had already resumed cutting after his meal. She moved
slowly enough that Qen could keep up, swinging his leg awkwardly in rhythm with
his staff. “Tell me the truth, Qen,” she asked as they walked. “Does Meru truly
care about our grain?”


“My half–brother takes no interest in anything he can’t
shoot,” Qen replied scathingly.


That made her long–term task more daunting.


“What brings you here, Qen?” Iuput asked when they at last
halted beside him. He paused, wiped sweat from his brow.


“Kakhent says I’m to explain our grain to Qen,” Aya said.
She addressed Qen mincingly. “I suppose you’re an expert on the wild grasses
your band harvests?”


“I’ve made it my business to be,” he replied evenly.


“Prove it,” she challenged. “Tell me what you know.”


“A test?” Qen laughed mirthlessly.


“Consider it a way of finding a starting point, so as to not
waste your time,” Aya rejoined. She reminded herself that alienating Qen would
only make her task harder. It wasn’t going to be easy, but from this point
forward she was going to have to be pleasant to him.


“Very well. Down in the valley, the highest land is along
the riverbanks and the lowest is at the base of the eastern and western
plateaus. The two of us have talked about that before. In a good year, the
inundation fills the valley floor completely, from plateau to plateau. Soil
carried by the water drops once the water stops flowing, and covers and
replenishes the plains lining both banks. After the river recedes back into its
channel three months later some of the water remains trapped on the plains and
nourishes the wild grasses that poke up through the new soil left behind. The
naturally–growing grain is arranged in rows at the top of the grasses’ stalks.
Some stalks shatter after they mature, and their grains drop to the ground. New
stalks sprout from those grains the following season after they’re covered once
more by the waters of the inundation and the soil it leaves behind. The grains
that don’t drop – the ones that remain on the stalk – are the ones my people
harvest. I’ve noticed that if those grains are dropped on the ground as we
harvest they don’t produce new stalks, ever. I admit I don’t know why.”


“Who taught you this?” Aya queried.


“No one. I’ve observed it for myself.”


“I see,” Aya said, skeptical. She picked up a handful of
stalks that Iuput had already cut and handed them to Qen. “You’ll notice there
are more grains on every one of these stalks than on the wild grasses you
harvest, and that each grain is larger.”


“Yes. That’s what I discovered a week ago. That’s what
brought me here today.”


Aya swept her arm over the unharvested section of the field.
“Notice too that nearly all the grains have remained on the stalk. Very few
grains of emmer fall to the ground before the stalks are cut.”


“Emmer? That’s what you call your grain?”


“Yes. We use it to make bread. Our other crop is barley.”


“In the field to the west?”


“Yes. We use it mostly to brew beer.” Aya pulled off a few
grains of emmer and rolled them between her thumb and forefinger. “As you can
see, the husks are softer and easier to separate from the grains than those of
wild grasses. The emmer is correspondingly easier to grind into flour to make
bread and porridge.”


“Where did this emmer come from?” Qen asked. “Why is it only
growing in the fields closest to your camp? I didn’t see emmer anywhere else
around the lake. I’ve never encountered it in the valley.”


“We planted it here, Qen,” Iuput said.


“What does that mean – planted?”


Qen’s ignorance was comforting to Aya. It reinforced his
inferiority.


“As you’ve observed, wild grasses sprout from the grains
that fall from the stalks,” Aya explained. “Since grains of emmer don’t fall we
have to propagate the next year’s plants ourselves. We save a portion of the
emmer we harvest each year, and barley. After the waters of the inundation
recede, but while the mud left behind is still moist, we scatter grains on
these fields. Then we trample the grains into the mud, either with our feet or
by driving our cattle over them. That keeps the birds from eating the seed. As
the grain begins to grow we care for it, pulling weeds from between the rows,
keeping away hippos and other animals that might feed on it. After three months
or so the emmer and barley have grown tall and ripened and we conduct our
harvest.”


“Seems to me there’s more than enough grain in these fields
to support your band for an entire year,” Qen said.


“We harvest a surplus annually, even when the inundation is
bad,” Iuput told him proudly. “We feed ourselves, especially in the months when
there are no plants to glean, and still have enough left over to feed our
animals during the summer when the savannah isn’t fit to graze, plus enough to
plant the following year, and enough for those who visit the river to take with
them.”


“Where do you store your excess?” Qen asked.


“We’ve constructed large clay bins and set them into the
ground atop the ridge east of our camp,” Aya replied. “We fill reed baskets with
our processed grain after the harvest and place them inside the bins and then
seal the bins with lids of clay and salt.”


“The stored emmer lasts up to three years,” Iuput
volunteered.


“Impressive.”


“Aya doles out measures of grain to each family every
morning,” Iuput added. “That’s how we control its use.”


“How do you process it?” Qen asked.


“How do you process wild grasses?” Aya queried.


“We thresh our grasses with sticks. We pound the harder
seeds with hammer stones to split them open.”


“Emmer husks are much easier to remove,” Iuput replied. “We
thresh the grain by walking our cattle over it. Then the women winnow it in
flat reed baskets.”


Qen swept his eyes across the field. “So this bounty is
because of you?”


“We control our  world, Qen,” Aya said pointedly. “We
plant and grow our grain where we will. We domesticate and herd our animals and
use them as we will. We aren’t at the mercy of the world as you are, endlessly
chasing animals across the savannah, endlessly seeking and gathering what you
can from wherever you find yourselves, moving on when you exhaust the local
resources.”


“And so, to you, my people are inferior – barbarians,” Qen
concluded.


“Yes,” Aya replied.


“You’re very sure of yourself and your opinions.”


“I keep my eyes open. I use my head.” Aya paused. “Two
qualities the men in your band don’t seem to prize in women.” She couldn’t help
herself. “Or themselves.”


Qen pondered a moment. “There do seem to be advantages to
how you live,” he admitted. “But I’m not convinced you’re superior to my
people.”


“Then you’re not as smart as Iuput claims you are,” Aya
replied haughtily.


A boy appeared with a container of water. Both Aya and Iuput
drank deeply. 


Qen indicated the sickle in Iuput’s hand. “My people pull
the stalks of grain up by the roots. But you cut them. Why?”


Iuput stepped to the closest stand of grain, then swept his
sickle in a long arc, leaving the ground littered with dozens of stalks. “How
long would it take you to pull all those up by the roots?” he asked.


“I see,” Qen said. “Ingenious.”


“I made all the sickles everyone is using today,” Iuput
said. “But Aya designed them.”


“Is there no end to your talents?” Qen asked, his eyes
meeting Aya’s. Then he tossed aside his staff and took Iuput’s sickle from him.
“I came to learn by helping, not just watching,” he said.


“You’re sure?” Aya asked. Her eyes strayed to his mangled
leg.


“I’m fairly certain none of your grain will outrun me.”


Iuput laughed.


Aya couldn’t help smiling.


Qen moved to the edge of the unharvested emmer and began
swinging his sickle in a wide arc. After a few pointers from Iuput, he got the
hang of it. Iuput procured another sickle and fell to work beside him. Aya
followed behind them, binding up what they cut. The three of them worked
together the rest of the day, Aya answering Qen’s questions whenever a water
carrier approached and they took a break. Qen wanted to know everything about
the emmer and its planting and growing and processing and subsequent use and
how Aya decided how much seed to set aside to plant and how many acres to plant
and how much to store to feed her people and animals. That Aya made those
decisions, not Kakhent, seemed to astound him. Qen asked a number of questions
even she couldn’t answer. Aya had to admit that Iuput had been right – Qen was more
intelligent and inquisitive than anyone she had so far encountered in Meru’s
band – including its patriarch. She believed she could have explained emmer to
Meru and he wouldn’t have made sense of half of it – if he’d even paid
attention to her.


At the end of the day, in the gathering dusk, Qen and Aya
and Iuput joined Kakhent beneath his tree as everyone else straggled tiredly
back to camp.


“Your questions were all answered?” Kakhent asked Qen.


“Yes. Aya and Iuput were gracious enough to teach me about emmer
and barley.”


Kakhent laughed. “Aya? Gracious?” He looked at her
bemusedly.


“In this case, yes, Patriarch. Though she wasn’t afraid to
state an opinion or challenge me, either.”


“Aya is strong–willed, Qen, as you’ve likely noticed,”
Kakhent said. “When she gets her mind set on something nothing can change it.
I’m afraid she’s developed certain opinions about your people that might be
clouding her judgment.”


“Not all of Aya’s opinions are wrong,” Qen said
enigmatically.


Kakhent looked at him in surprise.


Is this Qen’s clumsy attempt to get in my good graces? Aya
thought. Or is he being sincere?


“Aya says your band planted the first emmer and barley at
this lake,” Qen said.


Kakhent nodded. “I grew up in a band much like yours, Qen.
We lived by gathering grains from wild grasses and hunting the animals that
roamed the savannah far to the north of this lake. That’s how our ancestors had
existed from a time beyond memory. I’m sure Aya told you the story of how we
encountered the band that had been farming and herding on that savannah?”


“She did.”


“My father, Didia, and then my oldest brother, Bek, tried
their best to make a go of farming and herding there. But the conditions were
against us. It was only after the falcon god guided Aya to this lake country
that we finally began to prosper.”


“Aya calls my people barbarians,” Qen reported. “She insists
you’re better than us.”


“We are,” Kakhent said.


Aya smiled triumphantly at Qen.


Qen shook his head, as if he supposed Kakhent simply
incapable of contradicting his woman.


Kakhent chuckled. “You told me Aya’s opinions are right,
Qen. I assure you they are – at least in this case.” He became serious. “You
who hunt and gather react to the world around you. You’re part of the
natural processes you exploit – you follow herds where they go, gather what you
can from your surroundings until you exhaust them, then move on. We, on the
other hand, live in the same place most of the year. We follow a set pattern of
activities, a pattern that for part of the year doesn’t provide for our daily
diet. In fact, without the crops we plant, the wild grasses around this lake
could not support more than a few hundred people. So we have to plan,
maintain a certain distance from our immediate environment, be objective. We’ve
transformed our world.”


“We have a different conception of the world than you do,”
Aya interjected fervently, seizing the opportunity to try to convert Qen.
“We’ve adopted a new vision of the world and our place in it that no one
anywhere else has.”


“That’s because our lifestyle is unique, Qen,” Kakhent said.


“We’re not the only people in the world who cultivate
crops,” Aya interjected. “But, according to my mother and her father, the
people we learned farming and herding from, everywhere else people must with
some difficulty plow furrows in their soil and place their seeds in the furrows
and cover them. Then they depend on rain falling from the sky to water their
crops and bring their seed to life. Either that, or they dig great ditches to
bring water from distant rivers to their fields. If the rains fail, they
starve. If the rivers dry up, they starve. Even if the water is plentiful,
after a few years the soil wears out and becomes encrusted with salt, and grain
will not grow anymore. They have to clear new fields with great effort, cutting
brush, plowing up grass, turning the soil, digging new ditches to carry water.
But here at the lake the inundation renews our fields at the same time every
year, covering them with water, leaving behind fresh rich soil in which our emmer
and barley grow. We don’t plow, we don’t water. Because of the inundation we’re
able to impose order on our world, just as the river and lake, in their turn,
impose an order on us.”


“I live as my ancestors have for thousands of years,” Qen
argued. “They survived just fine. So will my descendants – or my half–brothers’
descendants, at least. I still don’t see that your way is superior.”


“The same argument my brothers Bebi and Amenemope made when
they sundered our band thirteen years ago. I guarantee you, our lives are
better here at the lake than theirs are, wherever they may be,” Kakhent
replied. “What you’ve learned this day is a lot to take in all at once, Qen. It
took me years to fully understand the implications, or, should I say, for Aya
to make me see the implications, and I spent much of my life living this way.”


Aya leaned forward, earnest. “Closely observe every aspect
of my people’s lives in the months to come, Qen, and think about what you
observe – truly think – and you’ll come to realize the advantages farming
brings. With the surplus we generate not everyone in our band has to hunt and
gather from sunup to sundown every day of their lives. We don’t have to
constantly uproot ourselves to follow herds of wild animals as they seek new
pastures. We have free time – we spend it making pottery or working flint or
weaving baskets or drilling beads of stone and ostrich shell or crafting
fishhooks of bone and flint.” She glanced at Iuput. “Or making sickles. That’s
the difference between our two peoples, Qen – we have time to do more than just
feed ourselves.”


“That’s why Aya calls you a barbarian,” Kakhent said.


“But you won’t be anymore, once you and your people begin to
live as we do. And you could do it here – in this lake country,” Aya added.


Qen swept his eyes around the lake, the vast empty spaces
that stretched to the savannah and the rocky plateaus beyond. “Even if I decide
I agree with you at some point – and I’m not saying I will – it’s not my
decision to make, whether we continue to live as we live or instead live as you
do, if we stay at the lake or if we go,” he said thoughtfully. “Meru must be
persuaded.”


Aya leaned forward again. “Then do so, Qen. Do so.”


“You’re better off relying on yourselves to persuade Meru,”
Qen replied. “Frankly, as you can attest, Aya, Meru has no respect for me or my
opinions. If I recommend staying at the lake in front of any of my people he’s
likely to immediately take his band back to the East, merely out of spite. And
as for farming… You and Aya can discuss such matters with Meru publicly,
Patriarch, but I don’t have that luxury. Whatever counsel I give him I must
give in private. Otherwise, he’ll feel I’m drawing a line in the sand, and
he’ll never cross that line.”


“Will you help us or not?” Aya asked pointedly.


Qen shrugged. “Even before today I was convinced my people
should settle at this lake permanently. Everything we could possibly want is
here. There’s no point to wandering about the river valley and eastern wadis
anymore. As to whether we should take up farming – once I’ve made up my mind
I’ll let you know. Assuming we both want the same thing, I’ll do my best behind
the scenes to sway Meru – though you’ll never see any evidence I’m trying, for
the reasons I’ve already given. In any case, I promise that I won’t work
against you.”


“I can’t ask for more than that,” Kakhent said.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya set the basket brimming with emmer next to the others
clustered before Kakhent’s hut. “That’s the last of the grain offerings,” she
informed him. “I took it from the oldest storage bin.”


“Then everything for the harvest festival is in order.”
Kakhent leaned back on his stool with a contented sigh.


“Menna told Ahaneith last night that his people will
celebrate with us, even though their harvest is weeks from being complete,” Aya
said.


“Good. Sit. Rest.” Kakhent tilted his head towards an
earthenware jar of milk freshly filled propped beside him. “Drink.”


Aya poured a cup and sat cross–legged beside Kakhent and
quickly gulped half the liquid down. She was thirsty. The sun was an hour or so
above the western horizon, its slanting rays turning the savannah and the
stubble–covered fields along the shore to gold, glinting on the wind–roughened
surface of the lake. She’d been hard at work since sunup overseeing
preparations for tomorrow’s festival. After making such arrangements for half
her life she knew exactly what Kakhent expected, and unlike the first few times
none of the women disputed her commands anymore. Everything was being done
quickly and smoothly and with a minimal amount of grumbling. Takhat was
overseeing the roasting and boiling of various cuts of beef over a fire in
front of Hannu’s hut. Just a few hours ago Iuput had brought a cow into camp
from the herd, tied its legs, flipped it onto its back, then slit its throat.
Ahaneith had caught the blood in several jars and Kakhent’s sons had then
butchered the animal. Pageti and Kheti and Tiy had gathered its fat and sealed
it inside earthenware jars; it would be used for weeks to come in cooking. Not
far from the fire Iuput was now chipping arrowheads out of flint cobbles Aya
had gathered on the delta ridge as she was returning from the river. Some of
the younger girls were lugging baskets of fruit and tubers – bulrush,
clubgrass, various sedges – that were nearly as big as they were and placing
them beside those filled with emmer and barley that Aya had already arranged.
Several girls were carefully placing eggs in an earthenware container; they’d
gathered them from the ducks and geese the band kept in a pen east of camp.


The harvest had been exceptional. The offerings to the
falcon god would reflect that fact. Every extra basket in camp had been called
into service to store the massive yield, one that had far exceeded Kakhent’s
expectations and had, to Aya’s chagrin, closely matched Qen’s prediction. It
seemed he actually could determine how much grain could be harvested from a
field just by looking at it. Hannu had already constructed two new storage bins
at the end of the row upon the crest of the ridge to hold the glut of emmer and
barley. Aya recalled the week–long threshing that had followed the harvest –
Iuput walking cattle over the grain spread on the flat threshing floor near
camp, she and the other women scraping the trod–upon grains and husks into
large flat baskets and tossing their contents into the air, separating the
grain from the chaff. She still recalled the choking dust, the white clouds
rising and drifting away, the singing of girls who urged them on, the
patiently–treading animals. She recalled plunging into the lake each night,
washing the grit out of every pore and from her hair. Threshing was her least
favorite activity, but one that she, as the band’s primary woman, could not
escape.


Ahaneith crouched a few steps away from Takhat, mixing the
ingredients for several varieties of bread, assisted by Pageti. Aya could sense
their excitement. They were, like the rest of the band’s girls, looking forward
to the festival and the chance to mix openly with the boys in Meru’s band who
were interested in them. Today Aya had seen more than one girl, between chores,
trying on her finest loincloth and necklaces and bracelets and arranging her
hair in preparation for the festivities, including her oldest daughter and
sister. Many had gathered armfuls of sweetly scented flowers from the savannah
and marsh to tuck behind their ears; some had even woven garlands to drape
around their necks or press on their brows.


Aya caught sight of Qen limping towards Kakhent’s fire, a
rough reed basket tucked under his left arm, a leather pouch hung over a
shoulder, his right hand working his staff. No doubt he was bringing offerings
for the festival. His presence in her camp was not unusual anymore; ever since
the start of the harvest he’d visited several evenings each week and spent hours
talking with her before Kakhent’s fire about the growing of emmer and barley
and management of the herds. In fact, he showed more interest in agriculture
than any man in Kakhent’s band ever had. If Aya had known less about Qen’s
deviousness he might have won her over, for he always welcomed her comments and
insights, something Kakhent and her father and the rest of the family heads
rarely did. Qen’s burgeoning interest in her people’s way of life did give Aya
hope that he might be coming to accept the premise that his band should take up
farming and herding. Kakhent shared that assessment. So whenever Qen visited,
Aya made sure to be present, to feed him and keep his cup filled with beer. She
hid her distaste and suspicion and did her best to make him feel welcome, part
of her plan to sway him to see the world as her people did so that he might in
turn convince Meru. Though she still did not trust Qen or his motives. Her
sense of unease increased whenever he was around. It was infuriating, really,
to need him as an ally, to actually like him in some ways, but to be totally
unsure of him.


As usual, Qen greeted Kakhent, who warmly invited him to
sit.


“The beer jar is nearly empty,” Kakhent told Aya. “Bring a
new one.”


She crossed the open area before the hut to the jar of beer
she’d brewed yesterday. She retrieved it and returned to Kakhent and filled his
and Qen’s cups. She resumed her former seat, took up clothing that needed to be
mended, got to work. That’s how she usually spent her evenings, doing chores
near the fire. Most of the time she told her daughters stories as they worked
beside her, passing on the tales of their maternal and fraternal ancestors.
Every few days the other women joined them for an hour so Aya could assign them
tasks that would benefit the entire band.


Night was beginning to fall and Pageti appeared with a few
sticks of tamarisk. She placed them on the fire, which soon flared and began to
dance. Then she noticed Qen and with a glad cry dashed straight to him and
hugged his knees and then plopped down at his feet.


“What did you bring me?” she asked eagerly, craning her neck
and looking up at him.


To Aya’s surprise and chagrin, Pageti and Betrest had
immediately taken to Qen on his very first visit to Kakhent’s camp. They liked
him, accepted him at face value. And Aya could tell he truly liked them. He’d
never once ignored them as their own half–brothers and father did, but always
made an effort to converse and seemed interested in what they had to say. Often
he’d remained beside the fire long after Kakhent had retired for the night and
regaled them with stories of his travels and the lands he’d seen. Aya herself
had been caught up in his tales more than once, though she tried never to let
on. Qen had recently taken to bringing the girls small trinkets on every visit,
so that now her daughters expected them.


Qen pulled a large object from his leather pouch and handed
it to Pageti. “It’s a model of the reed boat I’m going to build after the
harvest, so I can fish in deep water. I designed it myself. You and your sister
can play with it in the lake. It floats.”


Pageti held it up with both hands, twirled around. “Look,
Mother!” she cried.


Aya’s heart skipped a beat. She’d seen the boat before. In
the falcon god’s dream. With her seated on its deck, surrounded by four
daughters, holding an infant son in her arms. With the hand of a man she loved
resting on her shoulder. “It’s beautiful,” she managed to croak. Her eyes
sought Qen. She couldn’t help staring. Was he the man in her dream? No – that
was impossible. In his presence she felt none of the happiness and contentment
she’d felt in her dream. Besides, Aya was promised to Meru. If the boat in her
dream was actually Qen’s, then he’d likely be steering it or poling it along,
not standing beside her. He couldn’t be the man who’d give her a son. That had
to be Meru. But Aya didn’t feel happy or content around him either. And in
love? Never. But if the boat was real, the rest of the dream had to be too. Was
the man on the boat Meru, or Qen, or someone else entirely? Aya was suddenly so
confused she couldn’t think straight.


She turned her attention to the boat. It was simple yet
extremely elegant. The model was two feet long, made of many small reeds
assembled into bundles and neatly tied together. It was wide in the center and
tapered at each end, a departure from the squared–off simple raft that Qen had
been using to travel the river when he first encountered Aya. And unlike that
flat boat, each end of this one swung upwards gracefully, like a papyrus stalk
topped with flowers, towering high over the deck.


“When I’m on the water and the wind’s at my back, I’ll raise
bunches of palm fronds in the bow and the wind will push me along,” Qen said.
“It’ll be like flying.”


“Will you take me?” Pageti asked hopefully.


“You, your sisters, your mother, your father, your friends,”
Qen promised. “The real one will be almost thirty feet long.”


Again, consistent with the falcon god’s dream.


“How did you come to be a boat builder, Qen?” Kakhent asked,
taking the model from Pageti, studying it closely.


“I slow everyone down on land, Patriarch. But with a boat….
no one can keep up with me,” he replied. “Boat building lets me help my people
in ways I otherwise couldn’t.”


“How did it happen, Qen, your leg?” Pageti asked innocently.


“Pageti!” Aya said, mortified. She turned to Qen. “I
apologize… Pageti doesn’t know better than to ask such a question. You don’t
have to answer.”


Qen smiled, reached down and tousled Pageti’s hair. “I was
six years old,” he said matter–of–factly. “I was on a small reed boat, a raft,
really, in the middle of the river, fishing with my father and sister. Semat
was five at the time. A crocodile swam from a patch of reeds. We didn’t see him
until it was too late. I stumbled and fell overboard, then tried to swim to
shore. He caught my leg in his mouth, ripped it open with his teeth.”


“How did you get away?” Pageti asked, wide–eyed.


“My father said he stabbed the crocodile in the eye with a
bident,” Qen answered. He bent close to Pageti, winked. “But I think the
crocodile didn’t like how I tasted, so he spit me out.”


Pageti giggled.


“Run along now,” Aya said. “Go show your boat to Betrest.”


Pageti jumped up. She took the model back from her father.
“I’m going to take it to the lake this very night. Thank you, Qen.” Then she
dashed off.


“I’m sorry, Qen,” Aya said sincerely. “She didn’t know not
to ask.”


“I really don’t mind. I’m sure people wonder.”


“It must have been awful.”


He nodded. “I nearly died. Many wished I had, then and
since.” His eyes strayed to Aya’s, then he quickly looked away. “My band had to
stay at our campsite an extra month because of me that year, lost valuable
gleaning time. Many went hungry.”


“A problem your people wouldn’t have if they grew emmer and
barley,” Aya interjected.


“A good point. Ever since my accident, because of my leg, I
haven’t been able to pull my weight as a hunter. And I slow everyone down when
we travel.”


“There’s more to life than hunting,” Kakhent said ruefully.
It still galled him, Aya knew, that he’d had to give it up.


“I know that better than anyone. Actually, my leg’s forced
me to compensate for my weakness, to develop other talents to make myself
useful to my people.”


“None of them seem to care,” Aya observed.


Qen addressed her, a bit bitterly. “You’re right. They
don’t.” He turned his attention to the basket he’d carried with him. “More
offerings are on the way from my camp,” he informed Kakhent.


Kakhent nodded.


“What’s going to happen tomorrow?” Qen asked.


“Aya’s in charge,” Kakhent said. “Aya, you tell him.”


“At midday we’ll feast,” she responded. “Then there’ll be a
series of games and contests – running races, swimming races, wrestling, target
shooting, and finally a tug of war between the boys and men of each band.”


“My chance to shine,” Qen said self–deprecatingly.


Kakhent chuckled.


Aya felt the slightest bit of sympathy for Qen. Everyone
looked forward to festivals and the chance to compete and show their prowess.
Except for Kakhent, Qen would be the only man in either band who wouldn’t participate
tomorrow. For the first time, she considered how hard it must be to live with a
disability like his. But then she remembered she didn’t like him at all, and
perhaps the gods didn’t either. Otherwise, why would they have let him be
mangled so? Maybe they’d caused him to fall into the river because he’d
offended them. Likely he was getting what he deserved. “There’ll be more food
after sunset,” Aya continued. “At moonrise Kakhent and I will present offerings
to the falcon god on our people’s behalf.”


“My people don’t know your falcon god,” Qen informed them.


“You don’t need him, because you simply glean what the river
and savannah provide,” Kakhent observed. “You don’t plant a crop, nor do you
reap what you sowed. But we do. And so we implore the god to make our grain
grow in abundance before we start planting, and then we thank him after we
harvest it.”


“What gods do you worship?” Aya asked, curious.


“The goddess who swallows the sun each night and spits it out
each morning,” Qen replied. “The god of the hunt, whom we believe takes the
form of a wild bull. The god of the inundation. The goddess who protects women
during childbirth, as well as small children. And several more who watch over
the lands along the sea.”


“We too worship the goddess of the sun,” Aya said, “and the
goddess of fertility and childbirth, and the cow–faced goddess who protects our
herds. The old tales say the crocodile god watches over this lake – in fact,
that he created the world here. But for my people, all those gods stand second
to the falcon god.”


“Why is it that our gods are different, do you suppose?” Qen
asked Kakhent.


“All people create the gods they believe will protect them
and maintain order in their lives,” Kakhent replied. “According to the stories
passed down from our ancestors, the world itself was created in perfect order.
Despite forces that try to destroy that order, the gods have maintained its
perfection. The proof of that is in the great repetitive cycles we see all around
us every day.”


“Repetitive?”


“Like the sun returning to the sky each morning, and the
inundation returning at the same time each year,” Aya said. “And grain rising
from the mud left behind. And rains coming each year to make the savannah
bloom.”


Kakhent nodded. “All of us fear the unusual or
unpredictable, Qen, for they introduce chaos into our world. Chaos breeds fear.
So we beseech our gods to shield us from chaos. We beseech them to maintain
order.”


“Just as we count on patriarchs to do.”


“Yes. That is my task, and Meru’s.”


Qen pondered for a moment. “My band leaves the valley when
the inundation starts and follows game across the savannah for the next seven
months. Then we return to the valley and move between the same five campsites
for the next five months. That is our order.”


Aya leaned forward. “Planting changed our established order,
which was once exactly like yours, Qen. It created a new one for us. Part of my
band leaves the valley for three months after we plant our emmer and barley, to
graze our animals in the valley. The rest stay. Then we return from the river
and conduct our harvest and live in the same place for nine months. That is our
order.”


“When your father challenged your old order and adopted
herding and planting – weren’t your people afraid, Patriarch?” Qen asked.


“Of course. We had to take what the people we found dying on
the savannah said about the advantages of farming on faith. I won’t mislead you
– for many years it was very difficult for my people to live the new lifestyle.
We had to learn how to plant, when to plant, how to care for our crop, how to
survive drought and pests. The same with animals. We had to learn how to be
tied to one place, how to manage the local sources of food so we didn’t exhaust
them. It wasn’t until Aya discovered the lake country that we found land that
truly met our needs, let us flourish as farmers and herders.”


“Your band only has to look at ours to see an example of a
successful transition,” Aya said. “You require no leap of faith.”


“True. But to follow an example, one must seek an example,”
Qen said bluntly. “I fear no one in my band will. Certainly not Meru.”


“He has no curiosity about the way we live our lives?”


“None whatsoever.”


Aya couldn’t help concluding that Meru’s lack of interest
meant that he intended to leave the lake after he was joined to her. That was
bad news indeed.


“Well, all it takes is one person to press for change,”
Kakhent admonished.


“Like your father?”


“Or you.”


Qen shook his head. “I’ve told you before, I can’t openly try
to convince my people of anything, Patriarch.”


“Does that mean you have something to convince them of in
private?” Aya pressed.


Qen smiled. “After considerable thought, I’ve come to see
things your way. How you live is better than ours. I admit it.” He shrugged.
“But even working behind the scenes, I fear I’ll do you little good.”


“Your people would really settle here at the lake but
continue to glean wild grasses instead of planting emmer, Qen, or leave the
lake altogether?” Aya probed. She shook her head. “They’d willingly remain
barbarians?”


Iuput stepped into the ring of firelight before Qen could
answer. He halted before Kakhent and Aya, unfolded a strip of leather that he
supported with his palms. A dozen newly–made arrowheads rested on it, each flaked
from honey–colored flint, with a v–shaped point at its top and two elegantly
curved tangs at its bottom, with measured rows of tiny chips along the very
sharp cutting edges. “Offerings for tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll add them to the
collection of flint knives and scrapers and sickle blades, and the bone
harpoons I’ve made.”


“These are beautiful!” Qen exclaimed. He picked up an
arrowhead at Iuput’s invitation, turned it over and over, studied it, tested
the cutting edges with his thumb. “They’re far more elegant than the ones my
band makes. Ours don’t have these tangs.” He set the arrowhead back on the
leather strip. “I was watching you working on them from over here, Iuput. I bet
I could make three of my style in the time it takes you to make one of yours.”


“No doubt,” Iuput said evenly. “But why would you want to?”


“Want has nothing to do with it. There’s little time
available between returning from a hunt and setting out on a new one when we’re
following game on the savannah,” Qen said. “Hunters have to work quickly to
replace arrows they shot and failed to retrieve that day.”


“Perhaps your people must,” Kakhent said. “But we don’t
spend all our time hunting. So we don’t need to.”


“I have time to make pottery. I make reed baskets. I weave
linen,” Aya interjected. “We have leisure time because of our animals and our
stored grain. It doesn’t cost us anything to make arrowheads that are both
functional and pleasing to the eye.”


“Arrowheads that impress women,” Iuput said, winking at Qen.
“We all need something to set us apart in their eyes.”


“Will you show me how to make an arrowhead?” Qen asked
Iuput.


Aya was surprised by his request.


“Of course,” Iuput replied.


He and Qen moved near the fire and Iuput laid out his
supplies and began instructing Qen. Aya settled in at Kakhent’s side once again
and watched for awhile as Iuput taught Qen to chip a flake off a flint cobble
and begin refining it. Qen was both clumsy and uncertain, and his first few
attempts were disastrous. But he was persistent – she had to give him that.
After every failure he cheerfully tried again. Aya eventually lost interest and
turned her attention to other preparations that were being made around camp.
She rose and walked over to where Ahaneith was removing baked bread from her
small oven and placing the loaves in reed baskets.


“How many more?” Aya asked.


“These baskets hold the first two varieties. I’ll make two
more by tomorrow,” her daughter said.


“Here come our lovers,” Takhat giggled from beside the fire.


Aya saw that Menna and his year–younger brother Khay were
hurriedly approaching with carcasses slung over their shoulders. Khay was
actively courting Takhat. Aya thought as little of him as she thought of Menna.
He was equally boastful and full of himself. Takhat, unfortunately, seemed to
have fallen under his spell. The two barbarians appeared to be racing each
other. Aya was amazed at their strength, that they could move so fast carrying
such burdens. They both spotted the girls at the same time and angled in their
direction.


Aya addressed Khay as he arrived. “Offerings for the falcon
god?” she inquired.


“Yes!” Menna interjected, dumping an oryx practically at her
feet. He was breathing hard, drenched with sweat. “This’ll be the centerpiece
of the feast.”


Khay slung his animal to the ground atop Menna’s. “That
scrawny thing?” he scoffed. “It’s my oryx everyone will want to eat. See how
fat he is?”


It never failed to amuse Aya how young hunters sought to
impress potential mates and increase their status within their band by slaying
beasts. She recalled how just such an attempt had nearly cost Hunefer his life
many years ago.


Ahaneith moved beside Menna. “Are you ready for the races
and wrestling and target shooting?” she asked coyly.


“I’ll win every event, for you,” Menna told her gallantly.


“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Khay said, giving
his brother an ungentle shove, then moving to Takhat’s side.


“Does no one in my band stand a chance?” Aya asked
innocently. “Not even my brother?”


“No,” Menna blustered. He caught sight of Iuput at the
nearby fire. “What’s he doing?”


“Making arrowheads,” Aya replied.


“What’s Qen doing with him?” Khay asked.


Without waiting for her reply Menna and Khay stalked over to
where Iuput and Qen were industriously working flint. Aya and the girls
followed. Menna stooped and grabbed an arrowhead from beside Qen and held it
up, inspecting it. “What’s this?” he demanded.


Aya was surprised to see that Qen had improved so much in
her brief absence. Qen’s arrowhead was a far cry from the refined elegant ones
her brother made, but Qen was clearly on the right track. With practice he
might even prove to be competent.


Qen looked up at his nephew. “An arrowhead, if I’m not
mistaken. I’m surprised a mighty hunter like you doesn’t recognize it.”


“It’s not like any I’ve ever seen. Too fancy,” Menna said
flippantly, tossing it to the ground.


At least Qen’s able to appreciate its beauty, Aya
thought, surprised at herself for defending him, if only in her own mind.


Qen retrieved it, blew off dust, set it on a strip of
leather.


“Why are you wasting your time making arrowheads?” Khay
queried. “You’re no hunter, Cripple.”


Qen ignored the barb.


Menna laughed.


Iuput seemed about to retort, but a look from Qen and a hand
on his forearm silenced him.


“They’re offerings for the falcon god,” Qen replied.


“Have you abandoned our gods and adopted theirs, Uncle?”
Menna asked.


Qen shrugged.


Menna’s remark reinforced Aya’s fear that once she and her
daughter and sister joined with these barbarians Meru would make them give up
their gods and adopt new ones. Her hand rose to her talisman. Would she be
expected to abandon the falcon god? That was inconceivable. And, she also
realized, if Meru’s people didn’t settle permanently at the lake, and Kakhent
died within the year, this might be the last harvest festival any of them would
ever celebrate, the last time any of them would worship here. If they had to
give up the falcon god, was there a barbarian god or goddess to assure their fertility,
grant them children? Aya thought she remembered Qen mentioning one, but she
wasn’t sure. The thought of trying to exist without the gods she knew was
horrifying.


“Will you be shooting these fancy arrowheads tomorrow in the
contest?” Khay asked Iuput.


“Yes.”


“Perhaps I will too,” Aya said teasingly. She still hadn’t
forgiven Menna for his outrageous claim that he’d saved her from the viper.
She’d never shot an arrow in her life. But Khay and Menna didn’t know that.


“You’re a woman,” Khay said dismissively. “Contests should
be for men only – not girls…” – he glanced at Qen – “and not cripples.” He
laughed, tilted his head towards Qen. “If he even has the nerve.”


Qen studiously ignored his nephews and set about chipping
another arrowhead.


No wonder no one respects him, Aya thought. If
he’d at least stand up for himself... In the past she wouldn’t have cared
what anyone thought about Qen. But if he was to be her ally to help keep Meru’s
band at the lake, she needed him to develop a backbone, and quickly.


“I suppose Qen would welcome a woman bringing meat home to
him,” Menna laughed. “Aya, maybe Kakhent will let you hunt for Qen if we settle
here.”


Menna and Khay laughed again.


“Have all the fun you want at my expense, Nephew,” Qen said
quietly, setting the flint he was working aside, rising unsteadily to his feet,
taking hold of his staff, straightening. “But leave Aya alone.” He was suddenly
exuding an air of authority that Aya had never before witnessed. His eyes
darted from Menna to Khay and back again. “You should both be ashamed of
yourselves,” he lectured. “You’re speaking of and to a patriarch’s woman – and
doing it in front of him. Remember your place. You owe her and him your
respect. Now, go. Both of you. Return to camp.”


So Qen finally speaks, Aya thought, amazed, but in defense
of me, not himself.


The boys looked at each other uncertainly, then nervously
laughed off the confrontation. They bid Ahaneith and Takhat goodbye, then
departed, both vowing loudly to win every contest at tomorrow’s festival. Qen
waited until his nephews were nearly out of sight, then wished Iuput and
Kakhent a good evening and also headed for home. He didn’t look at or speak to
Aya.


A few moments later Kakhent retired to his hut. Aya moved to
the other side of the fire and took a seat beside Iuput.


“It’s shameful how Menna and Khay treat Qen,” he said. “And
the rest of Meru’s people, too.”


“Why do you care?” Aya asked.


“Because Qen isn’t like anyone in Meru’s band,” Iuput
replied. “He’s more like us than he is like them.”


“Qen? Really?” The thought was laughable.


“Meru takes no interest in our way of living, as far as I
can tell.”


“That’s true,” Aya admitted.


“He’s focused solely on our girls being joined to his boys.
He ignores everything else we have to offer. But Qen has realized that our
lifestyle presents him personally with an opportunity.”


“Opportunity for what?”


“Qen’s disability makes him unfit for the life he leads,
Aya. That’s what was subconsciously driving him to learn about us, at first.
Now, he’s become amenable to adopting a new order for his life, as he told
Kakhent and you tonight. Our order. Soon he’ll crave it.”


“Do you really think so?”


“Qen can’t hunt, Aya, but he can plant. He can’t travel fast,
but he can keep up with a herd. Because of his disability, because of his
interests, Qen has been more receptive than any of Meru’s people to us.”


“It’s not a position he can argue publicly,” Aya said. She
wondered if Qen had discussed with Iuput what he’d discussed with her and
Kakhent.


“That’s a shame – Qen’s a hundred times more intelligent
than his patriarch. I wish I knew what had created such a deep rift between
them. Maybe if that could be bridged…” Iuput sighed. “I guess its up to Kakhent
to convince Meru to live as we live. We can’t rely on Qen to do it, even though
I consider him an ally.”


Which meant it was actually up to Aya. She’d not been caught
alone by Meru since the incident at the delta, but during his frequent visits
to Kakhent’s campfire she’d constantly felt his eyes upon her. There was
hunger, possessiveness, in those eyes. His longing for her was growing day by
day. As much as she despised the fact that he lusted after her, she knew that
his desire provided her with a modicum of leverage over him. Assuming Kakhent
lived a few years more – there was no reason to suspect he wouldn’t – Meru
would have no choice but to remain with his band at the lake for an extended
period of time, waiting for her to be free to join with him. She planned to use
those years to convince him of the benefits of her people’s lifestyle, to seek
concessions from him that he’d hopefully grant to please her in order to win
her heart, not just her obedience. Then, after she joined with him, her life
wouldn’t be a total disaster.


Repugnant as the idea was, Aya knew she had to begin
charming Meru so she could ultimately bend him to her will. That had to start
at tomorrow’s festival.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya gently shook Ahaneith’s shoulder. “It’s nearly dawn,”
she whispered. “Wake your aunt and sisters.”


Aya heard Pageti and Betrest and Takhat stir on their
pallets as she felt for her loincloth and fastened it around her waist.
Quietly, so as not to disturb Kakhent, she slipped from the darkened hut.


Now that the harvest was finished and the festival four days
in the past, everyone in Aya’s camp had resumed their regular daily routines.
The men and older boys stalked the savannah communally or waited in ambush at
the permanent stations established in the wadis, hunting large game animals. A
handful of younger boys assisted Iuput in watching over the herds, protecting
them from predators day and night, milking the cattle each morning,
occasionally blooding them, moving them from pasture to pasture. Women and
girls traveled to various resource patches on the savannah and lakeshore to
obtain food – tubers of bulrush and clubgrass, seeds of dented dock and prickly
douch, fruit of dom palm and sycamore fig, sedges, various plants. The very
youngest boys roamed the marsh, setting snares for waterfowl and hares and
other small game.


As for Meru’s band, most of them were still engaged in
harvesting their fields, though Meru and his sons spent their days hunting
alongside Kakhent’s sons and did not participate in agricultural drudgery. That
was left to the women. Qen oversaw that work. Iuput had made a number of
sickles for Qen; he’d been extremely grateful for the tools.


A warm breeze caressed Aya’s face as she emerged from her
hut. Stars still blazed directly overhead, though the slightest hint of rose
was coloring the eastern horizon. Waves ran up onto the shore, slowly,
rhythmically, though the water was indistinct in the darkness. The palm fronds
on the peninsula were barely stirring. From the far distance came a low
rumbling roar, no doubt a hippo settling into plant–choked shallows after a
night ashore feeding on grasses. Aya assumed a hunter from one or both bands
would see to him later in the day. Ahaneith pushed past Aya, followed by Pageti
and Betrest and Takhat. All five of them knew their morning roles and they set
to work wordlessly. Aya carried a few barely–glowing coals from the banked
campfire to the pile of dried sheep dung Betrest was arranging under and around
a small clay oven a dozen feet or so in front of the hut. Takhat was
criss–crossing tamarisk branches on the cookfire to bring it to flame. Ahaneith
was striding towards the lake to fill the large earthenware jar that was
balanced on her shoulder. Pageti was rummaging among various baskets and jars
for vegetables and fruits for the morning meal. As Aya finished coaxing her
fire to life Pageti brought to her in turn an earthenware mixing bowl and emmer
she’d ground to flour the day before and a few spices and a bit of the bread
mixture saved from yesterday.


“May I mix it, Mother?” Betrest asked.


“Certainly.”


Aya dumped the spices and flour and starter into the bowl
and Betrest began to blend the contents together with her fingers. Ahaneith
returned soon after and Aya added water to moisten the dough. When it was the
proper consistency, she helped Betrest form flat cakes and place them on a
large flat rock and then pushed the rock inside the oven. Ahaneith joined her
sister and helped cut the vegetables and fruit with a flint knife, placing the
pieces in various bowls. Takhat, meanwhile, was stirring a savory stew at the
edge of the cookfire.


By now the entire camp was stirring to life. Smoke spiraled
into the sky from a handful of ovens where more women were sleepily at work.
Aya heard laughter from the lakeshore where girls were filling water jars, and
complaints from those fetching dung or small branches fallen from tamarisk
trees at the base of the ridge. As Aya waited for the bread to finish baking
she took a moment to look around. The stars had disappeared and the sky was
brightening from rose to gold and yellow. The lake had taken on the sky’s
colors and shone like a mirror, its surface barely ruffled by the hint of
breeze. Birdsong swelled from the reeds that lined the lakeshore and the trees
on the nearby savannah.


Kakhent emerged from the hut, leaning on his crook. Ahaneith
hurried to her father and helped him to a seat next to the campfire just as
Paser’s youngest son, Ashaket, arrived with a large jar of fresh milk from the
herd, the patriarch’s due.


“For you, Grandmother,” he said.


Aya took it from him. “Thank you, Ashaket.” Even after so
many years, Aya hadn’t gotten used to being called “grandmother” by the
children of Kakhent’s sons. At eleven years old, Ashaket was nearly half her
age. But his father, her stepson, was eight years older than her. That felt
even stranger.


“Grandfather – Patriarch – Iuput told me to tell you he’ll
move the herds a mile farther west today,” Ashaket said. “The grass is about
gone where we’ve been grazing. He says in another month he’ll move the animals
off the savannah and onto the harvested fields.”


“Any animals lost?” Kakhent queried.


He kept close tabs on the herd, Aya knew, for the animals
were her band’s true wealth. Thus, Kakhent’s appointment of Iuput to supervise
them. Kakhent trusted no one else as much as he did her younger brother.


“We boys have kept the jackals and red foxes that were
skulking about at bay, but a lion took two sheep the past two days.”


“What’s Iuput doing about it?” Kakhent asked, frowning.


“He told me to tell you that he and Hannu are going after it
today,” the boy reported nervously. “Along with Menna and Khay. And Meru. Meru
has already claimed the right to make the kill.”


“He is a patriarch.” Kakhent nodded. “Tell Iuput not to
fail,” he ordered.


Ashaket dashed off.


Aya pitied Kakhent in that moment. Had he been a decade
younger he would have led the hunt and personally slain the beast. Killing
lions had always been a task reserved to her band’s patriarch, as far back as
the old tales went. She could tell the thought of yielding the kill and the
hide that went with it to another band’s patriarch was maddening. One more
unpleasant reminder for Kakhent of his own mortality.


Kakhent settled in beside the overflowing bowls and
platters, and Aya and the girls seated themselves in a circle around them.
Betrest filled Kakhent’s cup with beer, while Pageti did the same for Aya.
“What do you have planned for today?” Kakhent asked Aya as he selected a bit of
fruit from the nearest bowl.


That was the sign that everyone could eat.


“The girls and I are going to dig up some clay and start
working it,” Aya replied. Her miu rubbed against her leg, then sat in front of
her and gazed at her hungrily. Aya fed her a bit of meat. The mius were quite
useful around camp – most families had one or more. They helped keep down the
rodent population around the communal grain bins and the storage containers
kept in each hut. Aya’s usually disappeared during the day but reappeared at
night in time to curl up and sleep in the crook of her knees. “Then we’ll check
the snares we set in the marsh yesterday,” she continued. “They’re near a large
hive, so we’ll bring back honey.”


Kakhent smacked his lips. “The first honey of the year is
always welcome,” he said. “Makes your bread taste that much better.” He picked
up his chunk and took a bite.


“Betrest’s bread,” Aya corrected.


Her daughter smiled proudly.


After breakfast Kakhent took up his tamarisk crook and
affixed his bull’s tail to his waist and seated himself in the shade of a palm
tree not far from his hut and prepared to receive those in the band seeking
aid, or those with complaints about others, or any who sought his advice. Aya
was unaware of any particular issues for him to deal with. She suspected he’d
have an uneventful day, as usual. She usually managed to head problems off long
before they got to him.


While the girls carried the breakfast dishes down to the
lake to wash them, Aya and Takhat took up two empty reed baskets and strolled
together to the line of storage bins full of emmer and barley in the center of
camp on the crest of the ridge. There were a dozen bins now, each dug down two
feet into the earth and rising the same distance above ground, each four feet
in diameter, their insides lined with clay, their tops covered with heavy lids
sealed with a mixture of salt and sand. Each held eight hundred pounds of emmer
or barley, the yield of between two and three acres, inoculating the band
against starvation if the inundation ever failed, seeing the people through the
months when gleaning was impossible. Aya still remembered the first bin being
constructed just over a decade ago. The current number reflected the growing
prosperity of her band.


The women joined to Aya’s stepsons and her father’s brother
were already clustered around the closest bin, gossiping, waiting for Aya to
arrive. As the patriarch’s woman, she was in charge of the daily distribution
of grain. The others greeted Takhat warmly and Aya formally. Even after so many
years since her joining with Kakhent, all but her sister still resented her for
taking primacy over them. At Aya’s command, Siese, her father’s younger
brother, wrestled the heavy lid off a bin containing emmer. Ladice, Siese’s
woman, moved forward and held out her basket. Siese leaned over the vat and
dipped emmer from inside and filled the container with the quantity approved by
Aya. Once Bintanath and Behenu and Tabiry and Takhat and Aya herself had all
received their allotment, they moved as a group to an adjacent bin full of
barley and repeated the process.


After Siese filled Aya’s second basket, she bid the women
goodbye and she and Takhat headed towards her hut. She heard Siese’s grunts as
he wrestled the two heavy covers back into place. Once home, Takhat set out
with an empty basket to gather seeds from the marsh and Aya placed her laden
baskets next to a heavy flat limestone grinding stone that was positioned in
the shade beside the hut. She knelt at one end, scattered a handful of emmer
from the first basket onto the stone, took up a small limestone grinder, then
began crushing the grain into flour by pushing the grinder back and forth
rhythmically over it, her long hair swinging back and forth in concert with her
movements. This particular grinding stone had been used by Aya’s mother and grandmother
and great–grandmother and they had worn a wide shallow indention its entire
length. Seeing it never failed to remind Aya of them. Grinding was
mind–numbingly boring work, but Aya kept at it for several hours until all the
emmer in her basket had been transformed. The barley would wait until evening.
Aya scraped the last of the flour into an earthenware container, sealed its
lid, then stood, knees and back and shoulders and arms aching, her entire body
dripping with sweat. She called Pageti to clean the grinding stone, then went
down to the lake and washed the flour from her hands and forearms. She filled
her cupped hands with water several times and washed her hot face, then finally
took a long drink.


When she returned to camp Ahaneith was in the final stages
of making beer. She’d been soaking a measure of barley in water and then
heating it while Aya was grinding the emmer. Ahaneith had since pushed the
moistened mixture several times through a sieve woven from reeds. She was just
about to add water, along with a few bits of dates for flavoring, to the mash.
After, she’d pour it into earthenware jars, seal them with mud, then set them
aside to ferment for a day. Betrest was a few paces away from her older sister,
unsealing yesterday’s jars one by one and straining the thick, frothy liquid
through a tightly–woven reed basket into new jars. The family would drink that
beer today.


After a quick midday meal, Aya gathered up her daughters and
led them to a spot a mile west of camp. There, along the sun–drenched shore,
was a bed of clay and shale, the source of the material that Aya used to make
pottery. Over the course of an hour, Aya and the girls filled several baskets
with the substance, enough to make tall bag–shaped storage jars and
hemispherical bowls and a few flat plates. Then they lugged the baskets to a
low outcrop of bare rock partway up the nearest plateau. Each selected a
section of the outcrop’s flat top, dumped the contents from her basket, then
worked the clay, picking out small stones and impurities, adding water,
kneading it until it reached the proper consistency, finally adding small bits
of straw. When all the raw clay had been processed they refilled the baskets
with the mixture and carried them back to their hut. They’d let the clay age
for a couple of days, then work it once more before using it.


There were still many hours of daylight left. Carrying
several empty reed baskets and a couple of earthenware jars, the four set out
for the closest marsh, located at the end of the basin south of Meru’s camp.
The marsh stretched north from the shore for nearly a mile, occupying the
lowlands, bordered to the north by the open water of the basin, to the east by
a low ridge, and to the west by Kakhent’s largest emmer field. Tall reeds and
papyrus and marsh grasses thickly covered the wide mostly shallow oval. It
teemed with birds and waterfowl and turtles. A small winding reed–lined stream
connected the lake to the basin and sliced through the heart of the marsh; its
low narrow banks were currently about a foot above water level. Aya intersected
the stream about a hundred yards north of the lakeshore. At that point it
widened into a large shoulder–deep pond, shaded by a grove of palms and edged
on its eastern side by a jumble of waist–high boulders. Aya had set snares on a
game trail that passed between several of the boulders yesterday. She checked
them and found three ducks. Unceremoniously, she wrung their necks and placed
them in a basket.


“Please, may we swim, Mother?” Pageti asked. Without waiting
for a reply she shed her loincloth and plunged into the pool, followed by her
sisters.


Aya tossed her loincloth aside and joined them. Like the
rest of the band’s women, she and her girls usually bathed together each
evening in the small inlet between the lakeshore and the peninsula. But this
isolated pool had always been her favorite place to swim when she wanted to be
alone, ever since she’d first discovered it after leading her people to the
lake. She submerged entirely to cool off, rose to the surface, stood in the
waist–deep water, threw her head back to let the water stream from her long
hair, then waded into the midst of her shouting, laughing girls, splashing them
back as they splashed her.


Afterwards, they all lay on a bed of grass on the ground
along the stream’s bank and let the sun dry them, serenaded by the birds that
flitted overhead and among the reeds. In the day’s heat it didn’t take long. As
she gazed upon her daughters, the sense of dread and unease that had settled
over Aya the day she’d met the barbarians seemed amplified. How would their
lives be affected after the approaching joinings? Would Ahaneith leave the lake
with Menna? Or would Ahaneith stay, but live in Meru’s camp, nearby, yet unable
to visit Aya without Menna’s permission? The things Aya and her girls had
always done together – swimming, working clay, gathering honey and tubers and
other plants, singing, dancing – they might not do together again for years,
until she herself was joined to Meru and moved to his camp. Tears welled in
Aya’s eyes. She swept her eyes over her daughters, closed them tight, tried to
fix the scene in her memory. Soon it might be all she had of them together. She
whispered a prayer to the falcon god and the sun goddess and the fertility
goddess and the crocodile god to help her find a way to keep her family whole.
Then she rose, called her girls, and they dressed and followed the stream
towards the marsh proper, singing, searching for edibles, filling their baskets
as they went.


Before long Aya heard the buzzing of bees and pointed and
the four altered course. They quickly reached a dead acacia tree on a patch of
high ground that Aya knew from past experience was rich with honey. The hive
was inside the trunk. Bees were flying in and out of a jagged rent about four
feet above ground level. Aya and the girls quickly set to work. Betrest
produced dried dung from a leather pouch. Striking two flints together, Aya
started the dung on fire, blowing on the first sparks until the fuel fully
caught. When it was burning well, Pageti lay freshly–pulled slightly–wet marsh
grass atop it. Immediately the grass began to smoke. Aya and her girls
positioned themselves some distance away. Bees soon swarmed from the hive,
first singly and in small groups, then great masses. Once the stream
dissipated, Aya and Ahaneith wrapped strips of linen over their noses and
mouths to keep out the smoke, then hurried to the tree. Ahaneith held a jar and
Aya stretched on her toes and reached inside the trunk and ripped off sections
of comb dripping with honey, ignoring the stings of the few stubborn bees who
had refused to leave, gasping all the while for breath, eyes tearing from the
smoke. When the jar was full she and Ahaneith quickly retreated to where the
youngest girls waited, pulled off the linen, breathed deeply of the pure fresh
air. Aya’s forearm and hand were puffy with stings and starting to throb and
sticky with honey but she didn’t care. She rubbed more honey over the stings to
soothe them, then she and her girls moved to the bank of the stream and dangled
their feet in the cool water and shared some of the comb. Its sweetness made
the pain worthwhile.


They returned to camp an hour before sunset.


“Meru will join us tonight for our meal, and Menna, and your
father,” Kakhent announced to Aya. He pointed to a bloody carcass beside the
hut. “Meru slew the lion.”


Kakhent seemed greatly irritated by the presence of the
prize. Aya knew why without asking. The lion was obviously a message from Meru,
a reminder that he was far younger than Kakhent, more capable, and thus the
dominant patriarch at the lake even though so recently arrived. The lion was a
visible expression of his supremacy, unmistakable to everyone in Kakhent’s
camp. Aya had no doubt that the message was intended as much for her as for
Kakhent, probably even more, given what she knew of Meru’s intentions for her.
Still, Aya couldn’t help being somewhat impressed. Few hunters ever tangled
successfully with a lion; hardly anyone ever escaped an encounter unscathed in
some way. She assumed if any of the men had been hurt during the hunt she’d
have been summoned from the marsh to tend to their wounds.


“Is Menna really coming?” Ahaneith asked her father.


He nodded.


Aya saw Ahaneith’s eyes shining with excitement. “Go get
ready,” Aya told her resignedly. “Your sisters and I can take care of
everything this one time.”


Ahaneith rushed into the hut. Aya and Pageti and Betrest set
to work, plucking the feathers from the ducks, cutting them apart with flint
knives, putting them in cooking pots along with various roots and vegetables.
About the time dinner was ready Meru and his son arrived. Hannu came a moment
after.


Kakhent welcomed the guests politely, but with little
enthusiasm. Aya knew he was hosting this meal only because it was expected of
him.


“Tell me about the hunt,” Ahaneith said to Menna excitedly
as everyone settled into place near the campfire.


“I tracked the lion into the hills,” Menna boasted. “I’m the
best tracker in my band.”


Ahaneith gazed at him adoringly. Aya looked at him askance.
She hadn’t grown any fonder of Menna in the past months. She knew her daughter
was enamored of him, blind to his faults, too young to have a clue about how
he’d treat her once she actually belonged to him. But Aya was impotent in the
matter – trying to influence Kakhent to negotiate with Meru for some other boy
in his band to join to Ahaneith would be a waste of time. Her opinion meant
nothing to him when it came to joinings, or anything else. He’d never confided
anything of importance to her in all the years she’d been his woman, nor had he
ever specifically sought her advice. That she oversaw the band’s agricultural
affairs was not because he considered her an expert, but because he took no
real interest in them. She knew her role, as he saw it – to warm his pallet at
night, satisfy his lusts, bear him children, keep him fed and clothed, oversee
the band’s women. But she’d learned much by simply listening as he talked with
his sons and her father and her uncle around his campfire, and had for years
subtly influenced his decisions with a few carefully chosen words. She’d
gradually taken over some of his patriarchical duties as he’d aged, though he
pretended not to notice. Kakhent was far too proud to thank her for all she did
each day to ease his burdens. Truth be told, she didn’t really care. She hadn’t
developed even a minimal affection for Kakhent in all the years they’d been
together. He was now, that he’d grown old and somewhat frail, for the most part
a decent and occasionally kind man. That hadn’t been the case the first half
dozen years after their joining, when he was endlessly asserting his authority
over her by every means possible. Thank the gods he wasn’t like Meru or his
barbaric brothers or sons, or it would have been even worse for her, Aya knew.
She sighed. Even if she could talk Kakhent out of joining his daughter to
Menna, what boy in Meru’s band was any better?


“And I killed it,” Meru said proudly, eyes fixed on Aya’s.
“One arrow, right in the heart.”


Such showing off, the purposeful display of strength and
stamina and risk–taking, might excite most women, but Aya was not most women.
Yes, it took significant knowledge about a lion’s habitat to track one down and
corner it, and organizational and leadership skills to arrange a successful
hunt, but Aya exercised exactly the same skills that a master hunter did on a
daily basis when she directed the band’s women to acquire foodstuffs. She was
not easily impressed by what she considered to be routine undertakings.
However, in line with her vow to charm Meru, Aya mimicked the look of adoration
that Ahaneith had given Menna. “I wish I’d been there to see it,” she cooed.
“I’ll bet the lion stood no chance against you.”


“I never miss,” Meru boasted.


“Our band is in your debt once more,” Hannu told Meru. “That
lion cost us several animals already. Who can say how many more he might have
taken?”


Aya could tell from the immediate reddening of his cheeks
that Kakhent was furious that Hannu had spoken out of turn. To state that the
band was in anyone’s debt was a patriarch’s prerogative. Aya suspected that
Kakhent would convey that message to her father directly once Meru departed the
camp. She couldn’t wait to see Hannu squirm.


“I was pleased to do it,” Meru replied.


“Do you plan to make a ceremonial robe from the hide?”
Kakhent asked.


“The lion is yours,” Meru said grandiosely. “Have Aya make
you a robe, such as the one I wear to mark my authority as patriarch.” He
turned to her. “Visit me in my camp, Aya. You can use my robe to make a
pattern.”


“A kind offer, Patriarch,” Aya said, and smiled. She had no
intention of ever visiting his camp. She knew exactly what would happen if Meru
trapped her in his hut. “But I’ve already made a dozen robes from the pelts of
lions that Kakhent himself has slain.” A not–so–subtle reminder to Meru that
Kakhent had been strong in his youth, and still retained a measure of that
strength.


“And now, let us eat. You must be famished,” Kakhent said.


Everyone gathered around the bowls and platters laden with
duck stew, fruits, tubers and roasted seeds, and began plucking morsels with
their hands. Betrest filled a cup with beer for each of them, while Pageti
slathered pieces of bread with honey.


“We rarely find bee trees in our travels,” Meru noted as he
helped himself to a third section of comb.


“I’ve been getting it from the same colony since the year we
settled at the lake,” Aya told him. “We never lack for honey. It’s one of the
benefits of living here.”


“An excellent benefit indeed,” Meru concurred. He took a
bite of comb, chewed.


“Have you decided yet whether you’ll settle at the lake?”
Kakhent asked.


Aya was surprised that for once he was addressing the
subject directly with the other patriarch. Perhaps his irritation over the lion
had made him bold.


“The lake has definite benefits,” Meru said, and Aya knew
from the way his eyes played over her body exactly what he meant. “The savannah
in all directions is rich with animals to hunt. Why, for all practical purposes
they’re just targets when they come to the lake to drink. No tracking involved.
And my women tell me there is plenty for them to glean. And then there are the
fish. The lake country clearly has advantages the river valley and eastern
savannah don’t.”


“So you’ll stay?” Kakhent pressed.


“I’ve decided I will.”


That answer was exactly what Aya had expected. She saw from
Hannu’s face that he too had expected it. Both knew that Meru would stay until
she was his. But the question Kakhent should have asked, in Aya’s opinion, was
whether Meru would remain at the lake permanently, and how his band would live.
If Kakhent wouldn’t ask, she would. “Have you decided yet if you’ll take up
farming and herding?”


“I know how to hunt,” Meru said, shaking his head, “not how
to plant. Except for Qen, none of my people desires to be a farmer or herdsman.
I won’t force them to be. So I would prefer to simply exchange the meat we slay
in return for a share of your grain. Your people will farm and herd, mine will
hunt and gather. We’ll continue to live as we always have, as will you.”


By that Aya knew that once she was Meru’s he’d lead his band
away from the lake and resume his wanderings. By not adopting her band’s
lifestyle, he was making it easy on himself in the future to walk away.


Kakhent failed to reach the same conclusion. He nodded. “I
am amenable to that.”


“We are agreed, then,” Meru said.


“We’ll travel to and from the river together in season?”


“Why not? The river is a pleasant place too.”


Kakhent leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “This is most
excellent, Meru. Nothing stands in the way of our children being joined at the
upcoming festival now. And in years to come, as our younger children reach the
age of joining, they will have partners near at hand as well. Both of our bands
will prosper.”


Meru drained his beer. “We shall indeed.”


At a sign from Aya, Ahaneith refilled his cup.


Kakhent took a long drink, then turned to Aya. “It’s time to
entertain our guests.”


Pageti fetched a reed pipe from inside the hut and handed it
to Aya. She settled to one side of the campfire and began to play while her
three daughters danced. Ahaneith was a vision, her skin golden in the
firelight, long hair swirling, body lithe and supple. Aya did not miss that
Menna’s eyes were locked on her daughter, and that her dark flashing eyes
constantly sought his. Aya knew the girl was dancing just for him, her father
and Meru and Hannu totally forgotten. Aya envied her daughter her stirrings of
love, something she herself had never experienced. She’d been selected by
Kakhent to be his when she was her daughter’s age and that had been that. Aya
did not fail to note that every time she looked in Meru’s direction that he was
watching her. He never once dropped his eyes or looked away when she caught him
but continued to stare boldly. She did not drop her eyes either. Meru’s blatant
interest made her extremely uncomfortable, but she had to endure it, even seem
as if she welcomed it, if she was to gain even a bit of control over him. She
wondered that Kakhent had not taken note of what was passing between her and
Meru. That was fortunate, or he might have caused a scene.


When the dancing was done Aya and her daughters sang for the
two patriarchs, old songs handed down from mother to daughter, even a few that
Aya had made up years before. She was renowned for her singing; the music drew
others from the camp until almost everyone in the band was seated near
Kakhent’s fire.


When Aya finished, Meru rose. “It’s late. Thank you for your
hospitality, Kakhent.”


“You are always welcome here, Meru. You always will be. Now,
and in the years to come.”


 


 


***


 


 


Two weeks to the day after the slaying of the lion, Aya
awakened a little before dawn and immediately sensed something was wrong inside
her hut. It was too still. She touched Kakhent on the pallet beside her. His
arm was cold and stiff. She shook him. He did not respond. Fearfully, she lay
her head on his chest. She heard no sound, felt no measured rising and falling.
Kakhent was dead.


Aya knew she should be overcome with sorrow, but she felt
only relief. She’d belonged to Kakhent for half her life, had given him
children, had made the land bloom while he’d pursued different interests, had
hidden his decline from the rest of the band for years. He’d treated her brutally
at times, more rarely kindly, always as a possession, and had most often taken
her for granted. There was little reason for her to mourn him. But her sense of
relief quickly passed. Now that Kakhent was gone, her future was suddenly at
risk. The door that had kept her safe from Meru had just swung wide open.


Aya rose to her knees in the dim light and began to keen,
for herself and her daughters, not Kakhent. The sound startled her daughters
and sister awake. They crowded around Kakhent’s pallet, wide–eyed, saw what had
happened, added their voices to hers. Not long after that a hand pulled the
reed mat over the doorway aside. Hannu entered, carrying a torch, casting
shadows inside the hut.


“Father,” Aya said, looking up, her tearless eyes meeting
his. She bowed her head. “Patriarch.”


He took a position across from Aya and the girls, remained
standing.


Soon Kakhent’s four sons and their three women arrived, all
of them breathless, all disheveled. The men and Bintanath, Paser’s woman,
crammed inside the small hut; the rest of the women remained outside. Aya heard
them and their children keening. Bintanath openly smirked at Aya. Aya realized
that the primacy she’d held over the rest of the band’s women because of her
joining to Kakhent had just ended. She assumed her father would continue to
rely on her as Kakhent had in the short term, since he had no woman of his own,
but that would last only until his joining with Nofret a few weeks from now at
the inundation festival. Aya did not doubt that the rest of the women were
already counting the days until they were once again her superior, for she was
the youngest of them and would drop to the lowest ranking. Aya could tell from
Bintanath’s expression that she was already calculating how she’d pay her back
for years of having to obey her directions. Well, so be it. Aya had never asked
to be set over the other women, and would not miss the responsibility it
entailed. Besides, Bintanath had apparently forgotten that Hannu’s future woman
was barely thirteen years old. She’d no doubt have a fit once she remembered.
Aya turned back to Kakhent. His deeply lined and wrinkled face was peaceful in
the torchlight. Had he regarded her so more often over the years she might
actually have come to love him. But too late for that now.


Aya got to her feet and went outside. A path opened for her
through those waiting before the hut, and she walked straight to the lake and
knelt and washed her face and then sat and covered her face with her hands and
cried – for herself and her daughters, not for Kakhent. As if her life hadn’t
been uncertain and unsettled enough because of the barbarians before, now she
had no idea how she was going to support her family until Meru staked his claim
to her at the inundation festival three months from now. She doubted her father
would provide much help, if any; he was a stingy man, and he’d been quite happy
to pass her off to Kakhent at his earliest opportunity thirteen years ago so
that he wouldn’t have to feed and clothe her. Aya dropped a hand, rested it on
her stomach. Three girls to care for, she thought, and another child
Kakhent will never know. She hadn’t had the chance to tell him she was
pregnant for the sixth time.


A shadow fell over Aya and she looked up. Hannu stood beside
her, carrying the crook that had been the sign of Kakhent’s authority, a lion’s
pelt draped over his shoulders. Both belonged to him now. The deal he’d made
with Kakhent so long ago to succeed him in exchange for her had finally come to
fruition. “I’ve sent your brother to fetch Meru,” Hannu said.


Aya wasn’t surprised. If Kakhent’s sons were going to make a
move against Hannu, challenge him as Kakhent’s successor, they’d do it today.
Hannu wanted his ally, Meru, close by to intervene in case they did.


“By the way, in the light it was obvious that a scorpion
stung Kakhent in the night and killed him,” Hannu added. “You’re lucky it
didn’t get you too.” And then he strode off in the direction of his hut.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya’s girls and her sister joined her soon after beside the
water and she did her best to comfort them, giving them assurances about the
future that she herself scarcely believed. At midday she returned to her hut
and began preparing Kakhent’s body for burial. She washed him in water carried
from the lake in earthenware jars by Ahaneith and Pageti and Takhat. Then she
dressed him in his finest loincloth and carefully arranged his hair and placed
one of his bands with ostrich feathers on his brow. She fastened a bull’s tail
to the belt that circled his waist and then she was done.


Paser and Siese and Wetka and Pimay and Hunefer carried an
oryx skin suspended between two long poles into the hut. As Hannu watched, they
moved Kakhent’s body onto the skin. They seized the poles and lifted them and
exited the hut. Aya followed them outside, blinking against the sunlight. It
was now late afternoon and her stomach growled with hunger, for she’d had
nothing to eat since the night before. 


She was not surprised to see everyone in Meru’s band gathered
alongside her people, knowing of Hannu’s and Meru’s agreement. Still, she
appreciated the sign of respect. Meru stood beside Hannu, dressed in his finery
and carrying his staff, as befit the occasion. Aya’s eyes met his and she saw
possessiveness. She suspected that if he hadn’t already spoken to Hannu about
her he would shortly. She realized that her plan to convince Meru to adopt her
band’s lifestyle and stay at the lake permanently, based on the assumption that
he’d have to wait several years to possess her and she could cajole him into
granting her what she wanted in that time, was now in ruins. She would be his
very soon, at his mercy, with no leverage. She had to come up with a new plan,
and she had precious little time in which to do so and execute it. Otherwise,
her days at the lake were numbered. She glanced at her father. Hannu looked
nervous. Perhaps the only other person with as strong an interest as she had in
Meru remaining at the lake permanently was him. Aya was certain that the day Meru
left Kakhent’s sons would remove Hannu as the band’s patriarch. He knew it too.


Aya’s daughters slipped to her side and she took hold of
Pageti and Betrest’s hands. Ahaneith wrapped her arm around Takhat’s waist.


The men raised the poles to their shoulders and began to
walk slowly, northwest, towards the base of the nearest plateau, led by Hannu
and Meru. Hannu carried his crook in one hand; ostrich feathers were bound to
his brow and a bull’s tail dangled at his waist. He angled towards a prominent
outcropping of rock three–quarters of a mile away and about as far to the west
as the end of the peninsula, the same place they’d buried Bek so many years
ago. The area was reserved for the band’s adult dead; Aya’s two newborn sons
and the children of several other women lay beneath their mothers’ huts in the
camp itself. The sun was already low in the west and rays of light slanted
across the land, turning the emmer and barley stubble and the lake golden. Aya
walked directly behind Kakhent’s body, keening mechanically, though no tears
rolled down her cheeks. The other women and girls keened as well, bending often
to grab handfuls of dust and toss it on their heads. Kakhent’s grandsons
followed silently. Meru’s people trailed them all.


The procession reached the outcrop. Aya saw a few jackals
prowling atop the plateau thirty feet above her head, outlined against the
darkening sky. Sand and dirt were already mounded beside a hole that someone
had scooped in the ground a few hours earlier almost against the rock face,
deep enough, Aya thought, that Kakhent’s body would be safe from the skulking
scavengers. Everyone gathered around in a semicircle. The men lifted Kakhent’s
body from the carrying skin and placed him on his side in the grave, his head
to the south, face to the west. They flexed his knees so they nearly touched
his chest, arranged his hands so they covered his face, the same position as an
infant in its mother’s womb, so that he could be reborn. Wetka placed a second
of Kakhent’s headdresses in the angle made by his knees. Pimay lay a crook
beside him. Then Siese carried a large earthenware pot full of red ochre to
Hannu, and he poured it over Kakhent, covering him entirely from head to foot.
It was an ancient tradition, Aya knew, one kept by her band from a time beyond
memory. Then Hannu stepped back and tossed the jar aside. Aya moved to the edge
of the grave and held up the talisman in her right hand and invoked the
protection of the falcon god on Kakhent’s spirit. Then Kakhent’s four sons
pushed the sand over Kakhent’s body using the shoulder bones of an aurochs and
he disappeared forever. Soon afterwards the crowd dispersed, everyone heading
to their respective camps in the gathering darkness.


Aya remained standing by the grave as everyone else streamed
away, her eyes tightly closed. She hated Kakhent for dying at so inopportune a
time, for leaving her in Meru’s clutches. She felt uncertain, abandoned, lost,
afraid. I have to be strong, she told herself fiercely. My girls and
Takhat have no one but me to rely on now. I can’t let them down. She
clutched the talisman. Watch over me, and them, o falcon god, she
prayed.


Aya opened her eyes. With a start she realized that Qen was
standing a few feet away, leaning on his staff, watching her. The two of them were
alone.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude on your grief,” he said
apologetically. “I just wanted to be certain you were alright.”


Aya knelt down beside Kakhent’s grave, smoothed the mound
with her hands. She was too tired to skirmish with Qen about his
presumptiveness. “I won’t rest here beside him, as I should,” she said
pensively, more to herself than Qen.


Qen nodded. “You’ll die in a distant land, Aya, far from
this lake, wherever Meru wanders. He won’t stay here after you’re joined to
him. At least not long.”


Aya looked up at him. “Who told you we’re to be joined?”


“Forgive me, Aya,” Qen said apologetically. “I shouldn’t
have brought it up on this of all days. It’s just a logical assumption – Meru’s
a patriarch without a woman; you’re a patriarch’s woman without a man.”


Aya made no reply. She was suddenly overcome with weariness.
She sat, braced her back against the outcrop, placed her hand on Kakhent’s
grave. “Do you think we continue to exist after we die, Qen? Is that what your
people believe?”


“It’s more comforting than thinking we disappear forever,
lost in nothingness, isn’t it?” he answered. “Who can say for sure, Aya?
Perhaps there’s a world beyond the one we know. Doesn’t the sun return to the
sky every morning from somewhere? Doesn’t it go somewhere at night? Don’t the
waters of the inundation move north without fail every year from somewhere?” He
glanced upward at the sky. “Don’t the lights reappear every night? Everything
in our lives is part of a cycle – does that stop when we die? Maybe we never
really leave this world at all. I came across a body once, buried in the
eastern desert, when I was traveling to the sea. Some animal, probably a
jackal, had partially dug it up. It must have been hundreds of years old, yet
the sand had preserved the body perfectly. All it was missing was whatever is
inside us that gives us life, lets us see and speak and breathe and talk and
love.” He gazed at the sky again. “Sometimes, at night, when I look up at the
lights, I wonder if they aren’t our ancestors looking down at us. Or the very
gods themselves.” He shook his head. “I suppose we’ll never know.”


“Until we’re dead ourselves,” Aya answered.


 


 


***


 


 


“Dig here, girls.”


Aya distributed flint chisels to her daughters and they
began stabbing them into the rich deposit of red ochre at the base of a long
low ridge a mile north of camp. Kakhent’s burial ten days earlier had exhausted
the band’s supply and Aya had volunteered to replenish it. She’d discovered
this particular deposit years earlier on one of her exploratory rambles and it
had been the source of cosmetics for the band’s women ever since. It was now
pocked with numerous deep pits. Aya noted a number of discarded blunted flint
chisels scattered around the area, some half–buried in the dirt, the remains of
earlier expeditions.


Aya watched her girls as they worked. Their lives had
changed considerably since Kakhent’s passing. Before, Aya and her family had
been given the patriarch’s due of the large game slain in the communal hunt.
But since Kakhent’s death, Aya’s father, concerned with firming up his hold on
the patriarchy, had not dared to appear to favor her in any way, especially
when his cousins’ women began whispering to their men about her, and so
provided for her only token supplies, and those begrudgingly, even though he
was now receiving the patriarch’s share and couldn’t come close to consuming it
all. At least he claimed that to be the reason. Hannu had never been a generous
man, Aya reflected, and so his miserliness had not surprised her. So she and
her girls and Takhat spent much time these days setting snares for waterfowl
and hares and other small game, catching fish, carefully rationing their store
of dried fruits and vegetables, drawing a reduced daily portion of emmer and
barley from the camp’s storage bins. Aya now worked long into the night beside
her campfire making earthenware pots and baskets to trade for whatever her
family lacked. Iuput, without asking his father’s permission, made sure she and
her girls continued to receive milk and blood daily from the herds. “You won’t
starve as long as I’m around,” he promised her.


Aya was still serving as the patriarch’s woman on her
father’s behalf, for he had no intention of taking on the work that involved
himself, but Aya knew it was a temporary accommodation until he joined with
Nofret, and all the women knew it, and so they’d already started treating her
as if she was the least among them. Despite that, Aya was happier than she’d
ever been. Though simply trying to provide for her girls from day to day was
challenging, for the first time in her life Aya was truly free. She’d spent her
girlhood answering to Hannu, the succeeding years to Kakhent. Now she belonged
to no man. She could come and go as she pleased, do what she wanted when she wanted.
And having tasted freedom, she had no intention of giving it up for just
anyone. Her father may have bargained her life away months ago, promised her to
Meru, but she wasn’t about to join with the barbarian. She had no idea how she
was going to prevent it from happening, but she vowed to find a way. The falcon
god had once shown her a future filled with love and contentment and happiness;
because she had unshakeable faith in the falcon god, she clung tightly to the
belief that her dream would someday come true and she would be joined to the
man she’d seen in it.


As her daughters busily filled the pouches of animal skin
they’d brought with them from camp, Aya scaled the ridge. She loved to gaze
over the country from high places. Once on the crest she turned to survey the
region to the south. The land descended in terraces from the ridge where she
was standing all the way to the wide cultivated strip on the north shore of the
lake. The lake itself was massive, stretching almost from horizon to horizon. She
noted the peninsula jutting into the lake, dark with palms, the water in the
inlet to its north calmer than that of the open lake. The lake’s surface shone
silver, a vast bright mirror surrounded by savannah and low hills. Except for
columns of smoke spiraling into the air from Hannu’s and Meru’s camps, and the
fields of grain waving in the lowlands beside lakeshore and basin, not much had
changed in the years since she’d first followed the falcon god to this country.
For her personally, of course, so much had changed.


Aya descended the ridge and headed for where her girls were
still digging. About halfway there she saw a glimpse of white nearly hidden by
the tall grass. She pushed the grass aside and discovered an ostrich nest,
littered with the remains of half a dozen thick shells. Aya knelt and gleefully
picked up all the pieces one by one, carefully placing them in her leather
pouch. Several shells were nearly intact; pecked open at only one end, they’d
serve admirably as water containers. The smaller bits could be turned into
beads for necklaces. When she was done Aya sat back on her haunches, satisfied.
Ostrich shells were very valuable. She’d be able to trade what she’d just found
for a considerable amount of foodstuffs of various kinds. She and her girls
should be able to live off these bits of shell for months. She remembered
making a similar find the day she’d first visited the lake country. She could
only conclude that the falcon god had led her to this spot today as well. It
was comforting to think he was still looking out for her.


By the time Aya returned to her girls their pouches were
full of ochre and they were thirstily drinking from the waterskins they’d
carried with them. Their fingers and forearms were coated with the red
substance, and their thighs and loincloths as well.


“See what I found!” Aya exclaimed.


They gathered around and she opened her pouch and showed
them the shells.


“Come with me. I want to show you something else,” Aya said.


She led the girls another half mile to the northeast. She
paused on the lip of a small but deep depression in the plain, overgrown with
grass. “This is where I found the talisman,” she told her daughters.


“The day the falcon god appeared to you?” Betrest asked.


Aya nodded. “He gave me this land. He’s watched over our
family ever since.” Aya put her arm around Ahaneith’s shoulders, drew her near.
“Someday I’ll pass the talisman to you,” she said. “You, in turn, will pass it
on to your firstborn. When you do, tell the story of its crashing to earth and
its finding by me. Tell her that the talisman was sent by the falcon god so
we’d know he is our family’s god. Tell her you were the second to bear this
talisman, and she’s the third. That way this talisman and its meaning will be
preserved by our family for all time. Through this telling and retelling we’ll
continue to honor the falcon god, and, perhaps, our names will be remembered,
and we’ll live forever.”


It was already dark when they reached camp. Aya unhappily
discovered Meru waiting beside her fire. She had a sinking feeling in her
stomach. The last time they’d been completely alone had been at the delta. He’d
promised her then she’d eventually be his, told her that Hannu had bargained
her away. No doubt he’d come to remind her of that agreement.


“Walk with me,” he said, in a voice that was an order, not a
request.


There was no putting Meru off. Aya set her girls to making
dinner, then joined him.


They walked in silence onto the peninsula, then crossed to
the lake side where there were no prying eyes, to the grove of trees that
overlooked an extensive patch of reeds. Aya couldn’t help trembling. Ever since
Kakhent’s death she’d known this day would come. She still hadn’t figured out
how she was going to prevent it. She was fairly certain about what Meru was
about to say, and probably do. Above her the stars cut a great wide brilliant
swath, arcing across the center of the heavens, a celestial river mirroring the
one she wandered beside for a few months each year. The moon was rising in the
east, so bright it was beginning to wash the stars in that part of the sky
away, its light dancing silver on the lake. The air was pungent with the scent
of water and mud. A warm wind sighed in the dom palms, rustled the patch of
reeds that stood in their shadow. Aya heard animals prowling, frogs croaking,
the occasional splash of a fish, the chittering of birds settling down to
sleep. She looked over her shoulder, glimpsed a dozen distant fires twinkling
in her camp, and another dozen, Meru’s, separated from hers by the basin.


Meru stopped at the edge of the beach, just beyond where the
water rhythmically lapped. “I’m going to approach your father in a day or so
about our joining right away,” he said without preliminary.


“I’m surprised you’ve waited so long,” Aya said without
enthusiasm.


“I thought you deserved a mourning period.”


“How generous of you.”


“There’s no sense waiting until the festival,” Meru
continued. “I’m sure Hannu will agree. He can’t wait to take Nofret to his bed,
after all. I’ve seen how he looks at her.”


Aya was certain Hannu would agree to Meru’s request, not
only because he’d get Nofret and immunize himself against Kakhent’s sons, but
because giving her to Meru would eliminate what little responsibility Hannu had
for her and her girls’ sustenance. Aya kicked at the sand with her foot. She
simply couldn’t become Meru’s woman. She thought back to her first joining.
She’d been terrified of Kakhent. She’d been a child, not knowing what to expect
from life with a man already old. But she dreaded life with Meru because she
knew far too well what to expect from him. If Kakhent had only lived a few
months more she would have been spared this indignity happening so soon. But he
hadn’t. Still, she had no intention of meekly submitting to Meru.


“We have to wait until the festival or we’ll offend the
fertility gods,” Aya pointed out.


Meru snorted. “Your gods, not mine. I don’t care. Hannu
doesn’t strike me as someone who’ll care either.”


“But I will!” Aya said.


“You’ll get over it.”


“If you try to force me to your hut at any point before the
festival, I swear by the gods that I’ll throw my support and that of the falcon
god to Paser, make him our patriarch,” Aya warned. Pitting Kakhent’s oldest son
against her father was the only possible way to block Meru. “He and his
brothers will push my father aside without hesitation. The agreement you made
with Hannu for me will no longer stand.”


“Go ahead,” Meru said. “Betray your father. I’m sure I can
come to the very same agreement for you with Paser that I did with Hannu.” Then
he seized Aya, took her in his arms. He was strong, his arms hard and muscled,
his chest broad. She knew it would be better for her if she acquiesced, but it
wasn’t in her nature to surrender without a fight. She kicked at Meru’s shins,
tried to jerk free. In response Meru tightened his grip, pulled her closer.
“Excellent!” he exclaimed, smiling broadly. “I prefer my women fiery. Though
our situation is much different now than it was the first time we were together.”


“You mean at the delta, when you pawed me and did things to
me against my will and predicted Kakhent’s death and that you’d have me for
your own? When he still lived and I still belonged to him?”


“I didn’t think it would be a scorpion,” Meru admitted.
“Your father assured me then that old age would soon do Kakhent in.”


“Kakhent was stronger than you gave him credit for.”


“Not strong enough to take me to task if he’d found out
about us,” Meru replied.


“There was no us,” Aya spat.


“Nonetheless, you were wise to heed my advice and not tell
him and risk suffering my wrath, as things have turned out.”


Aya recalled how Meru had threatened to punish Ahaneith, the
warning that had bought her silence. “You were so sweet and respectful that
night,” Aya said sarcastically. “What was there to tell?”


“Maybe I was out of line,” Meru admitted. “I remember how
you fought me, and with reason. I swear I went to the hilltop just to talk to
you, Aya. But once I saw we were alone I couldn’t control myself. You have that
effect on me. I wanted you more than I’d ever wanted anyone. I still do, now
more than ever.” He brushed the hair back from her face, traced her lips with a
finger. “I’ve never seen a woman as beautiful as you. When I’m with you nothing
else matters.” He bent his head, so that his breath was hot on her cheek. “And
blessedly, there’s no sense in you resisting me anymore.”


She turned her face away from him. “Except that I can’t
stand you!”


Meru laughed. “You’ll change your mind about me, in time.”


She was desperate to escape him. She grasped at straws.
“I’ll talk my father into refusing you!”


“You really think your father would go back on his agreement
with me? He wouldn’t dare. He’s a weakling. He’s counting on me to stave off
Paser.”


“We both know you’re going to lead your band away from the
lake once we’re joined,” Aya said. “The day you leave, Father’s fate will be
sealed. He hasn’t figured that out yet. He’s too dense to see what’s staring
him in the face. At least, he will be until I explain it to him. You think
he’ll keep his word then?”


Meru seized Aya by the hair, jerked her head backwards.


She cried out, as much in surprise as pain.


Meru forced her to look at him. “If you warn Hannu and he
goes back on our agreement I’ll unleash my people on yours,” he snarled.


“My band has a dozen men and boys old enough to fight. You
have eight. You won’t conquer us,” Aya said defiantly.


“We won’t have to,” Meru replied. “We can simply slay or
drive off your animals. We can destroy your fields. We can burn the contents of
your storage bins. You can’t possibly protect fields and beasts and your homes
all at the same time with a dozen men. Your people are vulnerable, Aya. You
have too much to protect to launch an attack on us. I have nothing to protect.
Face it, Aya – I can easily end your way of life. By the time I get done with
your people, they’ll have no choice but to become hunters and gatherers again.
Your precious farming and herding days will be over. And it will be your fault
– all because you refused to join with me. Are you prepared to live with that
knowledge the rest of your days?”


Hatred surged through Aya. She wanted to beat the smugness
out of Meru with her fists, to run screaming into the night, to escape the fate
she could not escape. Meru’s threat was serious and all too real. He could
destroy her people’s way of life, ruin everything they’d built up over the past
dozen years at the lake. Knowing she could have prevented it and hadn’t would
haunt her. But so would giving in to Meru. She wasn’t going to. She was going
to fight him with all her might until she could fight no longer. “You’re
right,” Aya said ambiguously, relaxing her body, desperately hoping Meru would
let down his guard.


He smiled, loosened his grip somewhat.


He’d made the mistake she hoped he would. Now Aya could move
her arms the slightest bit. In one quick motion she snatched the flint knife
tucked in the waistband of Meru’s loincloth and pressed the length of the blade
hard against his side.


“You wouldn’t dare!” Meru snarled.


A quick shallow slicing motion drew blood.


Meru released her, stepped back, held his palm over the
wound. “I thought you’d be eager to join with me!” he cried angrily. “You
haven’t had a real man for so long – if ever. Guess my first task once we’re
joined – after I punish you for what you just did – will be to awaken you from
your long sleep.”


“I’m two months pregnant with Kakhent’s child,” Aya said
with all the dignity she could muster, knife firmly in hand, pointed at his
belly. “I’ve hardly been asleep.”


The sharp intake of Meru’s breath told her she’d shocked
him.


“That old man? I didn’t give him enough credit!” Meru
exclaimed. “But no matter,” he said dismissively. “Our band can always use
another child. And this one will tie our two bands together. You can fight
against it all you want, Aya, but your father agreed to give you to me, and I’m
holding him to it.”


You can try. “If it’s a boy I’ll name him after his father,”
Aya announced. Though, if the dream sent to me by the falcon god comes true,
I’m destined to bear a fourth daughter.


“Call him whatever you want.” Meru shrugged. He reached into
a leather pouch attached to his loincloth with his free hand and pulled out an
object. “I brought you something.” He held up a strand of cowry shells. “I
collected them the last time I was at the seashore.”


Aya understood their significance. Cowry shells protected a
woman’s fertility. The reason Meru wanted her to have them was obvious.


“We’ll have many babies together,” he said. “Sons to hunt
with me. Half a dozen at least, enough – along with your girls and my sons – to
care for us in our old age. And many more times that grandchildren.”


“We won’t,” Aya retorted. “Keep your shells.”


Meru slipped them back into the pouch. “You’ll wear these
before long, Aya. Soon you’ll be a patriarch’s woman again. We’ll put these to
good use then. Count on it.”


 


 


***


 


 


Three days later Meru appeared at Hannu’s fire after the
evening meal. As usual, Aya’s girls had waited on their grandfather. He’d
summoned Aya to attend him as well, to discuss arrangements for the upcoming
festival.


“I need to speak with you, Patriarch,” Meru informed Hannu.


“Go back to our hut,” Aya told Takhat and her daughters. She
had a sudden ache in the pit of her stomach. Meru could have come to see her father
for only one reason. She knew the next few moments were critical to her future.
Meru expected that he and Hannu would seal her fate tonight. Somehow she had to
prevent or at least delay it. She wasn’t about to let these men force her into
the next and likely final stage of her life, and have it not be one of her
choosing.


Takhat looked at Aya quizzically, set the bowl she was
holding in her hands on the ground, herded Ahaneith and Betrest and Pageti
away.


Aya fetched a stool for Meru from beside Hannu’s hut and
placed it facing her father. Meru sat. Aya remained standing, halfway between
the two men.


“I’ll get to the point,” Meru said. “I want you to join Aya
to me right away, not wait for the inundation festival. In return I’ll send
Nofret to you tonight.”


Hannu smiled, drained the last of his beer, tossed his cup
aside. It rolled a little way in the dirt. “I’ve been expecting you to ask,” he
said.


“We did agree to the exchange months ago.”


Now was the time to disrupt the transaction. “It’s an
unequal exchange, Father,” Aya charged.


Both men stared at her, surprised she’d interject herself
into their discussion.


“Nofret’s a child of thirteen,” Aya said dismissively. “In
no way does she compare to me. I’m far more than just the woman of a dead
patriarch. I’m the band’s healer. I direct the work of our band’s women. I
ration our stored grain. I control all aspects of raising our emmer and
barley.” She touched the talisman around her neck. “Above all, I’m the falcon
god’s chosen one. I’m not someone you should give away so lightly.”


“Lightly? I’ve supported your father against Kakhent’s
sons,” Meru told Aya angrily. “He’s patriarch because of me!”


“Your support is irrelevant,” Aya retorted. “You’re not a
member of our band. As long as Father has my backing, Paser won’t move
against him. Unlike you, Paser and his brothers fear the falcon god – the god I
speak for.”


“This is nonsense!” Meru cried. He turned to Hannu. “You
couldn’t wait to get rid of Aya months ago, and you still can’t. I’ve seen how
she’s struggled to support her girls ever since Kakhent’s death. She’s feeding
and clothing them without any help from you. You can’t now claim she’s valuable
to you.”


“How I deal with my daughter is between her and me,” Hannu
sniffed.


Meru picked a twig from the dirt at his feet, tossed it into
the fire, raised his eyes to Hannu’s. “I wonder if Paser would set aside his
so–called fear of your gods for the chance to be a patriarch.”


Hannu bristled. “Are you threatening to align yourself with
Paser against me?” Veins were suddenly standing out on his neck.


“Why not, if he’ll make the same deal with me that you’re
apparently backing away from? Based on what I’ve heard, Paser wants to be a
patriarch very badly,” Meru replied. “He feels you cheated him out of his
legacy. I’m sure his three brothers would support him against you if he asked.”


“It’s too late for that now,” Hannu snapped. “I’m firmly in
charge of my band. My brother will support me against Kakhent’s sons. And I
control Aya. As she said, that gives me the backing of the falcon god.”


“Stop this ridiculous posturing,” Meru said, shaking his
head. “You gave Aya away once, in order to succeed Kakhent. You’ve already
promised to give her to me for the same reason. Tonight you want even more. I
get it. You’re greedy and grasping and untrustworthy. So stop wasting my time.
Name your new price.”


Hannu pondered for a moment, then laughed. His eyes
narrowed. “Acknowledge me as your patriarch, Meru. Merge your band with mine.
I’ll give you Aya right now.”


Aya gasped. She knew her father was greedy, but she hadn’t
known how greedy. Or how clueless. She knew what Meru would answer even before
he spoke.


“I will not,” Meru said, his voice clipped. “We both know
you’re the lesser man. My people will never follow you. Yours barely do.”


Aya was certain that Meru wouldn’t be throwing fuel on the
fire if he feared Hannu in any way.


Hannu was infuriated. “You have my answer then – no!” he
practically screamed. “You can’t have Aya at all! I’ll give her to Hunefer
instead! She was all too willing to let him paw her when she was still a girl.”


Aya was appalled. She blushed deeply. Let Hunefer paw
her? Nothing was farther from the truth.


“You argue that Aya is valuable to your people,” Meru said
calmly, now that he’d successfully provoked Hannu and gained the upper hand.
“If that’s true you’ll never let Hunefer have her – that would give you no
personal advantage. But give Aya to me and I’ll promise to remain at the lake
permanently, back you against Paser for as long as you live. I won’t bow down
to you, but you can have access to Aya any time you want. She can keep doing
for you what she does now.”


Aya was shocked that Meru would promise so much. In essence,
she could continue to lead her current life. He must want her very much indeed.
She feared her father would weaken, give in.


“You’ll stay at the lake, become a farmer?” Hannu queried,
surprise in his voice.


“Of course not. I’ll live as my people always have, by
hunting and gathering. That’s always been my plan. Kakhent and I agreed before
his death that he’d supply my people with grain in exchange for meat if I
settled here.”


“I know of no such agreement,” Hannu replied haughtily.


You weren’t paying attention, then, Aya thought. You were there
– the night Meru slew the lion. Or are you feigning ignorance for some reason?


“Aya heard Kakhent and me make it. Ask her,” Meru insisted
testily. He didn’t appreciate his word being questioned by a man who hadn’t
kept his.


“For all I know, you’ve already taken Aya as your lover,”
Hannu said dismissively. “I assume she’ll say whatever you tell her to. How can
I trust anything she says?”


Aya felt her face flush, as much from anger as
embarrassment. But she dared not contradict Hannu, get in an argument with him.
Meru would certainly take the opportunity to boast about what he’d already done
to her on multiple occasions. Being taken by Meru against her will was a far
cry from being his lover. But she knew her father would not make the
distinction.


Meru leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees,
staring at Hannu intently. His color was rising too. Aya saw he was fighting to
control his anger. “Give me Aya. Tonight.”


Hannu crossed his arms across his chest. “Like I said,
acknowledge me as your patriarch and you can have her.”


“I’ve told you I won’t. We’re at an impasse.”


Hannu rose. “Tell you what – I’ll give you until the
inundation festival to see reason and change your mind. Agree to bow to me then
and you can have Aya. Otherwise, take your band back to the East. I won’t allow
any joinings at all.”


Meru rose as well. “I will have Aya – one way or another,”
he said, his voice eerily calm. With that he spun on his heel and stalked off
towards his own camp.


Hannu immediately disappeared inside his hut.


Aya stood beside the fire, alone, rooted to the spot. She
could hardly believe what had just happened. Days ago, on the peninsula, she’d
vowed to keep from becoming Meru’s woman. Now, for the moment at least, it
appeared that she wouldn’t. It appeared none of her people would have to join
with Meru’s either. She marveled at the sudden development of a backbone by her
father. She’d never seen him stand up to anyone the way he had tonight. Maybe
becoming patriarch had changed him. Or maybe his greed was blinding him to
reality. Meru was a dangerous man, and Hannu was treating him as if he wasn’t.
Aya assumed he’d pay a price for that before long. At any rate, Aya was free,
at least as long as neither Hannu nor Meru gave in to the other. She scarcely
dared revel in that possibility. Hannu was weak and vulnerable, despite his
resistance just now, and Meru was strong. She couldn’t imagine that Meru would
let her father deny him what he claimed to want most in the world – her. But
for now she chose to believe he would.


 


 


***


 


 


Two weeks after Hannu rejected Meru’s request, Aya and Iuput
strolled towards the western end of the peninsula and an extensive patch of
reeds that lined its southern side. Aya had tucked a sharp flint knife into a
leather sheath attached to her loincloth. She carried a few supplies and some
bread and fruit and smoked fish for the midday meal in a leather pouch slung
over a shoulder. 


Aya was going to spend the day making reed baskets and Iuput
was going to help her harvest reeds for that purpose. Every extra basket in
camp had been called into service at the end of the latest harvest to store the
bounty, and so Aya was going to construct enough to carry her band’s supplies
when next they journeyed to the river after the planting. Assuming, of course,
that she was still part of Hannu’s band and not joined to Meru then.


Meru had not visited Hannu’s camp nor spoken to Aya since
the confrontation with her father. In the immediate aftermath of the meeting,
and the days that followed, Meru had laid low. That concerned Aya far more than
if he’d been openly working against Hannu. She couldn’t imagine he’d given her
up so easily. Hannu was extremely nervous, never leaving the camp on the ridge
unaccompanied, constantly looking over his shoulder, certain that Meru would
act against him. Perhaps, Aya thought, driving Hannu crazy through
uncertainty is Meru’s plan.


Then, a week ago, Aya had spotted Qen, from a distance, in
earnest conversation with Paser. She’d seen them together several times since
in the most unusual places, where they were unlikely to be observed. The two
had no good reason to be talking to each other; it was clear to Aya that Qen
was conspiring with Paser on Meru’s behalf. Without any doubt, the two were
planning the best way to remove Hannu as patriarch and replace him with Paser.
Paser, of course, would give Aya to Meru without a second thought to thank him
for his assistance. Knowing how much Meru and Qen despised each other, that Qen
was working on Meru’s behalf was significant. Meru had no doubt had to promise
his half–brother something of great value for Qen to agree to act as his
ambassador. Aya concluded that Qen’s reward would be Ahaneith. Qen needed a
woman, and Ahaneith, as Kakhent’s oldest daughter, was the logical choice. So,
as a result of Qen and Paser’s conspiracy, Aya would become Meru’s woman. As
far as Aya was concerned, Qen was going to be directly responsible for taking
away her freedom. However much she’d despised him before, it wasn’t even close
to the hatred she felt for him now.


What convinced Aya she was correct about Meru’s plot was the
fact that since the night of his confrontation with Hannu there’d been no talk
of the rest of the joinings not taking place. Fortunately, only Meru and Aya
and Hannu knew of the demand Hannu had made that night, and Meru’s refusal.
Because of that, neither Hannu nor Meru had had to make any public
pronouncements before their respective bands to save face. Aya assumed Meru had
purposefully kept quiet about what had happened so that Hannu wouldn’t feel
he’d been backed into a corner. Her father was too proud and stubborn to
publicly change his mind, and Meru knew that, for he had the same trait. As for
Hannu, he continued to insist, when he discussed the situation with Aya, that Meru
would eventually accept his terms and all the other joinings would take place
as scheduled. Aya thought it far more likely that Hannu would eventually give
in to Meru, in light of the plot he knew nothing about yet, and agree to join
her to the other patriarch. If Hannu didn’t change his mind, all Meru had to do
was execute his alliance with Paser, making Hannu irrelevant. By this point,
Aya reflected, it was probably too late for Hannu to retain his position as
patriarch anyway. Now that Paser had embarked on the road to removing his
cousin there was no reason for him to stop.


Aya spotted Qen in the shade of dom palms on a slight rise
overlooking the reed patch that was her destination about the time he looked up
and spotted her and Iuput. Qen’s two youngest nieces and three nephews were
clustered around him.


“Let’s go somewhere else,” Aya whispered to Iuput. She had
no desire to be anywhere near Qen. His deception and the conspiracy he was
engaged in turned her stomach. She hadn’t talked with him at all since
Kakhent’s burial because he’d no longer had any reason to visit her camp. That
had been fine with her. Her daughters missed him, but that couldn’t be helped.


“Nonsense,” Iuput admonished. “This is the best patch of
reeds on the lake, and the closest to our camp. It’s plenty big for all of us.”


Then Aya spotted Hemetre emerging from the water onto the
wide sandy beach with an armload of reeds and she understood why her brother
had decided this was a good day to help her.


Reluctantly, Aya followed Iuput towards Qen. It was cool
beneath the palms, the ground fairly flat, covered with grass and fallen palm
fronds. The foliage swayed high up, the fronds clacking lightly in the gentle
morning breeze. Shadows cast by the trees, some standing straight, some leaning,
were interlaced with sunlit patches.


Iuput called a greeting. Hemetre responded gaily, joining
him beneath the palms, laying her freshly–cut reeds in a pile near Qen. The
nieces immediately began sorting them and adding them to smaller piles based on
their size. Hemetre’s wet loincloth was plastered to her dripping legs and her
wet skin glistened. She was, Aya thought, a most attractive girl. Meanwhile,
Qen was continuing to tie some of the reeds Hemetre had harvested earlier into
a bundle as thick around as his arm, securing its ends and middle with ropes
made of twisted grass, assisted by his nephews. Aya noted dozens of similar
bundles piled near Qen in the shade, some as much as eight feet long.


“Your boat seems to be coming along nicely,” Iuput told Qen.


Qen set down the bundle he was working on and rolled his
shoulders and stretched. “We’ve been at it since yesterday morning. My nieces
have been harvesting reeds. I’ve been teaching my nephews how to assemble them into
a vessel. Hemetre insisted on helping today.” He glanced knowingly at Iuput.
“Once my boat’s done, the men in my band will be able to fish in the deep
water. I’m next to useless hunting, but I’m my band’s best boat builder. Though
I’ve never made one so large before.”


“Aya’s making baskets,” Iuput volunteered. “I’m here to cut
reeds for her.”


Aya did not acknowledge Qen She set her pouch down some
distance from him and headed towards the shore. The beach sand was hot on her
bare feet and so she crossed it quickly with mincing steps to the cooling
water, wading out to where it was knee deep. The reeds to her left were tall,
reaching well over her head. Aya noted that Hemetre had cut quite an
indentation into one end of the patch. Those stalks remaining swayed in the
breeze. Birds clung to some of the shafts, their songs and trilling drifting
over the water. The lake beyond the reeds shimmered, too bright to look at. Aya
studied the reeds closely, took hold of several, felt them between her fingers.
They were thick, supple, green. They’d work nicely for the baskets she planned
to create. Hannu had assigned her the task because she was the band’s best
basket maker, and had been from a young age. She waded deeper into the water,
stopping when it was thigh–high, leaving her close enough to the beach that she
could toss reeds easily onto the sand. Her linen loincloth, soaked, clung to
her. She seized her knife and began to cut the nearest reed just below the
waterline.


Iuput seemed in no hurry to begin helping her. He sat down
next to Qen, in the shade. Hemetre sat cross–legged beside him. “How many more
reeds will you need?” Iuput asked, indicating the already–assembled bundles.


“A day’s worth of cutting, at least,” Qen replied. He too
seemed inclined to take a rest. “Tell me, Iuput – what’s the fishing like here
on the lake?”


“Clariid catfish, tilapia and cyprinid dwell in the shallows
among the submerged plants that line the long sandy beaches,” Iuput said.
“Bagrid catfish, synodontis catfish, and perch dwell in the deep water. Catfish
have more flesh and are more nutritious than perch, though neither matches
crocodile. But they’re obviously much less dangerous to catch. Anyway, fish in
the deep water can be huge, based on the few I’ve seen washed up on shore over
the years. We never go after them, since we don’t make vessels like yours; we
only fish in the shallows, where we can wade, or in the marshes where fish are
trapped.”


“You fish year–round?”


“There are two primary seasons. The first is at the start of
the inundation, when the lake level starts to rise. Catfish rush to the
shallows to spawn in great numbers, and stay for a month or so until the
floodwater starts to recede. We wade a few feet out from the shore and catch
them by hand or spear them with bidents – even the women and children help.
When the water recedes, many of the hatchlings remain behind, trapped in pools
in the marshes and in the basins and in the low–lying areas along the shore.
They’re easy prey then too.”


“The fishing sounds almost too easy.”


“It is,” Iuput concurred. “In the second season as well.
That starts when the lake falls to its lowest level, just before the
inundation. Once again, catfish come in to shore to feed on smaller fish that
spawn at that time.” He glanced at the lake. “Tell me – how do your people
catch fish on the river? Bidents?” 


“Sometimes,” Qen replied. “But usually we make a net and
attach its top edge to short lengths of wood that act as floats. We weight the
bottom edge with heavy drilled stones. We man two rafts and pole them side by
side upriver the net’s length apart from each other – a couple of men on each
vessel hold the net’s ends. Once the net is full, we move the rafts next to
each other and dump the fish on board.”


“Do you think that would work on the lake, in the deep
water?” Iuput asked.


“It would,” Qen replied. “All we’d need for the second
vessel is a raft big enough to hold a man or two, to drag the other end of a
net. The fish could all be dumped on the boat I’m constructing.”


“Why don’t we do that?” Iuput suggested. “You and I could
fish together and divide the catch.”


“Makes sense to me. I can get my nephews to act as crew.”


“And I can round up a few men,” Iuput said.


Suspicion reared its head. Aya couldn’t help inserting
herself into the conversation from the water. “Careful! Qen’s trying to take
advantage of us, Brother,” she called to Iuput.


“You divide the catch, Aya,” Qen snapped. “I’m sure you’ll
make it fair.”


She saw that for the first time ever she’d made him angry.
Good. He’d thrown away what little respect she’d once had for him after she’d
caught him conspiring with Paser on Meru’s behalf.


“Sorry about Aya,” Iuput said, rolling his eyes.


“She’s just looking out for your people,” Qen said. His
anger had seemingly passed as quickly as it had come. “I’d probably say the
same in her position.”


“Yet you didn’t,” Iuput reminded him. “And, after all, it
was my idea to share the catch, not yours.” He stared at Aya.


She glared back, angry that he’d taken the barbarian’s part.


Iuput turned away from Aya. “Your boat will be like the
model you made for Pageti and Betrest?”


“Yes. Only far bigger, of course.” Qen smiled. “You create
elegant and beautiful arrowheads. I create elegant and beautiful boats.”


“And each teaches the other,” Iuput said. “You’ll let me
help with the two boats?”


“Of course.”


“Time to cut reeds then.” Iuput got to his feet and walked
to the beach and hurried across the sand and waded into the water.


Hemetre followed and waded in after him.


Aya was surprised to hear talk about beauty from Qen. From
what she’d seen of the barbarians’ huts and baskets and hide containers and
rough pottery, utility was what his band prized. First the arrowheads, now the
boat… maybe Iuput had been right. Maybe Qen really wasn’t as focused on
practicality as the rest of his people. Maybe he was a bit different. Or maybe
it was an act, designed to lower her and Iuput’s defenses. After all, Qen was
working with Meru to take away her freedom, after claiming for months that Meru
was his enemy. She sighed, deeply frustrated. Every time Qen seemed to do
something positive, he soon did something equally negative. Aya had become
conditioned to expect the worst from him.


They all worked steadily throughout the morning. Iuput and
Hemetre plunged into the middle of the patch where the tallest, thickest reeds
grew, out of Aya’s sight. Occasionally a peal of laughter rose from their
direction. Every so often they emerged to toss armloads of reeds onto shore,
then disappeared again. Each time they did Qen’s nieces hurried to the beach
and dragged the reeds to where he was working. Aya remained at the patch’s
fringe, harvesting the newer, smaller growth. She’d long ago given up on Iuput
helping her. The day was glorious. Occasionally she broke into song, her voice
high and sweet. She never worked without singing. Even Qen’s presence wasn’t
enough to dampen her spirit. From time to time, as she tossed reeds onto her
pile, Aya glanced at Qen. He had finished making his small bundles and was now
assembling them into larger components, securing them together with thicker
ropes of woven grass with his nephews’ assistance. It appeared the flat part of
his boat would be more than twenty feet long – even longer when the ends were
added. She’d never seen any object that large. She wondered if it would really
float.


The day grew hot. Occasionally Aya plunged beneath the
lake’s surface to cool off, rose, floated on her back for awhile, then stood,
tipped her head back and let the water cascade musically from her hair. She
loved being immersed in water, especially at the lake. Whenever she wanted to
think she sought it. Except for when Ta–she was roiled by an occasional storm
or high wind it was calm and peaceful, a place of contentment. It was so different
from the river, she reflected, passive, changing little from season to season.
The river, on the other hand, was powerful, a mighty channel that flowed all
the way to the sea, wide and deep and strong. It had so many moods – slow and
sweet in the months just before the harvest, turbid and sour and low in the
summer, high and quickly flowing at summer’s end when it buried the entire
valley under a blanket of mud and swept away anything man–made standing in its
path. The river was life – in a valley untouched by rain it supplied water for
drinking and cooking and bathing, provided fish and waterfowl and larger water
animals and land animals who came to drink of it to fill her band’s bellies. It
was a highway, a road to both north and south. Aya spent much time on the river
in the months her band wandered the valley, swimming, spearing small fish near
the banks. But she was never as happy there as she was at her beloved lake.


After several hours Aya judged she had enough reeds. She
waded from the water, hauled several dozen armloads of reeds to a spot under
the palms some distance from where Qen and his helpers sat. Her linen loincloth
was opaque against her thighs. She wrung it out as best she could, then sat
down in the grass below a slightly–leaning dom palm, her legs soaked. It was
much cooler in the shade than it had been in the water. Aya first sorted her
reeds, setting those of lighter color to one side. She’d use them to weave
designs into the baskets. Then she set to work, first twisting and tying the
remaining reeds into long coils, then using the coils to build the first basket
from the bottom up. Most of the women in her band, including her daughters,
could make reed baskets, but none were as elegant and beautiful as hers. And
she alone had the skill to make ones massive enough to line the insides of the
grain storage bins on the crest of the ridge. Today Aya worked quickly and
surely; she’d been making baskets since she was three years old and could
practically assemble them in her sleep. Occasionally she wove in the
lighter–colored reeds, creating straight and wavy bands that circled the
basket. She reflected that she was a bit like her brother and Qen in that
regard at least – even though the basket would be utilitarian was no reason
that it couldn’t be beautiful. She saw that Qen’s nieces were watching her with
interest from afar and she motioned them over. Since they’d likely be coming to
live in her camp when their mother, Semat, was joined with someone in her band,
she might as well expose them to a skill they’d have to learn once they resided
permanently with her people.


When the sun was directly overhead Hemetre and Iuput waded
ashore together. Iuput called to Aya that it was time for them to eat. Qen’s
nieces scurried back to him. Iuput settled beside Aya in the shade under her
palm tree. She spread out bread and dates and fish and poured beer from a small
earthenware container. Not far away, Hemetre did the same for Qen and her young
brothers and sisters. That done, she joined Iuput, carrying her own platter of
food, sitting cross–legged between him and Aya.


As they ate Iuput and Hemetre kept up a non–stop
conversation, occasionally bending close and whispering to each other, arms and
legs touching. Aya ate in silence, studiously avoiding staring at them. She
envied Iuput and Hemetre, that they were so obviously in love. That was a cup
from which she never had and never would drink – she’d no more than cared for
Kakhent, and actually despised Meru. She wondered what she’d done to anger the
gods, that they’d never sent her a man to love and cherish, one who
reciprocated what she felt. Her dream had shown her such a relationship, but
that had been a long time ago and she was starting to believe she’d imagined
it. Anyway, too late for that now, with her likely joining to Meru approaching.
Because of Qen and Paser, that seemed inevitable again. Occasional peals of
laughter sounded from where Qen was eating; apparently he was telling his
nieces and nephews stories. It was obvious to Aya that they at least loved Qen,
unlike the rest of his band. He clearly doted on them and they on him, just as
her two youngest daughters did. She supposed they were a comfort to him. She
wondered if he’d have as much time for them once he was joined to Ahaneith. She
shivered involuntarily. The thought of Qen taking her daughter to his hut was
unbearable.


Aya was nearly finished eating when the wind suddenly began
to blow hard from the south, drowning out almost all other sound, coloring the
sky with dust enough to dim the sunlight, bending the grasses on the flats
nearly horizontal, roiling the lake, making the palms and reeds sway. A few
fronds fluttered to the ground around them; the rest began clacking together
loudly. High white clouds appeared, racing across the sky. Moments later waves
started crashing onto the beach.


“Windstorm,” Iuput announced, eyeing the whitecaps. “There
won’t be any more reed cutting today.”


He and Qen and the children hurriedly dragged the bundles
and loose reeds to a higher section of the peninsula so they wouldn’t be swept
away by waves. As they did Aya moved her baskets to safety, weighing them down
with fistfuls of sand so they wouldn’t blow away, then packed what was left of
her and Iuput’s meals into a leather pouch. When Aya finished she saw that she
and Qen were alone on the peninsula. Hemetre and Iuput and the children had all
disappeared.


“I should get back to work,” Qen announced, eyeing his
bundles of reeds, speaking loud enough to be heard over the wind.


“Me too,” Aya agreed.


Qen scanned the lake. “These waves are nothing compared to
those at the sea.”


She thought he was trying to make polite conversation.
“You’ve gone often?” she asked. She wasn’t about to be ruder than the
barbarian.


“Every year since I was born,” Qen replied. “Though I
suppose I won’t anymore, since my people are going to settle here.”


For the first time Aya wondered if Meru’s people felt as
strongly about the river and eastern savannah and sea as she did about the
lake. Would it be as hard for their girls to adjust to her band’s lifestyle as
it would be for her daughter and sister and herself to adjust to theirs?
“What’s the sea like?” she asked. She moved close to him so neither of them
would have to shout.


“Much like this great lake, only unimaginably vast,” Qen
answered, his voice taking on a dream–like quality. “Sometimes its green,
sometimes blue, sometimes turquoise, sometimes a combination of colors.
Sometimes its impossible to tell where the sky stops and the sea begins. You
can see forever, Aya, all the way to the horizon. It’s so unlike the river,
with the plateaus hemming it in and vision so restricted. There are clouds –
magnificent clouds – billowing white, towering high in the sky, golden at dawn,
taking on the colors of sunset at night. When it storms you can see rain
slanting gray miles away. The sea is edged with white sand – blisteringly hot
by day, too bright to even look at. Every morning its littered with shells
tossed ashore during the night, in many different shapes, brilliantly colored,
beautiful. White birds wheel overhead, crying incessantly. There’s salt in the
air – you taste it on your lips when you swim, collect it in your hair and on
your skin just walking next to the water. The waves are powerful, strong enough
to knock you over, rhythmically and noisily crashing onto shore.”


“I wish I could see it,” Aya said fervently.


“I like it best at night,” Qen said. “I usually sit in a
grove of trees at the edge of a long wide sandy beach. The pounding of the surf
drowns out all other sounds. I feel like I’m alone in the world. When the
moon’s full the sea shimmers silver. Long lines of white waves break on the
shore, again and again, relentless, no doubt as they have since the beginning
of time. That sound lulls you to sleep at night. It’s comforting.”


“Have you ever taken a boat out on the sea?” Aya asked.


Qen shook his head. “Frankly, I’ve imagined it. I’ve dreamed
of setting out from land and drifting with the current, just to see where I’d
end up. But there are no reeds to build a vessel with where we camp. And no one
to be my crew. No one in my band shares my sense of adventure.”


“Your boat will be beautiful,” Aya felt compelled to admit.


“It would be better if it was plain, and I built it faster,”
Qen confided.


“Oh?”


“The chief way I provide for my sister and nieces and
nephews whenever we’re near water is by using a boat to carry those who want to
fish in exchange for meat.”


“And the faster you construct your boat the faster you can
launch, and the better your family will eat?”


Qen nodded. “But still, I can’t keep myself from taking a
little extra time to add beauty to functionality. Otherwise, it feels like
something’s missing, like my boats are substandard.”


“I understand,” Aya said. She shared his feeling. “It’s
almost like… if they’re not beautiful, the gods won’t notice.”


“Exactly!” Qen exclaimed. “Your baskets are very beautiful
too, Aya,” he said, indicating one of the dozen she’d already completed. “Such
wonderful patterns. The gods surely approve. The ones our women make are plain
and not very sturdy, I’m afraid.”


“I make them better than anyone,” Aya told him proudly. “And
pottery. And linen.”


“That’s the material your loincloth is made of?” Qen asked.


“It starts as flax,” Aya said. She pointed to a nearby patch
of tall grass topped with blue flowers, just now blown nearly flat by the wind.
“I’ll harvest some of the youngest plants very soon. I won’t cut them – I’ll
pull them out by the roots. Then I’ll soak them for several days to loosen
their hard outer layers, let them dry in the sun, then beat them to shreds.
After that I’ll tear the tops off the stem by holding a large wooden comb on
the ground with one foot while pulling bundles of flax through the teeth with
both hands. The fibers are thin this early in the growing season. I’ll use them
to make fine thread.”


“How do you do that?”


Aya made a few marks in the dirt with a finger. “This is a
spindle, a short thin wooden rod with a disc–shaped weight, called a whorl, on
its top.” She made a few more marks. “My whorl is made of clay. I attach the
top ends of several fibers to indentations in the whorl. I pull the bottom ends
through an eyelet in a spinning bowl set on the ground. That keeps the fibers
taut. As I rotate the spindle, the fibers twirl together into thread. Once I’ve
made my thread, I spin multiple strands together to create a single strand of
yarn. Then I weave my strands of yarn to create a large rectangle of linen. I
cut and sew that into clothing.”


“What about the rest of the flax?”


“I harvest it later. The longer it grows, the thicker and
tougher its fibers become, suitable for making rope.”


“You enjoy making linen, don’t you,” Qen said. “I can hear
it in your voice.”


“I do.”


“It’s a shame Meru won’t let you anymore, after the two of
you are joined,” Qen said matter–of–factly.


Aya tensed. For all practical purposes, Qen had just
confessed to conspiring with Paser to replace her father as patriarch. He’d
confirmed her belief that Paser would give her to Meru in return for his
support. Her worst fears were going to be realized.


“Meru believes a woman’s role is to keep him fed and make
babies,” Qen continued. “His sons have the same expectations. So do my
half–brothers and their sons. All the things you take pride in doing? Meru and
the rest consider them frivolous and unnecessary.”


“You too, Qen?” Aya probed. “Is the life you describe the
one Ahaneith has to look forward to?”


“I’m afraid so. Menna’s just like his father.”


“I’m not talking about Menna. I’m talking about you,” Aya
snapped.


“What say do I have in Ahaneith’s future?” Qen asked,
confused.


“She’s going to be your reward for helping Paser and Meru
overthrow my father as patriarch, isn’t she?”


“Overthrow your father? Where did you get that idea?
Ahaneith is promised to Menna,” Qen protested.


“Maybe once, but not now. Admit it! I know the truth!” Aya
snarled. “My daughter deserves better than a liar.” She shook her head. “At
least you didn’t deny you’re been skulking around with Paser.”


“If I’d been skulking with anyone, you wouldn’t have seen
us,” Qen answered calmly.


Aya laughed. “You’re right! I just realized that being seen
openly with Paser is part of your plan, and it’s brilliant! You’ve been telling
everyone since the day our bands met that Meru has no use for you, that the two
of you hate each other. We’re all convinced of that now. But it isn’t true.
You’re working closely with Meru. But because of the illusion you’ve created,
my father will never suspect you of being the go–between for Meru and Paser.”


“Go–between for what?” Qen asked.


“Please,” Aya said, shaking her head. “Don’t pretend to be
ignorant. You’ve just told me what my life will be like after Meru and I are
joined. I’m sure Meru’s told you my father turned him down when he asked for me
because Meru wouldn’t pledge him fealty. So the only way I’ll be joined to Meru
is if Paser replaces my father as patriarch of my band. You’re obviously
helping Meru and Paser get what each of them wants, and in turn they’ll give
you what you want.”


“Your daughter. I see.”


Aya’s eyes flashed. All of the uncertainty that had been
pressing upon her these past months, all of her suspicions of Qen, her dislike
of him, her mistrust of him, suddenly overwhelmed her. Once she’d thought him
amenable to her lifestyle. Once she’d considered him a possible ally to
convince Meru to live as her people did. But she realized now he was a lost
cause. He was actively working to take her freedom away. And he wasn’t man
enough to admit he was doing it, or how he would be rewarded. Might as well
confront him. Might as well get some things off her chest. Her words rushed out
in a torrent. “You never really wanted to come to this lake in the first place.
You were just protecting yourself, getting me to suggest it. Then you lied to
Kakhent about wanting to live as we live. And now you’re going to ruin my
daughter’s life.”


“I don’t have to justify my actions to you,” Qen said, his
voice clipped.


“You’re such a coward,” Aya said disgustedly.


“What is it you want from me, Aya?” Qen asked sharply.


“Stop helping Meru.”


“Why?”


“Are you so dense you can’t figure it out?”


“I want to hear you say it.”


Aya was angry now. There was no reason not to be blunt. She
didn’t have to be circumspect with Qen, as she did with Meru. There were no
consequences to being forthright with Qen, for he was nothing. “As long as my
father remains patriarch of my band, I won’t have to join with any man. He
backed out of his agreement with Meru. So I’ll be able to live the rest of my
life as I choose – free. And Father will probably not join my daughter and
sister to Menna and Khay either. His pride won’t let him give them away to
Meru. They won’t have to give up everything they love doing, give up our gods.
They won’t have to be miserable for the rest of their lives.”


“Look, Aya, I know you believe the worst of me,” Qen said.
“I’ve told you to. And I’ve done nothing to convince you otherwise. But you
have to believe me – I don’t know anything about an agreement between Hannu and
Meru or a plot between Meru and Paser.”


“Then why have you and Paser been talking so often these
past weeks?”


“Paser’s son Intef is interested in my niece, Khenut,” Qen
replied. “Actually, interest isn’t a strong enough word. They’re desperately in
love. We’ve been trying to figure out a way to convince our patriarchs to join
the two of them at the inundation festival. As you’re well aware, making a
suggestion to Hannu or Meru is a delicate proposition. Hannu mistrusts Paser,
and Meru in fact has no use for me. Meru’s likely to do the exact opposite of
anything I suggest, out of spite. Neither Paser nor I want Intef and Khenut to
end up with other partners because of something we say or do to irritate our
patriarchs.”


Aya had to admit that Qen’s words had the ring of truth.
Hannu and Meru were particularly contrary individuals. “So Ahaneith really
hasn’t been promised to you?”


“I told you before – I’d never be with a woman who didn’t
love me. And I’m twenty years older than your daughter. I’m not a monster.”


An even greater age difference hadn’t stopped Kakhent from
joining with me. “If I’m wrong about what you’ve been doing, I apologize,” Aya
said.


“Tell me about your father refusing you to Meru,” Qen said.
“Meru doesn’t confide in me. He truly does hate me. What happened?”


“The price my father set for having me is Meru acknowledging
Hannu as his patriarch.”


Qen let out a low whistle. “Which Meru will never do. Thus,
your assumption that he’ll try to replace Hannu with Paser, and that Paser will
then give you to Meru to reward him for his assistance.”


“Yes.”


“Given that, seeing me with Paser so often, in your place
I’d think the worst and hate me too.” Qen shook his head. “This isn’t the first
time you’ve misinterpreted my actions, Aya, without giving me a chance to
explain. On top of this so–called conspiracy, you’ve also accused me of not
wanting to come to the lake in the first place. I did want to, and not so I
could protect myself from Meru’s wrath, as you claim.”


“But you and Meru were at each other’s throats when our
bands first met.”


“My father died when I was on my mission to the valley, Aya.
I was his oldest son. He’d groomed me my whole life to succeed him. Tradition
called for me to succeed him. But Meru seized the patriarchy in my absence. He
took what was mine.”


The reason for the mutual hatred between Meru and Qen was
now crystal clear. “You truly expected to be patriarch?” Aya queried. “Your
people would never have accepted you in that role, even if you’d been present
when your father died,” she scoffed.


“You don’t know that.”


“I do. And so do you, Qen, deep down. Admit it. It’s because
of your leg. What band of hunters and gathers would accept as leader a man who
can’t hunt? You know I’m right. Otherwise you would have challenged Meru as
soon as you found out about your father.”


“And risk fracturing my band at the very moment we found
yours, a band with women for our men to join with, the thing my father wanted
most when he sent Menna and me to the valley?” Qen protested. “I’m no fool,
Aya. The survival of my band is more important to me than my pride or position.
I wasn’t about to alienate Hannu and deprive my band’s children of the chance
to join with yours that first day. And you’re right – by then no one in my band
would have supported me against Meru. The moment Hannu and Meru discussed the
possibility of exchanging women my fate was sealed. Meru had your women to dole
out to his nephews in order to reward his brothers for their support. I had
only tradition on my side.”


“Tradition that the oldest son succeeds the father as
patriarch.”


Qen nodded. “Meru broke our most fundamental law when he
pushed me aside.” Qen looked deep into Aya’s eyes. “That law–breaking and
Meru’s patriarchy were made possible by the scorpion that killed my father.
Just as Meru’s joining to you has been made possible by the scorpion that
killed Kakhent.”


Aya was shocked. It took her a moment to process what Qen
had just said. “You honestly think such an awful coincidence is proof that Meru
murdered both your father and Kakhent?” She was appalled. “Based on what?
Scorpions kill people all the time.”


“Yet the reason that Meru is positioned to join with you in
a few days is because Kakhent died before the inundation festival,” Qen
replied. “Meru would have had to wait for who knows how long if Kakhent was
still alive. Is it coincidence that my father died when Meru knew I was going
to be gone for a month and wouldn’t be around to keep him from seizing my
band’s patriarchy? The timing in both cases seems awfully convenient.”


Qen’s accusation was powerful. Much of what had happened
these past months was suddenly clear to Aya – if he was correct. But Qen was
speculating, not providing proof. Did she dare believe him? “So you really
wanted your people to come to the lake, Qen, and not because you were trying to
avoid Meru’s wrath? Why?”


“You won’t like my answer.”


“I’ll have it anyway.”


“Khay and Menna have tormented me their whole lives,” Qen
replied. “You’ve seen them with me. They don’t respect me. They consider me a
freak. They’ve made me miserable in countless ways. They’re both pompous,
boastful, cruel. They take after their father. He’s treated me exactly the same
way since we were boys. He was brutal to all three of his women, wore them out,
sent them to early graves. He’s the example his boys will follow once they’re
joined to your girls. Before your band appeared, my nieces Hemetre and Khenut
were doomed to be joined to Menna and Khay. My sister was doomed to be joined
to Meru. I saw that going to the lake, joining my nieces to your boys and my
sister to someone in your band instead, would spare them that doom.”


“So you wanted to push Meru and his sons off on my family
instead?”


“Better someone I didn’t know, someone not of my blood.”


“But now that you do know us – you’re content that Ahaneith be
given to Menna, that Takhat be given to Khay, that I be given to Meru?”


“Content? Of course not! I’d spare all of you if I could –
particularly you, Aya. But I can’t. And I have to put my family first, just as
you do yours.”


“Why me in particular?” Aya asked. Her eyes bored deep into
his. “Do you wish you were being joined to me, instead of Meru?” That would be
typical of every man she’d ever met.


Qen straightened, looked her in the eyes. “Let me be clear,”
he said, with dignity. “When we first met you belonged to Kakhent. After his
death, Meru made it clear you’d be his next. I don’t lust after other men’s
women. And certainly not after someone like you.”


“Oh, I’m not good enough for you?” Aya snorted. That was a
new one.


“You misunderstand. You’re far too much woman for me.”


“Afraid you won’t be able to tame me? Afraid you won’t be
able to control me?” Aya asked with disgust.


“You don’t need a man, Aya. You can live your life
just fine on your own terms. I can’t think of a single reason you’d ever love me.
And as I’ve told you before – I won’t join with a woman who doesn’t.”


“Love!” Aya exclaimed. “A luxury no woman has.”


Qen smiled sadly. “It shouldn’t be that way.”


State the obvious. “What will you do, Qen, if Hannu
and Meru make their peace, if your nieces join with the boys of my band and
your sister with one of my people? Will you try to take your patriarchy back
from Meru? Will you take revenge for his alleged murder of your father?”


Qen shook his head no. “It’s too late for that. I’d never
succeed. And I’m no killer. So once the joinings take place I’ll quietly slip
away in the night. My family won’t need me to look after them anymore. No one
will miss me once I’m gone. But if I stay Meru will always be suspicious of me,
afraid I might try to overthrow him. He’s capable of doing anything to keep
that from happening. Maybe a third scorpion…”


“Where will you go?” Aya asked, ignoring his last remark.
Qen’s charge – two murders at Meru’s hand – was too far–fetched upon reflection
to be true. Iry and Kakhent’s deaths had to be coincidences, ones Meru had
simply taken advantage of. As despicable as that might be, it was no crime. It
was simply good luck on his part.


“To the North,” Qen replied. “I’ll try to find the people
who first brought emmer and barley and animals to this land and settle among
them. Iuput is right – herding and farming is the life I’m meant to live.”


 


 


***


 


 


Within a couple of weeks summer arrived, bringing with it
darkening skies and violent storms. It was, to Aya, the most magnificent time
of the year. She loved to sit on the tip of the peninsula on afternoons when
great white thunderclouds billowed high into the sky and then turned black, to
watch as they swept across the distant savannah and lake discharging slanting
sheets of rain, to marvel as brilliant bolts of lightning stabbed the earth, to
be drenched by the spray as water crashed onto the shore, to race to the
shelter of her hut just as great raindrops began to patter around her and raise
the dust. She huddled there with her daughters, her hands tight over Betrest’s
ears as thunder rumbled and shook the earth and swirling winds nearly tore her
hut apart.


On one of the rare clear days Qen took his boat out on its
maiden voyage.


That morning Aya made her way from camp onto the peninsula
along with her daughters and sister. Qen’s vessel was tied to the trunk of a
palm tree at the edge of the shore on the north side of the inlet facing the
ridge camp, its stern swinging back and forth in the slight current. The
smaller raft that Qen had built with Iuput’s help was attached to the stern by
a long rope. A number of men from both bands were milling about restlessly,
waiting to board. Aya halted a dozen yards away from them. She noted that Meru
was accompanied by his brothers Buneb and Djau and his sons Menna and Khay,
Hannu by Paser and Siese and Wetka and Hunefer and Pimay and Iuput. The men
were mixing freely, except for the two patriarchs, admiring Qen’s boat,
commenting on it to each other, unaware of the rift that existed between Meru
and Hannu. For their part, the two patriarchs kept their distance from each
other. From the moment of her arrival, Aya felt Meru’s eyes on her.


She was being included on this trip as the representative of
the falcon god. At Qen’s insistence, Betrest and Pageti were going along too.
They’d spent much time “helping” Qen with the construction. Ahaneith had
refused to be left out, especially since Menna was going on the trip, and
Takhat because of Khay. Standing in the shade of a cluster of palm trees, eyes
scanning the vessel, Aya had to admit the boat was magnificent – sleek, thirty
feet long and ten wide, both bow and stern rising elegantly far over her head,
shaped like papyrus stalks. The boat matched exactly the one Aya had seen in
her dream more than a decade ago. It’s similarity was almost scary.


Qen signaled to Aya from the deck of his boat. She and
Pageti, carrying an empty earthenware jar, passed through the men and paused
for a moment where the bow of the boat was tied to shore. Pageti knelt on the
sand and filled her jar with lake water, then, still kneeling, held it up with
both arms extended. Aya removed her talisman from around her neck and slowly
dipped it into the jar. Then she pulled it out and slipped it back over her
head. Water dripped down her chest. Pageti handed Aya the jar. Aya waded
thigh–deep into the water, so that she was approximately even with the middle
of the vessel. Aya raised the jar high. In a loud clear voice she invoked the
blessing of the falcon god on Qen’s boat. Then she slowly poured all the water
from the jar onto the deck. Qen moved to the center of the boat, took the jar
from Aya, set it down, then pulled her up over the raised side.


That was the signal for everyone else to board. Iuput
stationed himself in the water and Qen on the deck and between them they pulled
and boosted everyone over the side. Meru seated himself in the bow and Hannu
amidships. The other men settled along the sides of the boat, all of them
taking up long oars made of acacia wood. Qen awkwardly limped from the
midsection of the boat to the stern and grasped the steering oar. Betrest and
Pageti hurried to places on either side of him. Aya joined them and sat at
Qen’s feet. The deck beneath her was flat, made of layers of reeds laid
perpendicular to each other atop some kind of wooden bracing. In the very
center of the deck Aya spotted the net that she and Hemetre had spent a week
weaving, its forty–foot length carefully folded upon itself in three–foot
sections so that it wouldn’t tangle when it was played out. Beside it were
numerous bidents, their flint points razor–sharp. A cluster of water jars
occupied a section of deck near the stern. Aya noted a pile of thick palm
fronds near the bow. Even with so many people and objects on board the boat didn’t
seem crowded.


Qen issued a command. Intef and Isu untied the boat and
waded into the water and pushed the bow away from shore, so that it faced west.
Then the oarsmen began to pole the vessel through the shallows towards the open
lake.


Aya settled back, watched the reed–lined shore of the
peninsula as it slipped by. Young boys and girls were running towards the end
of the peninsula, shouting, waving, keeping pace with the boat. The vessel
reached the west end of the peninsula and rounded it and headed south. Aya
suddenly felt the west wind full in her face. The oarsmen seated themselves on
low stools and positioned their oars and began to churn the water, though not
rhythmically and not in unison. Most of them had never rowed a boat before,
much less been on one. Some dipped their oars too low in the water and some too
shallowly, sending water raining onto the other oarsmen and Aya and her girls.
Some even knocked their oar against their neighbor’s with a ringing thud. Aya
supposed it would take much practice before the men became comfortable. Still,
in only moments the boat was in the open lake, angling towards its center.


The sun was mercilessly hot and the silver water sparkled
and the wind blew. Qen ordered the palm fronds raised. Meru and Buneb gathered
handfuls and leaned them against the bow and they caught the wind and the boat
began to move somewhat faster. Between the branches and the oarsmen Aya had
never traveled so quickly in her life.


She turned slightly and scanned the north shore of the lake.
It looked much different from this perspective than it did from the land. She
noted the peninsula, the fields along the shore, the low ridge and the huts of
her people, the plateaus rising beyond, the marsh and the basin to its east,
Meru’s even more distant huts on its ridge. The land looked prosperous, but Aya
had never truly realized how empty. Even a dozen bands would hardly fill it.


They reached a spot perhaps a mile from shore.


“This is the place,” Qen told Iuput. “Betrest, Pageti, hold
the steering oar steady.”


Both seized the long pole with their small hands, their eyes
wide.


The oarsmen lay their oars on the deck, parallel to the
sides of the boat. All of them were drenched with sweat and breathing hard. Aya
noted that most were rubbing the palms of their hands, inspecting them for
blisters, or rolling their shoulders to loosen them. Ahaneith took up the
nearest water jar and hurried to slake the thirst of the oarsmen on the
starboard side, starting, naturally, with Menna. Takhat took up another and
served the men on the opposite side.


Iuput joined Qen in the stern and together they pulled on
the rope that held the raft, bringing it to the very side of the larger vessel.
Then, gingerly, with the help of several of the men, Iuput and Khay climbed
over the side of Qen’s boat and let themselves down onto the raft. They sat.
Qen passed each of them a paddle, far shorter than the oars used to propel the
boat. Qen moved to the net, lifted the top section, unraveled a few lengths,
then tossed its end to Iuput. He caught it and attached it to his raft. Then
Iuput and Khay took up their paddles and began to slowly churn away from Qen’s
boat. As they did Qen fed sections of the net carefully over the side of his
boat. The net’s bottom, weighted with stones, sank, while the top, affixed to
lengths of buoyant wood, floated on the surface. Iuput and Khay paddled until
the net was stretched taut, perpendicular to both craft. Then they set their
paddles aside. The boat and raft began drifting with the wind and current,
parallel to each other.


All the men gathered at the side of the boat and peered
intently into the water, watching the net for signs of activity. Ahaneith was
beside Menna. Aya saw that the two were surreptitiously holding hands. She knew
her daughter would be devastated a few weeks from now if the joinings did not
take place. She’d probably never understand the fate she’d escaped. But Aya
would, and she’d give thanks to the falcon god on that day.


Aya soon became bored with watching the net. She resumed her
former seat, tilted her head back, felt the sun hot on her face and chest. She
closed her eyes, lay her hand on her belly – she was three months pregnant now
– felt the swelling that was her child. She opened her eyes, saw Betrest and
Pageti still holding the steering oar. She was reminded of her dream, of
sitting on a boat exactly like this one, amidst four daughters, with an infant
son in her arms. She caught Meru staring at her from the bow, saw desire in his
eyes. She knew he hadn’t given up on having her, despite the dispute between
him and Hannu. He can’t be the man in my dream. He'll never make me happy.
No one now living at the lake will make me happy. My next man will surely come
from a band not yet located at the lake. Aya gently stroked her belly. It
won’t happen until long after you’re born, my daughter, for I saw four girls
gathered about me in my dream, and a son.


The simultaneous cries of several men startled Aya from her
reverie. She rose and joined everyone else who was already staring at the net.
She saw a large silver shape thrashing about well below the surface.


“Head back towards me,” Qen called to Iuput.


Iuput and Khay began to paddle, aiming the raft for the
stern of Qen’s boat. Aya saw that maneuver would bring the net parallel to the
side of the boat. At the same time, Qen directed his men to begin hauling in
their end of the net. They did, slowly, hand over hand, bringing in several
feet at a time, piling it dripping wet and tangled on the deck. As the distance
between the two craft closed and the bottom of the net came closer to the
surface, Aya could see that the fish they’d caught was huge. At the end, it
took six men to haul the remaining section of net and the fish on board,
reaching precariously over the side to do so. The catfish was the largest Aya
had ever seen, far bigger than any she’d ever caught by hand in the marsh or in
the shallows during spawning season. It thrashed about violently, spraying
water everywhere, scattering the men. Meru finally stepped forward and
dispatched it with one thrust of a bident in its brain.


“Fifty pounds, at least,” Hannu said, somewhat in awe,
moving close enough to study it.


Siese tossed a rope to Iuput and he tied it to the raft and
several men pulled it tight against the side of Qen’s boat. Paser and Siese
helped Iuput and Khay climb back aboard.


“That’ll do, for a first fishing expedition,” Qen announced.
“Let’s go home.”


“We’ll all feast together tonight, to mark the occasion,” Aya
called. “The fish is big enough to feed us all.”


Qen moved to the stern and took the steering oar from
Betrest and Pageti, thanking them sincerely. Both smiled at him proudly. Aya
nodded slightly to Qen; she appreciated that he’d made her daughters feel part
of the expedition. Qen acknowledged her, then called a command and the oarsmen
dipped their oars into the water. Within an hour, fighting the wind and
themselves, they landed in the inlet.


After that, on days when the sky was clear and there were no
storms, several men fished the deep water far from land on Qen’s boat and raft.
As Aya had expected, before long they got the hang of rowing and their muscles
lost their soreness and travel time decreased accordingly. Always, one or more
of Aya’s daughters went along at Qen’s invitation and their insistence. The
women of both bands spent many hours after each expedition cutting apart and
drying a multitude of catfish and perch over slow–burning fires, storing them
in earthenware jars for future use.


The stormy season did not last long. After it came fifty
awful days marked by hours–long blasts of hot dry air that sometimes made the
sky hazy with dust from sunup to sundown and covered everyone and everything
with grit. During the worst of it, everyone huddled in their own hut, a piece
of linen over nose and mouth. Those winds were accompanied by oppressive heat;
even swimming in the lake at night brought little more than momentary relief to
Aya and her girls. When the men went out in the boats to fish they stayed close
to shore, for when the wind arrived it did so without warning, nearly bending
the grasses flat with its force. Occasionally it even snapped a dom palm or
acacia or tamarisk trunk in half. Weeks of relentless wind withered the
savannah and desiccated the marshes. Birds flew north to escape the heat.
Plants and fruits all but disappeared. Wild melons in lakeside gullies became
so dry their seeds rattled in their gourds. Wild roots hardened in the gray
cracked earth – the women of both bands had to grind them into flour and soak
them in water so they could eat them. It was during this season that Aya and
her people relied most heavily on their stored grain and other foodstuffs and
the milk and blood of their animals. This particular year they shared both with
Meru’s band, at Aya’s prompting – the patriarchs might be at odds, but that was
no reason to treat the members of Meru’s band badly. The sharing took place
over Hannu’s objections, which Aya ignored.


“Our clay awaits, girls,” Aya announced one morning after
breakfast when the winds were unusually light. “Let’s get busy.”


She took up a leather pouch full of curved and straight
pottery sherds of various sizes and slung it over a shoulder. Betrest grabbed
several rolled–up reed mats. Ahaneith and Pageti carried earthenware jars full
of water. The four made their way west and north of camp, climbing to the top
of the first terrace and crossing it to the second. There a fissure from the
bottom to the top of a sheer rocky face assured a constant updraft. The base of
the fissure was where Aya fired all of her pottery. The fissure was
smoke–blackened; the ground around it was littered with bits of charred
tamarisk sticks and dung from past fires. Pottery sherds crunched with every
footstep in a wide radius outward from the fissure; a few vessels usually
exploded during each firing.


Days before Aya and her girls had cleaned clay they’d
gathered from the lakeshore, and now Aya dumped it from containers stacked next
to the fissure into a small circular depression half a foot deep atop a level
section of bedrock. She carefully added water to the clay, then she and her
girls stepped into the depression and began kneading the clay with their bare
feet to get it to the right consistency. Every so often Aya added a bit of
chopped straw and they kneaded it in; it would make the clay more solid and
less sticky.


When the clay was at last ready each girl took a bit and
moved to a smooth section of bedrock. Aya helped Betrest make a flat clay base
for her vessel; Pageti and Ahaneith were quite experienced and required no
oversight. The bases done, they rubbed small lumps of clay between their palms,
transforming them into dozens of long finger–thick coils. Then they each set to
work – Pageti and Betrest and Ahaneith to make hemispherical bowls, Aya a large
jar. She quickly affixed the first coil to her base with strong practiced
fingers, then attached the second coil atop the first, and so on until the jar
reached the desired height. It flared outward a bit in the middle and again at
the narrow top, the sides thick, the rim simple. Aya thought it quite elegant.
The first phase of construction complete, she picked up the tool pouch and
fished among the curved and straight sherds of pottery, remnants of broken
pots, until she found one with a shape she liked. She used the sherd to smooth
her vessel both inside and out, scraping gently yet firmly until the gaps
between the coils disappeared and the walls of the jar were uniform in width.
Once she was satisfied with her jar, Aya set it aside to dry in the sun on one
of the reed mats Betrest had unrolled. Drying would take several days; the
vessels Aya and her girls were making had to reach the consistency of leather
before they could be fired. Aya would check on them both morning and evening
for the next few days; if they dried too fast they’d crack or warp and be
ruined. When Aya judged them ready, she’d return with her girls to the terrace.
They’d apply red slip, then fire the vessels in an open fire hard against the
fissure in the rocky cliff face. The pottery Aya made in this manner was far
more durable and elegant and less porous than that made by the other women in
the band, who simply shaped clay and hardened it in their campfires.


By a couple of hours before sunset the reed mats were
covered with a variety of pots, bowls, flat plates, and jars with flat or
rounded bases. Aya had constructed twice objects as many as her daughters
combined, but they were still learning and she’d been making vessels for nearly
two decades. She sat back, surveyed the day’s work, took a deep satisfied
breath. Once fired, she’d keep the pots made by her girls for her family’s use,
for they were still too rough and primitive to trade. But the beauty of Aya’s
vessels would enable her to obtain many necessities in exchange to tide her and
the girls over long after the inundation festival.


If occurred to Aya that if Hannu dropped his demand that
Meru recognize him as his patriarch then she might find herself joined to Meru
at the festival. If so, the pottery jars she’d made today might be the last
she’d ever construct. Qen was right about one thing – Meru placed no stock in
beauty and would likely prevent her from wasting her time on such an activity
in the future. Aya’s fingers found the falcon talisman around her throat. She
whispered a prayer to the god that her father would stand firm, that Meru too
would not give in, that Hannu would order Meru to lead his band away from the
lake and leave her and her family in peace. Otherwise, to remain free, Aya was going
to have to overthrow her father and hope that Paser would not give her to Meru.
That, she thought uneasily, was not going to be easy to do.
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Aya and Semat sat with their legs doubled under in the shade
of palm trees on the peninsula, a few feet from the water, overlooking the
inlet and facing the camp, Aya at one end of a loom, Semat opposite. Today they
were going to weave flax into linen. Hemetre sat close by, next to a pile of
long strands of yarn. Neither of the barbarian women had woven linen before;
Aya had taken it upon herself to teach them at their request. They expected
they’d need that skill once they were joined to men in her band and settled for
good at the lake. So far, neither Hannu nor Meru had told anyone that those
joinings were at risk of not taking place. Aya was finding it hard to face
Hemetre every day, knowing what she knew about the dispute between the
patriarchs. Hemetre truly loved Iuput, and he loved her. As things now stood, their
love was going to be an unfortunate casualty of Hannu and Meru’s feud.


Aya was four months pregnant now. That had barely slowed her
down; after bearing five children she’d learned to compensate for her changing
body. Two weeks ago she and Semat and Hemetre had waded into the flax patch
beside the lake one sunny afternoon. She’d shown them how to pull up the
blue–flowered plants by the roots, then, days later, after the stems had rotted
and dried, how to process them, separating the fibers into long strands with
small sharp pieces of flint. The fibers had as usual been hard and brittle, but
Aya was gifted with the ability to spin them into pliable strong threads using
clay spindles, a gift honed by years of practice, and so soon had a great pile
of long threads. Aya had been patient with the two women, ensuring both grasped
the basics – important, since, once Meru led them away from the lake after the
inundation festival, they’d be on their own – if Meru even allowed them to
continue to make linen.


“We’re going to use the linen we weave today to make
loincloths,” Aya informed the women. “After we turn these strands of yarn into
a length of linen, we’ll remove it from the loom and spread it on the ground so
the sun can bleach it white. That’ll take a couple of days. Then we’ll wash it
in the lake several times – linen grows brighter and stronger with each
washing. Finally, we’ll cut the linen to size with flint knives, then sew it
into garments using bone awls and needles.”


Just a few minutes earlier Aya had finished setting up the
loom’s frame – two lengths of wood parallel to each other, six feet apart,
their ends resting on foot–tall flat–topped chunks of stone that elevated the
frame above the ground. Now, Hemetre selected a long strand from the pile beside
her and lifted it. Aya grasped one end and Semat the other.


“These are called warp beams,” Aya told Semat, resting her
hand on the length of wood before her and indicating the one by Semat’s knees.
“Tie your end of the yarn to the beam in front of you. I’ll do the same with
mine. Thus, this will be a warp thread. We’ll tie hundreds of them today. Get
them as close to each other as possible.”


“And then?”


“We’ll weave in the weft threads. They’ll be perpendicular
to the warp threads.” Aya pointed to a long thin wooden pole. “That’s called
the stand. Hemetre, you’ll insert it between the warp threads, alternating so
that the first thread is on top of the stand, the second below it, the third on
top, and so on until the farthest–most thread. The stand will create a gap so
that we can lace the weft threads between the warp threads. When a weft thread
is all the way through you’ll push the stand towards the warp beam to tighten
it, then pull the stand back a bit so we can weave in the next weft thread.”
Aya pointed to the pile of yarn beside Hemetre. “When all those are gone we’ll
have a rectangle of linen.”


They set to work, Aya’s fingers flying, Semat’s moving more
slowly. Occasionally, in the hours that followed, waiting for Semat to catch
up, Aya paused and swept her eyes over the inlet. It was a perfect day, warm
but not overly hot. Birds called, flitting through trees and swaying atop tall
reeds at the peninsula’s edge. The sun danced silver on the water. On the ridge
overlooking the far shore spirals of smoke rose from cookfires before the huts
of her camp. Women and girls bent over those fires, preparing meals for their
families. The men, she knew, were out fishing or hunting, for Qen’s boats were
missing from their usual mooring spot. Near the marsh, in the stubble–covered
field, she saw cattle grazing. She supposed a few boys were watching the
animals. There was little to fear from predators so close to camp, freeing up
the men for other work.


“Can I ask you something?” Aya queried when they stopped to
take a break and slake their thirsts.


“Of course,” Semat replied.


“I’ve been wondering for a long time – why does Meru hate
Qen so much?” Aya knew Qen’s side of the story, of course, from their
discussion when he was building his boat. But she didn’t know Meru’s.


“Meru has never wanted to be second in anything,” Semat
replied. “Surely you saw that at the harvest festival.”


Aya had indeed. Though Menna and Khay had between them split
the running and swimming races, appropriately impressing Ahaneith and Takhat,
Meru had won the archery and wrestling competitions. In fact, he had broken the
arm of his final opponent, Kakhent’s son Wetka. Wetka still hadn’t forgiven him
for that. Qen, Aya recalled, had been notable by his absence from camp that
day. He’d volunteered to watch the animals, Iuput had told her, so that the
able–bodied could all participate in the festival. Aya thought he’d volunteered
not out of nobility but to try to hide his disability from her people.


“From the time he was young Meru considered himself Qen’s
better,” Semat continued. “He was the oldest son of my father’s second wife,
you see, and Qen the oldest of father’s first. And so Meru decided when he was
still a boy that he should succeed my father as patriarch, because of Qen’s
leg. But my father didn’t see it that way. My father loved Qen more than he
loved anyone, including me. That’s the root of the problem between Meru and Qen
– jealousy.”


“Your father loved Qen most? I thought no one in your band ever
had any use for him.”


“A tale spread by Meru. But I wouldn’t be alive if not for
Qen.”


“Because he’s supported you since your man’s death?”


Semat shook her head no. “Did Qen tell you how his leg was
mangled?”


“He fell into the water while he was fishing. A crocodile
bit him. Clumsiness.”


Semat shook her head vehemently. “Qen didn’t fall, Aya.
Father and Qen and I were fishing on a raft not far from the riverbank when I
stumbled and fell overboard. I was five years old at the time. A crocodile
sunning on shore splashed into the river, arrowing straight for me. Father
knelt at the edge of the raft, held out his hand. I had hold of it for an
instant, then I slipped, went below the surface. When I came up the crocodile
was only a few yards away. I thought I was dead. Without hesitating, Qen dove
into the water directly between me and the crocodile. He did it to save me,
Aya. I can still hear his screams as the beast ripped his leg apart, still see
the river turning bright red with his blood…” She paused, as if the image still
sickened her. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “Father drove the
crocodile away with a bident and pulled Qen back onto the raft. Then Father
retrieved me. How Qen survived I’ll never know. The gods must have preserved
him for some purpose. That’s the only explanation that makes sense to me. So,
Aya, I owe my very life to Qen. He is as he is because of me.” She wiped more
tears from her eyes. “He’s never once in all these years blamed me, or cursed
his fate, or even complained. He accepted early on what he’d become and made
the best of it. That’s why I love him, Aya, and why Father loved him. Qen saved
me without regard for himself. He’s twice the man Meru will ever be. By rights
he should be our leader. But my people don’t see it.”


Aya fell silent, amazedly pondering what Semat had told her.
She’d certainly cast her brother in a new light. Aya was certain that if Meru
and Qen’s places were reversed, Meru would have boasted about sacrificing his
leg to save his sister – if he’d even had courage enough to have jumped in the river
in the first place. But Qen hadn’t even mentioned his heroic act – in fact,
he’d downplayed what he’d done when relating his version of the tale to her
daughters. He’d been completely selfless – noble even – and he’d kept what he’d
done to himself. Aya thought back to her previous conversations with Qen – at
Iuput’s campfire, in the field harvesting emmer, and, most importantly, while
he was building his boat. She’d been skeptical every time about his intentions,
his presumed activities, considered him devious, thought him out to get her and
her people. But now, because of Semat’s tale, for the first time Aya believed
Qen had told her the truth every time they’d talked. She should have taken him
at face value. He was a better man than she’d given him credit for. She should
have embraced him as a friend, not kept him at arm’s length like an enemy.
Iuput had seen Qen’s worth. She’d been blind to it.


“Is it true, what Qen told me once, that you’d have been
joined to Meru if our bands hadn’t met?” Aya asked.


Semat lowered her voice. “A fate I truly dreaded.”


Aya nodded. “As do I.”


Semat placed her hand on Aya’s arm consolingly. “I’m sorry
for that.”


“Yes, sorry. That’s what we women usually are,” Aya said
softly. “We have no say in our own fates, but must accept our lot.”


“Speaking of which – what kind of man is your father? How
will he treat my niece Nofret once they’re joined?”


“Very traditional, usually hard–headed, inclined to use his
stick for even the least transgression, extremely insecure about his position
as patriarch. He’ll have little or no regard for Nofret’s feelings. She’ll be a
possession as far as he’s concerned, as will their children, to be used for his
own benefit. In fact, he used me to ensure he’d succeed Kakhent as patriarch of
my band.”


“How?”


“My father is the oldest of the men in our band, the son of
Kakhent’s brother – the rest of the family heads except for Siese are Kakhent’s
sons by his first woman. Giving me to Kakhent assured Father’s primacy.”


“Kakhent was your grandfather’s brother? I had no idea.”
Semat could not hide her surprise.


“We were joined when I was twelve years old. As a result
Kakhent’s sons, half–brothers to my daughters, are also my cousins – and
stepsons, though I’m younger than all of them. Anyway, whether my father truly
has their loyalty weighs on him. He knows less about farming and herding than
Kakhent did, so he’ll have to rely on me when planting and harvesting time
arrive. He knows that will make him seem weak. But, frankly, none of Kakhent’s
sons knows any more about farming than Father does. I’m the one who’s made sure
our crops have prospered. Your brother now knows almost as much as me, after
all the discussions we’ve had – though for Qen, planting and such is still mostly
theory.”


Semat looked deep into Aya’s eyes. “I think my brother and
you are very much alike.”


“Me and Qen?” Aya asked, surprised. “In what way.”


“You’re both outcasts.”


Aya began to protest.


“I’ve seen how the women in your camp look at you, how
they’ve treated you since Kakhent’s death, Aya. Their jealousy is obvious.
They’re bitter that you outrank them, being so much younger. They can’t wait
for you to lose your place, even if it will be to Nofret. I’ve seen how they’re
already making you miserable.”


Aya searched Semat’s face, saw the pain that lay beneath the
surface. “You speak from experience.”


“I served my father as leading woman in place of my mother
after her death. I would have served Qen the same way, had he become patriarch.
Since Meru stole Qen’s position I too have been pushed aside. And I’ve had it
much easier than you, because my rivals are not older than me.”


 


 


***


 


 


Aya knelt in front of her hut, braiding Ahaneith’s hair. Aya
and her girls and the rest of the band’s women were going to catch fish in the
marsh today; with all the bending they were about to do it was best to keep
their hair out of their faces. The talisman fastened around Aya’s neck swung
back and forth with her movements, flashing as it caught the sun. Finished, she
and Ahaneith switched places. Meanwhile, Pageti and Betrest worked on each
other at her side. Once done, all four took up empty reed baskets and headed
towards the marsh.


For nearly two months the men of both bands had been netting
catfish and perch in the deep waters of the lake, using Qen’s boats, dividing
the catch equally between their bands. The lake had meanwhile been shrinking in
summer’s intense heat. Nearly every morning, it seemed, there was a wide strip
of mud where the day before there had been water, and dried cracked earth where
the day before there had been a wide strip of mud. So it was all along the
margins of the lake. The women now had to walk nearly half a mile past what was
normally shoreline just to fill their water jars each day, or to bathe. A week
ago the water level had finally dropped so low that the narrow stream that
disgorged into the lake from the most extensive marsh on its north shore, the
one that lay south of Meru’s camp, had practically stopped flowing. Now it
barely trickled, three or four feet wide and a few inches deep. Great numbers
of young fish were trapped in the one large pool that remained in the center of
the marsh, ready to be harvested.


The pool was crowded when Aya arrived. Every woman and girl
from both bands was there. Along with the rest Aya and her daughters waded
through the dead and dying reeds into the turbid water, now barely knee–deep.
The muddy bottom was cool and squished beneath Aya’s toes. The fish were
clearly visible, moving slowly, sluggishly, posing no challenge. Ahaneith bent
and plunged her forearm up to the elbow into the water and pulled up a silvery
wriggling catfish. Aya held out her basket and Ahaneith dropped the fish in. It
flopped about noisily. Normally, Aya would have caught the fish, but in her
fifth month of pregnancy it was getting hard for her to bend. Ahaneith moved a
few paces and caught another. Throughout the marsh, women were working in
similar teams. There was much splashing, and shouting, and singing, and
gossiping, for rarely did all the women gather without the men and the catching
required little concentration. Soon everyone was drenched. Aya didn’t mind; the
day was hot and the water cool. She stood for a time next to Hemetre and Semat,
talking with them the whole time. Many hours later, their baskets full, the
women parted ways, scampering from the water onto dry land, each headed back to
her respective camp.


Once there, Aya joined the rest of her band’s women on the
beach alongside the shrunken pool that was all that remained of the inlet,
scaling the fish she drew from her basket with the serrated edge of an
asparathia shell, cutting off the heads with a sharp flint knife, splitting the
bodies in half. The men had constructed long wooden racks above shallow
trenches on the beach some days before under Aya’s watchful eyes, and young
girls had filled those trenches with dung and acacia twigs. Now, after the
women arranged the fish they’d cleaned on the racks, Aya lit the dung. Girls
would keep the fires burning around the clock in shifts for the next few days,
replenishing the fuel from nearby stacks of dung and branches, until all the
fish had been thoroughly smoked. Then the women would pack the smoked fish in
earthenware jars and seal them. The fish wouldn’t last forever, but they would
provide food during the inundation when game and plants were scarce at the
lake.


After moonrise, Aya went with her daughters and the rest of
the band’s women to bathe in the lake. It was a long hike now from camp to
reach water that a few months before had been only paces away. The moon path
reflected on the lake and a warm breeze stirred the water slightly. Aya smelled
of smoke and fish and she waded until she was neck deep and scrubbed herself
clean. There was considerable laughter and splashing as the women celebrated
together a fruitful day. Aya noticed movement beside the water’s edge off to
the west; a herd, likely ibex, had come down to drink. No doubt hunters from
each band were stationed on its flanks now, preparing to shoot.


Aya waded back to land and sat to let the breeze dry her and
watched her three girls play in the water alongside Takhat. Then Aya realized
that her family was separated just a bit from the other women. Normally she
wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but after what Semat had said about her
being an outcast it took on new meaning. Aya had no idea if the other women
were deliberately slighting her family or subconsciously ostracizing them.
Everyone else bathing in the lake, after all, was descended from Kakhent except
Aya and her sister and Tabiry. She wondered if her family would face the same
ostracism if she ever became Meru’s woman. He might bluster and say she
wouldn’t, but he couldn’t really control the women in his band when it came to
such things.


“What are we doing tomorrow?” Ahaneith asked as she emerged
from the water onto the beach along with Takhat and Pageti and Betrest. They
sat on either side of Aya.


“We’re making pottery.”


“To trade for meat?” Ahaneith queried.


“Among other things.”


“I won’t have to anymore, after I’m joined to Menna,”
Ahaneith sniffed. “He told me so. He’s a great hunter, like his father.”


“So is Khay,” Takhat added.


“You may lose Menna and Khay someday, just like I lost
Kakhent,” Aya cautioned. “Never forget, girls – the skills I’ve taught you are
important. Someday you may have only yourselves to count on to survive.”


After sunset barely a week later Aya slowly made her way
along the fringe of the marsh that lay between the two camps, through tall dried–out
grasses dancing in a gentle nighttime breeze, her path lit by the moon rising
in the east. The lake to her right was so shrunken that yesterday the last
trickle of water had disappeared from the inlet between the lakeshore and
peninsula, leaving behind a dry cracked channel. But soon, Aya knew, with the
coming of the inundation, the lake would begin to swell, ultimately overflowing
its usual banks and covering the fields where her people would plant emmer and
barley, briefly turning the ridge where the camp was located into an island.
The awful heat would break and sunset winds would blow cool and fresh above the
water. Months later, after the flood fully receded, there’d be dew on the grass
each morning and dappled clouds in the blue sky. That’s when her band would sow
their seed. But few in her band, if any, were thinking about the future
planting today. They were focused on the coming inundation. Anticipation was in
the air. For Qen, returning yesterday in his boat from a cobble–seeking expedition,
had reported that the water in the channel that emptied into the delta at the
southeast corner of the lake was beginning at last to rise. That meant that
somewhere far to the south the god of the inundation had sent forth the waters
so vital to the survival of all those gathered at the lake. So tomorrow Aya’s
band would begin celebrating the three–day festival that marked the start of
the new year. Tomorrow, the dispute between Hannu and Meru would come to a head
and either be quietly resolved or publicly revealed. Aya whispered a prayer
that her father would remain strong.


Just after dawn Aya had set snares in the marsh on a game
trail leading to the last stagnant pool of water that remained in the mostly
dry bed of the stream that meandered from the lake through the once–extensive
wetland. Now she was bent on retrieving her catch, so she’d have a contribution
for the first day’s feast. She was passing through waist–high grass near a
bone–dry section of the stream when she heard voices not far ahead. She stopped,
crouched, listened, instantly curious. It was unusual for anyone to be in such
a secluded spot at this time of night. She looked around cautiously, saw no
one, began making her way slowly and silently through the grass, doing her best
to keep it from rustling and betraying her presence. It was not easy, as dry
and crackly as the grass was. The voices gradually grew louder, distinct. Aya
reached clumps of dry reeds that lined the streambed. She carefully peered
between them. She recognized Meru and Menna and Khay, sitting cross–legged
together in the moonlight near the boulders where she’d set her snares, ten
yards away.


“You’ve learned all there is to know about herding and
planting?” Meru asked.


“Yes. Aya held nothing back.” Qen stepped from behind a
boulder where he’d been hidden from Aya’s view. Something’s going on, and
Qen’s part of it, she whispered, her heart beginning to pound. Treachery
was afoot. All these months of Qen claiming he hated Meru, her finally
believing him after talking with Semat, and now here he was, planning something
with Meru. He obviously had been conspiring with Paser too. The two of
them looking out for their children’s welfare – a lie! And she’d fallen for it.
Clearly, they were preparing to displace Hannu, or they wouldn’t be meeting
like this in a marsh at night. Maybe Qen had been different once, when he’d
saved Semat from the crocodile. But no more. He’d changed since then, deceived
his sister, deceived her. Aya’s original impression of Qen had been right. He
was a liar and who knew what else.


“Excellent. I won’t have to rely on Hannu’s people to care
for crops and animals,” Meru said with satisfaction. “You’re going to be in
charge of both from now on.”


“We’re going to adopt the lake band’s lifestyle?” Qen asked.
“That’s good news indeed, Brother. I’ve already scouted several areas where we
can plant grain. And I’m sure Iuput will give me enough animals that we can
start our own herd.”


Aya was confused. Maybe this meeting wasn’t sinister, as
she’d initially assumed. Meru appeared to be talking over routine arrangements
with Qen and his youngest sons. It seemed her efforts to convince Meru to adopt
her lifestyle had actually paid off. That implied he was going to yield to her
father tomorrow, acknowledge him as his patriarch, settle permanently at the
lake. That would be good for Takhat and Ahaneith, once they joined with Khay
and Menna. Unfortunately, it also meant she’d be joined to Meru. She was going
to lose her freedom. It was too late for her to work with Paser to overthrow
her father as patriarch. And, Aya reflected, if Meru was putting Qen in charge
of his crops, that implied she wouldn’t be any more. She felt her face grow red
with anger. Meru was obviously going to relegate her to making babies and
looking after his needs, not doing what she loved to do and did best. And she’d
made it possible, by freely teaching Qen everything he now knew about growing
emmer and barley. She was certain that taking over from her had been Qen’s
intention from the very beginning. I hate you, she whispered.


“Not a few animals, and not just some of their seed,” Meru
corrected. “All of it. I’m taking over the patriarchy of Hannu’s band.”


Aya gasped in spite of herself, ducked down. She held her
breath, waited a moment, peered through the tall grass again. No one had heard
her. She let her breath out. She was stunned. She’d been right – treachery was
afoot. Meru was even more devious than she’d thought. He’d decided to do
exactly what Hannu had tried to do – merge the bands. Only he was going to make
Hannu and her people subservient to him instead of vice versa. Aya
wondered if doing so would even have occurred to Meru if Hannu hadn’t tried it
first. Somehow, the turnabout seemed almost fitting.


“Hannu has agreed to you replacing him, Father?” Khay asked.


“He knows nothing of it. In fact, some months ago he
demanded that I submit myself and our people to him as patriarch, in return for
Aya.”


“Incredible!” Menna interjected. “You refused, didn’t you?”


Meru nodded. “But he knows how much I want Aya. I’m sure he
expects I’ll change my mind tomorrow, give in to his demand at the last
minute.”


“Surely you won’t!” Khay exclaimed.


“I’m going to demand that Hannu yield his place to me
tomorrow, during the festival. I’ll catch him off guard. He’s weak. Aya has
told me so. So have his cousins. They envy him, despise him, don’t trust or
support him. I’ll press him hard. He’ll concede.”


“What about his people? You expect them to simply abandon
Hannu and recognize you as their patriarch?” Menna asked.


“Let me explain something to you, Son,” Meru said. “You too,
Khay. If either of you expects to be a patriarch someday, you need to learn to
recognize the sources of power in your world and how to seize and manipulate
them. Now, Hannu’s band and ours control roughly the same amount of territory
around this lake. That means our bands have an equal opportunity to prosper.
Hannu’s people have staked their futures on the fields they’ve planted and the
animals they’re herding. We’ve staked ours on continuing to hunt and gather.
Because of the bounty of this lake country, each of our bands can thrive
equally in these two different ways.”


“You just said I’d be in charge of planting and herding,”
Qen interrupted. “And you’ve said our people will continue to hunt and gather.
Those are two different things. Are we going to continue to live as we have, or
change?”


“We’ll live as we always have,” Meru replied. “The people
who are now in Hannu’s band will labor in the fields and watch the herds on my
behalf. You’ll oversee them.”


Which means Takhat and Ahaneith and I will live just like
the barbarian women. The hope that had so briefly flickered to life in Aya’s
heart died. 


“Back to power,” Meru said. “For one band to dominate the
other, it needs an advantage or two. What advantages does Hannu have over me
right now, do you suppose?”


Menna and Khay looked at each other blankly.


“Hannu has years’ worth of grain stored in bins in his
camp,” Qen said quietly.


“Yes!” Meru exclaimed, pounding his left fist into his right
palm. “That grain inoculates Hannu’s band against want, if there should be a
poor inundation at the lake. Because Hannu controls the distribution of that
grain, he would be the most powerful man at the lake in a time of drought. So,
how do you suppose I can counter his advantage?”


“We could grow grain and store it in bins of our own,” Menna
suggested.


“We could – if I wanted to turn us into farmers, which I’ve
already said I don’t,” Meru said. “And it would take years to establish crops
and fill bins with enough grain to match what Hannu already has stored. No, the
correct answer is for me to capture a share of Hannu’s agricultural bounty
without investing any of my resources in producing it. This I have already
done.”


“How?” Khay asked.


“Kakhent agreed to give us emmer and barley in return for
meat. Hannu has to honor his uncle’s promise. So we will continue to hunt, as
we would anyway, get grain in return, and nullify one source of Hannu’s power.”


Aya marveled at Meru’s deviousness, at the amount of thought
he’d obviously put into his plan to overthrow Hannu.


“What else gives Hannu power?” Meru asked his sons.


Again, blank stares.


“Aya,” Qen said.


“My half–brother is correct again,” Meru said. “Aya is her band’s
healer. She wears a talisman that everyone believes was given to her by the
falcon god. Everyone believes she is the falcon god’s chosen one. She performs
all the rituals that connect her people to their god. She is in charge of her
people’s crops, and controls the activities of Hannu’s women. There is no one
as important in Hannu’s band, not even him.”


“And you intend to take Aya, whether Hannu gives her to you
or not,” Qen guessed.


“She’s already agreed to join with me,” Meru said. “She’s
enthusiastic about it. In fact, for all practical purposes, we’re already
joined.”


Aya was furious. She wanted to rush from cover, confront
Meru, call him a liar to his face. Enthusiastic? Agreed? Lies! She hated Meru.
For him to mischaracterize his treatment of her in the way he was doing was
criminal. She clenched her fists, fought to control her impulse to lash out at
him. She had to remain in hiding. She couldn’t put a stop to whatever it was
Meru was planning unless she knew exactly what he intended to do. Better to get
her revenge when he wasn’t expecting it than confront him now and lose that
advantage. Besides, if he discovered she’d been listening to him plot with his
kinsmen, he’d probably just drag her off to his hut tonight and keep her there.


“Do you really believe Hannu’s people will think about grain
and Aya if you demand that Hannu yield to you, Father?” Khay asked. “Won’t that
make them want to defend him? I’d want to defend you if the situation was
reversed.”


“Of course it will. So, to make it an easy choice for them,
I’ll announce that I won’t allow the joining of anyone from our band to anyone
from theirs unless Hannu yields to me,” Meru said smugly.


Aya was not surprised that Meru would use the joinings as
leverage. She’d been expecting it. That could be a blessing for those she loved
– but only if her father held firm and refused Meru. She despaired of her
father having the strength to resist Meru if it came to that.


“Father!” Khay protested. “You wouldn’t!”


“I will indeed make the threat,” Meru chuckled. “The boys in
Hannu’s band will have exactly the same reaction you just had. What do you
think they’ll care about more – laying with our girls, or remaining loyal to
Hannu?”


Aya was appalled at Meru’s crassness.


“He could order his boys to join with their cousins instead
of us,” Qen reminded him. “That was Kakhent’s plan before we stumbled on his
band.”


“Are you opposing me, Qen?” Meru asked sharply.


“Of course not, Patriarch,” Qen said evenly. “I’m just
pointing out their possible reaction. I assume you’ve thought of
contingencies?”


“Of course I have. Anyway, Hannu is not Kakhent,” Meru
replied. “He has no vision of the future for his people.”


“Ahaneith would never settle for one of her cousins instead
of me, Uncle,” Menna interjected, addressing Qen. “She’s told me so often
enough. She says she can’t live without me,” he boasted.


“Takhat’s told me the same thing,” Khay added.


Aya was appalled again, that the two of them would speak
about her daughter and sister so cavalierly to their elders.


“But what if Hannu doesn’t agree, even after you threaten to
deny our girls to his boys, even if his people protest his decision?” Qen
pressed.


“Then you’ll slay Hannu’s animals,” Meru said, his voice
clipped. “Every last one.”


Qen did not react.


Aya was shocked but not surprised. Meru had made the same
threat before, to her directly.


“I’ll do whatever I have to in order to be patriarch of that
band!” Meru spat. “If Hannu resists me, the blood of the animals that you spill
will be on his hands, Qen. He’s the one his people will blame for their loss.”


Aya couldn’t believe Qen wasn’t objecting. So much for his
claim he’d come to love her band’s animals and lifestyle. And she couldn’t
believe how brutally cold–hearted Meru was being. He expected that she’d
willingly join with him now after he’d revealed his true colors?


“What if Hannu’s people still refuse to go along after Qen
kills their animals?” Khay asked. “They can survive without them. It might make
them even more stubborn.”


“Then you and Menna will burn all the emmer and barley they
have stored in their bins.”


Aya drew in her breath sharply. Killing the animals was one
thing. Her people could survive without them. But grain was entirely different.
Meru was threatening her people’s very existence. Again.


“Once you’re patriarch of both bands, what about Hannu?”
Menna asked. “After he yields to you, you surely can’t let him live.”


“A scorpion has worked twice,” Meru replied. “It’ll be time
for a third.”


Aya felt as if she’d been physically struck. Meru had just
admitted to murdering both Kakhent and his own father, just as Qen had charged.
He was even more cold–blooded than she’d credited. She realized that this plot
to become patriarch of her band had not been prompted by Meru recognizing that
chance had given him the opportunity to push aside the elderly Kakhent and then
her weak father. He’d planned this takeover months ago, probably the very day
he’d assaulted her on the hilltop overlooking the delta, figuring out how the
pieces would fall into place, realizing how he could take advantage of her
people, no doubt with Qen’s and Menna’s and Khay’s assistance. What was going
to happen tomorrow was his plan’s fruition, not its beginning. Aya couldn’t
believe that Qen wasn’t reacting to Meru’s confession, or that Meru had so
openly taken credit for multiple murders. Meru must have promised Qen something
major in return for his silence and assistance. That made Qen just as guilty of
murder as Meru as far as she was concerned.


Meru addressed his sons. “As soon as the joinings are
announced tomorrow during the festival I’ll demand that Hannu step aside. Be
prepared to act immediately if he doesn’t. And you, Qen? Will you need help
carrying out your task?”


Qen shook his head no. “I’ll return to the herd after we’re
done here, as usual. In the morning I’ll volunteer to watch the animals by
myself, like I did during the harvest festival. I’ll send the others to camp,”
he answered calmly. “Since I’m not to be joined to anyone, no one will be
suspicious or think it out of the ordinary. I’ll act upon your signal.”


“Excellent.”


“I’ll always do what’s best for our people,” Qen responded.


In that moment Aya hated Qen with every fiber of her being.
And she hated Meru. And she hated Menna and Khay and all the rest of the
barbarians. I will not spend the rest of my life among them, she vowed. I
won’t let them have Ahaneith or Takhat or anyone else I love either.


“Good,” Meru said. “And you, Khay?”


“I’ll be ready,” Khay said.


“You can count on me, Father,” Menna volunteered enthusiastically.


“You’ve never disappointed me yet, either of you. Now, tell
me – does it still go well with you boys and their girls?” Meru asked.


“Ahaneith’s been telling me almost since the day we met that
she can’t wait to be joined,” Menna said.


“Takhat wants babies so badly she can taste it,” Khay
averred.


Aya blushed at their crudeness.


“And the rest?” Meru asked.


“Hemetre visits Iuput’s fire nearly every evening,” Khay
answered. “Qen’s two remaining sisters of an age are pursued by three of
Hannu’s boys. Nothing seems settled yet.”


“I’ll name their partners, then.”


“You still plan to join with Aya even though she carries
Kakhent’s child?” Khay interjected.


“More reason than ever. That child links me to Kakhent’s
line. And since Hannu is Aya’s daughter, she links me to him. Aya’s the perfect
tool to help me keep the patriarchy. I’m under no illusions, boys – I’m going
to have to keep her under tight control,” Meru admitted. “She’s the one most
likely to rile her people up after I replace Hannu, goad them into challenging
me. She’s willful and headstrong – can’t keep her mouth shut. Keeps claiming
she’s under the protection of her falcon god. Believe me, I’ll beat the
independence out of her if I have to.”


Just try! Aya thought fiercely.


“Menna, to give Aya incentive to be compliant, you’ll need
to impose your will on Ahaneith on the night of the joinings. Do you understand
what I mean?”


“Yes, Father.”


“Do you have the stomach for it, Son, or should I give
Ahaneith to Khay instead?”


“I’ll do whatever I have to, Father,” Menna insisted without
hesitation.


Barbarians! Aya thought. Every one of them! How am I going
to save Ahaneith from Menna?


“See to it that Ahaneith tells Aya how you’ve treated her
the next morning,” Meru continued. “After that, I’ll promise Aya that no more
harm will come to Ahaneith as long as Aya doesn’t resist me. She’ll stay in
line.”


“If that doesn’t work you can threaten to give Aya to Qen,”
Khay suggested.


“That’d keep any woman in line,” Menna chortled.


“Who’d believe that to be a real threat?” Meru asked
dismissively.


Qen did not react to any of their insults.


A moment later, their plotting concluded, the four rose and
left, making their way through the tall grass, three in the direction of their
camp, Qen towards the herd. Aya waited under cover – stunned, confused, angry,
her mind whirring – until they were long gone. She wrapped her fingers around
the falcon at her neck, raised her eyes to the sky, thanked the god that he’d
sent her to overhear these barbarians plotting to destroy her band, her way of
life, her father, her family. But now that she knew there was a plot, what was
she to do about it?


She fought to clear her head, to think. She could not afford
to panic. Meru was counting on Hannu being caught off guard to ensure his plan
worked – well, thanks to her, Hannu would know exactly what was coming hours
ahead of time. He’d be able to deal with Qen and save the herd, protect the
grain from Menna and Khay. He’d be able to spring Meru’s trap before Meru could
set it. Assuming, of course, that Hannu acted like a true patriarch, instead of
the greedy yet timid man he actually was. Aya knew that what was about to
happen would make or break her father. She whispered a prayer to the falcon god
that Hannu would be up to the challenge. If not… Aya dared not contemplate the
consequences.


There was no time to lose. Aya turned, faced her camp, began
as best she could in her pregnant state to run.


 


 


***


 


 


Fifteen minutes later Aya burst into Hannu’s hut. He was
stretched out on his pallet but hadn’t yet lowered the reed mat that covered
the entrance at night, and so its interior was dimly lit by the campfire that
still blazed just outside.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Hannu cried angrily,
startled, sitting up. “I didn’t give you permission to enter!”


“Quiet!” Aya hissed. She fought to catch her breath, looked
over her shoulder to make sure no one was outside listening. “I just overheard
Meru and Qen and Menna and Khay in the marsh. Meru’s going to try to take over
leadership of our band from you during the festival tomorrow. If you don’t give
in, he’s going to kill our animals and burn our grain!”


“That’s preposterous!” Hannu spluttered. “Meru’s going to
yield himself to me, so he can have you.”


“You’re deluding yourself,” Aya said pointedly. “You
underestimated Meru. He’ll never submit to you. You never should have
challenged him the way you did. Now you’re going to pay for it. We all are.”


“Watch yourself!” Hannu snarled. “I’m your patriarch and
your father!”


“As far as patriarch – not for long. As far as father – not
since you sold me to Kakhent.”


“Do you want another taste of my stick?” Hannu snapped.


“Do you want to know what Meru’s planning to do tomorrow?”
Aya countered. “Or do you want to sit here in the dark making idle threats?
Because, believe me, you’re never going to lay another hand on me ever again.”


There was a long pause. “Tell me everything,” Hannu finally
said, his voice grim.


Aya sat, drew close to her father so no passerby could hear
her, related everything she could remember about the plot and the conspirators.
About half way through her tale Hannu began to tremble. At that moment Aya’s
heart sank. Whatever backbone her father had recently developed was dissolving
before her very eyes. The freedom she’d come to crave was slipping away.


“So, now that you know what Meru’s up to, how are you going
to stop him?” Aya asked Hannu when she’d told everything.


“I don’t know,” Hannu shrugged.


“You need to figure something out, and fast!” Aya insisted,
her temper flaring. “At the very least, you have to get our animals to safety
before morning! You have to save our seed grain!”


“How?” Hannu asked helplessly.


It was clear to Aya that he’d lost both the will and the
ability to act. He was useless, a patriarch in name only. Well, since he
wouldn’t do anything, she would. “I’ll go get Iuput. I’ll go get Paser. The
four of us can develop a plan.”


“Don’t you dare tell Paser!” Hannu ordered, grabbing
her forearm, digging his fingernails into her flesh. “He’ll take this as an
opportunity to seize the patriarchy from me this very night.”


Aya jerked her arm away. “Don’t you understand – you’ve
already lost the patriarchy! And instead of seeking help wherever you can get
it, you’re going to sit here in your hut and do nothing? You’re handing Meru
control of our band.” Aya was incredulous. “You’re choosing Meru over Paser!”


“In that case, I’ll give you to Meru like I agreed before –
with no conditions. You’re what he really wants. He’ll leave me in peace once
he has you.”


“It’s much too late for that now,” Aya retorted. “Meru’s
sights are set on a bigger prize than they were when he asked you to join me to
him.”


Hannu leaned forward, shook his finger at her. “This is all
your fault, Aya!”


“My fault?”


“If you hadn’t seduced Meru, led him on, made him desire
you…”


“That’s ridiculous!” Aya spat. “I never wanted anything to
do with Meru – not before Kakhent died and certainly not after. We’re in this
mess because of your greed. You used me once to get the patriarchy of
this band. You thought you could use me a second time to get the patriarchy of
his. You overreached.”


“Well, then, you get us out of this situation, Aya. You
claim to be the falcon god’s chosen one. Get him to save us.”


Aya had never been so disgusted in her life. Her father had
laid both the blame and the solution at her feet instead of taking
responsibility for the mess he’d caused. “You don’t deserve to be a patriarch,”
she said bitterly. She rose. “And you won’t be for long.” She turned, stalked
from Hannu’s hut.


“Don’t you dare go to Paser!” Hannu called after her. “Don’t
you give him what belongs to me!”
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Aya headed for the east end of the ridge. Once there she
perched atop one of the clay bins that held her band’s grain. She had to think.
Her band’s situation was dire. Meru was threatening her people’s very
existence. Her band didn’t have enough men and boys to defend these bins and
the animals if Meru turned violent. After his admission in the marsh, she knew
Meru would have no compunction about killing to get his way. Aya gazed over the
moon–silvered lake, saw Qen’s boats drawn up side by side on the mud flats that
had once been the lake’s bottom well south of the peninsula. To her right
blazed the campfires of her people in a long line atop the crest of the ridge.
The sounds of quiet conversations and occasional laughter drifted to her on the
warm breeze, accompanied by the buzzing and humming of insects and the random
calls of night birds. To her left, on the far side of the dark oval that
consisted of marsh and basin and harvested grain fields, glimmered the faint
fires of Meru’s band atop its distant ridge. By this time tomorrow, Aya
thought, the peace that lay over this land would be completely shattered, the
lives of the people who lived around Ta–she altered forever. And the dream the
falcon god had given her – a prosperous land, many bands living in harmony,
herself happy and content and surrounded by children – would in the end be just
a chimera. How had everything gone so wrong?


The barbarians. Aya cursed the day she’d encountered them.
She cursed Qen, who’d told lie after lie in order to ruin her people. And she
cursed Meru, who hadn’t lied at all, but had simply reached out to take what he
desired, in the process ruining her life.


What to do now? Her father was right – she couldn’t go to
Paser. He wasn’t any more fit to lead her band than Hannu, and defeating her
father and consolidating his hold on power would be Paser’s priority, not
defeating Meru. There was only one man Aya knew she could completely trust to
help her get the band out of this hopeless situation – her younger brother,
Iuput. She turned towards the north. He was out there, guarding the animals.
There was no time to waste. She hurried down the ridge towards the savannah
beyond.


 


 


***


 


 


Aya caught sight of Iuput’s fire flickering from half a mile
away. Drawing near, she saw her brother wasn’t alone. An indistinct figure was
seated beside him, bent close in earnest conversation. One of the herdsmen
eating before resuming his watch over the animals, Aya assumed. There were
always a handful of boys assisting Iuput at night. She was nearly to the fire
when the second figure heard her approaching and turned in her direction.
Firelight illuminated Qen’s face.


She’d assumed he’d be somewhere in the vicinity of the
herds, for destroying them tomorrow was his assignment from Meru. That he’d be
openly visiting with Iuput was almost unbelievable. Aya had expected Qen to be
hiding nearby, avoiding discovery, waiting for the most opportune time to
emerge and kill. But, she remembered, he’d gone about openly with Paser for
weeks while plotting on Meru’s behalf. That seemed to be Qen’s style – to
always be in plain sight, pretending to be a friend, portraying his presence as
something it wasn’t. That made his betrayals even more despicable. Well, this
time, at least, he wasn’t going to get away with his deception. He wasn’t going
to carry out Meru’s orders either. Aya drew the flint knife that was always
tucked into the girdle that circled her waist, stepped into the ring of
firelight.


Iuput looked up. His smile of recognition died as Aya
crouched and leveled her knife at Qen.


“Move away from that treacherous dog!” Aya cried, addressing
Iuput, circling towards the barbarian.


“Aya!” Iuput exclaimed, half–rising.


Qen froze, eyes locked on Aya’s.


“You’re here to kill our animals!” Aya accused. “I’m going
to kill you instead!” She lunged at Qen, slashed with her knife. He dove to the
side, landed on his shoulder, rolled in the dirt, came to rest on his back. He
hadn’t been quick enough. A line of bright red welled from his right bicep. Aya
stepped closer.


Iuput seized Aya from behind, pinned her arms to her sides,
lifted her off her feet. She kicked his shins with her heels, tried to escape.
He tightened his hold. She still gripped the knife in her hand, waved it
menacingly.


“Let me go, Brother!” Aya shouted, twisting and jerking.
“You’d kill Qen too if you knew what he’s up to!”


“I do know, Aya!” Iuput gasped. He was barely able to
control her. “Qen told me everything Meru’s planning to do tomorrow.”


Qen propped himself on his side with his uninjured arm,
regarded her warily.


“His version. Not the real one,” Aya countered. She tried to
wrench free again, almost slipped from Iuput’s grasp, but he was too strong.
Aya was unbowed. She locked her eyes on Qen. “Make a move towards your staff
and my knife will find your heart – assuming you have one. You know how
accurately I can throw.”


“Not with your arms pinned,” Iuput wheezed.


“I’ll find a way!” Aya insisted.


Qen kicked his staff away with his good leg, so that it was
beyond his reach. “Satisfied?”


“Aya, Qen’s on our side,” Iuput promised. He set her on her
feet, maintained his hold on her.


“That’s what he wants you to believe,” she choked
out. She could hardly breathe with Iuput’s arms crushing her ribs. “I was in
the marsh tonight. I heard every word the barbarians said.”


“Good,” Qen said. “Then you know what we’re up against.”


“We?” Aya snapped, her nostrils flaring. “It’s not
your band that Meru’s trying to take over.”


“He already did – take over my band,” Qen reminded her.
“Meru killed my father. He killed Kakhent. You heard him admit it tonight. He’s
enemy to us both.”


“So you keep saying. But what were you doing with him in the
marsh, if its true?”


“Meru ordered me to meet him there tonight,” Qen said. “It’s
the first time he’s spoken to me in months. I knew something was up. I wanted
to know what.”


“Why involve you in his plan?”


“Desperation? Who else can get close enough to harm your
animals except me? Iuput wouldn’t question my presence near the herd. But he’d
think anyone else from my band approaching would be unusual, and he’d challenge
them. Anyway, if you haven’t already figured it out, Meru will have one of his
sons kill me as soon as I accomplish my mission. I’m of no use to him
afterwards.”


“Liar!” Aya cried. “He promised you’d oversee planting and
herding on his behalf after the bands are merged.”


“Why would he need me, when he’ll have you?” Qen queried.
“You’re the farmer. No one else at the lake measures up to you.”


“That, at least, is true.” Aya went limp. Clearly, trying to
escape Iuput’s hold was pointless. Besides, Meru lying to Qen to get him to go
along with his plan was not only plausible, but likely.


“If I release you, will you promise to behave?” Iuput asked.
His chest was heaving and he was sweating heavily.


Aya nodded.


“I want to hear you say it.”


“I won’t try to kill Qen,” she snapped.


Iuput let go of Aya. She tossed back her long hair. Sweat
was pouring into her eyes. She took several deep breaths, wiped her brow with
her forearm. Iuput held out his hand. Aya rolled her eyes and slapped the hilt
of her knife into his palm.


Qen awkwardly crawled to his former seat, brushed the dirt
off his chest and legs. Then he pressed his palm over the cut on his upper arm.
Blood had by now streamed all the way down his bicep to his elbow and forearm.


Aya didn’t feel the least bit guilty about cutting him.
Still, she was a healer. She sighed. She ripped a strip of linen off the bottom
of her loincloth, ordered Iuput to wash the blood from Qen’s arm. She didn’t
pour the water over her talisman; she wasn’t going to waste her magic on a
barbarian. Once Qen’s arm was clean, she wound the strip of linen over the cut
and tied it. Then she stepped away. “So you were only pretending to go along
with Meru?” she asked. “You expect me to believe you were simply acting?”


“Yes.”


“How do we know you’re not acting now, trying to get us to
lower our guard?”


“You don’t,” Qen said. “I can’t imagine how hard it must be
for you to believe me, Aya, after everything that’s happened since our bands
met. All I can say is that I came straight here from the marsh to warn Iuput.
Would I have done that if I was on Meru’s side?”


“I think you’d do whatever benefited you the most.”


“Aya, you need to trust Qen,” Iuput pleaded. “There’s no
time to waste arguing amongst ourselves. It’s up to the three of us to stop
Meru.”


“You’re right about that, at least.” Aya shook her head. “I
told Father about Meru’s plan a little while ago. He’s cowering in his hut like
a scared little boy. He’s too afraid to do anything.”


“I’m not surprised,” Iuput said. “Please, Aya? Work with
us.”


Aya sighed deeply. She didn’t trust Qen, but she trusted
Iuput. That was going to have to be enough for now.


“We’ve come up a plan to stop Meru,” Qen said.


“I’m waiting.”


“Tomorrow, when Meru demands that Hannu recognize him as
patriarch, I’ll throw my support to Hannu,” Qen said. “My family leaving Meru’s
band will make your father too strong for Meru to push around.”


Aya pondered for a long moment. “Ten added to my band, ten
subtracted from Meru’s – it would shift the balance considerably.”


“Meru won’t expect it,” Iuput said. “He won’t have a
contingency against it.”


“Most of your family are children, though, Qen,” Aya pointed
out. “And all of the adults are women, except for you.”


“And I’ll be useless if it comes to a physical confrontation
between the bands, now or in the future,” Qen said matter–of–factly.


“It’s not much of a plan,” Aya complained.


Iuput looked at Qen, shrugged his shoulders. “Do you have a
better one?” he asked Aya.


“No,” she admitted. “But I’d be less uneasy if there was
someone in our band for Qen to pledge fealty to who’s more competent than
Father to lead us. Make no mistake – we’re going to be starting a long–term
conflict with the barbarians. We might defeat Meru tomorrow, but he won’t leave
the lake until he gets what he wants – our band, and me. All three of us know
that Father won’t stand up to him for long.”


“You should make Father join you to someone tomorrow, to at
least give Meru the illusion that Father will never surrender you to him,”
Iuput said.


“To whom? Hunefer?” Aya scoffed. “He’s the only available
man in our band.”


“Qen.”


Aya stared at her brother. “Why would you even suggest
that?” she asked, incredulous.


“You just said Meru won’t give up until you’re his,” Iuput
answered. “You just said Father’s weak. Given enough time, he’ll hand you over
to Meru. All it will take is a big enough bribe or a vicious enough threat. Or,
Meru could just kill Father. The only way I see to stop Meru and Father from
using you is for you to be joined to someone right away. Qen’s the only person
who makes sense.”


Aya shook her head no.


“Be practical,” Iuput said. “Who’s going to care for you in
years to come, Sister, bring you and your family food, watch over your children
when you have your baby and afterwards? Father? You know he won’t. His excuse
will be he has to take care of Nofret and someday their children. And I’ll have
a family of my own to provide for.”


“I can take care of myself,” Aya replied stubbornly.


“Not forever.”


Aya gazed into the darkness. That she was even sitting here
on the savannah, a mile from the lake, trying to save her people, was due to
her. She’d followed the falcon god south. She’d talked her people into coming
to Ta–she. After that, the power that should have accrued to her had been taken
away. Aya sensed that this was the last opportunity she’d ever have to gain
control over her own life. She wasn’t about to let it pass. “The falcon god
called me to this country,” Aya said crisply. “He showed me a prosperous land,
and many prosperous people. He showed me a vision of myself enveloped in
happiness. But that’s not how my life has played out. I’ve always been
controlled by men – Bek, Hannu, Kakhent, Hannu again. None of them cared about
my happiness. They cared about gaining my power and using it themselves. Now,
Iuput, you want me to surrender myself to Qen – for my own good, you say.” This
situation called for bluntness, not diplomacy. “But if I do, once again I’ll be
yielding my happiness to the needs of another – and that a man I frankly can’t
stand.”


If her words stung Qen, he didn’t betray it by any
expression.


“I’ve spent my whole life subservient to others, yet I’m
special,” Aya continued. “Otherwise, why would the falcon god have chosen me?
No, Iuput, it’s time for me to create my own destiny. I’m done living for
others.” She turned to Qen. “I appreciate that our plan depends on you
recognizing my father as your patriarch,” Aya said. “I hope you still will,
despite my rejection of you, despite our personal dislike for each other. But I
won’t be joining with you or anyone else tomorrow. From now on, my life belongs
to me.”


“I’ll play my part, as I’ve already promised,” Qen said. “As
far as us not being joined, I completely agree with you, Aya, though for a
different reason.”


She was surprised. That he should be rational, not hurt or
hostile, was unexpected. “Why, then?”


“Meru would claim that you’re my reward for yielding my
family to Hannu. He’d say Hannu has used you to buy power once again, at the expense
of Kakhent’s sons. He’d rile them up. In the heat of the moment, they’d rebel
against Hannu, fracture your band. Meru would step into the breach. We’d lose.
More importantly, you’d lose.”


What Qen said made sense. “So, what reward do you
expect in return for abandoning your people and joining mine?” Aya asked,
suspicious. Since Qen was the one who’d brought up a reward, he must have
something in mind. He certainly wasn’t going to pledge fealty to Hannu out of
the goodness of his heart.


“None.”


Aya snorted. “You must want something.”


Qen thought for a moment. “From now on, Aya, give me the
benefit of the doubt, instead of thinking the worst of me right away.”


“That’s it?” she asked skeptically.


“I’d say it’s a lot, considering you just tried to kill me.”


“Good point.” Aya’s eyes bored into his. “I’ll try, Qen. It
won’t be easy for me. I don’t promise anything.”


“I understand. I have to earn your trust. So, let’s get on
with it,” Qen said forcefully. “We have a lot to do before dawn. It’s not many
hours from now.”


Iuput bent and retrieved Qen’s staff and handed it to him.


Qen struggled to his feet. “For the record, Aya, I don’t
dislike you.” Turning, he hobbled off into the darkness.


That’s hard to believe, after the way I’ve treated you since
the day we met. Aya caught herself. I guess this is where I have to start
giving you the benefit of the doubt. I was right – it’s not going to be easy
for me.


“Qen’s going to scatter the herd, along with the boys who
are on guard,” Iuput told her. “The two of us need to hide as much seed as we
can before daylight so we’ll be able to plant a crop next year.”


“I truly hope Qen’s on our side, that he’s going to do what
he just promised,” Aya said. “After what I saw and heard earlier tonight, I
don’t completely trust him. I have to believe that, despite what he said,
somewhere deep down I’ve offended him by rejecting him. That’s human nature.
I’m afraid he’ll change his mind between now and the festival.”


“He won’t,” Iuput said with assurance. “After this is all
over, I still think you should join with Qen. Our band would truly prosper if
the two of you would set aside your differences and work together.”


“We don’t have to be joined to do that.”


“No, you don’t. At least, right up until Father gives you to
Meru.”


 


 


***


 


 


Aya refilled Meru’s and Hannu’s cups with beer. The
afternoon had grown late and everyone had been celebrating the inundation
festival in the camp atop the ridge since dawn. The two patriarchs were sitting
in the shade before Hannu’s hut, apart from the rest, silent, rarely even
looking at each other, the tension between them palpable. Both wore ostrich
feathers in bands around their brows, and each carried the symbol of their
office – Hannu a crook made of tamarisk, Meru a tall staff. Hannu had a bull’s tail
fastened at the back of his loincloth and Meru had a lion’s pelt draped over
his shoulders. Aya had insisted on attending the two men herself, and for good
reason; her father was practically unable to function in light of the news
she’d carried to him the previous evening. Neither she nor Iuput had told him
about the steps they were taking to save the band from Meru. They couldn’t –
Aya feared Hannu would say something to give the plan away, or in the worse
case warn Meru in an attempt to curry favor with him. Naturally, her presence
aroused no suspicion in Meru; he expected her to attend him, especially with
their presumed joining imminent.


The orderly huts of Aya’s people were spread over a
fifty–yard section of the ridge overlooking, to the south, a field of stubble
and the peninsula and the narrow deep pool between them that was all that
remained of the inlet. The lake itself shimmered far in the distance. The huts
were simple shelters of animal hides and reeds and rushes, each with a hearth
in front of it from which smoke lazily spiraled. The spaces between the huts
were crowded with beautiful baskets expertly woven in a variety of rhythmic
patterns in different shades of reeds. A few ostrich shells full of water were
interspersed among them, as were the flat dark stones women used to grind emmer
into flour to make bread, and piles of dung and small branches gathered to feed
the fires, and earthenware containers brimming with beer and milk and fruits
and vegetables. There were racks to dry fish at the foot of the ridge, and on
the hardened flats south of the peninsula, barely visible through the date
palms, Qen’s boats rested. The channel between lake and inlet that Qen usually
traversed when setting off on a fishing expedition was completely dried up.


Aya noted that all of the women and girls of her band were
dressed in their finest linen loincloths, bedecked with necklaces and bracelets
and girdles, the beads made mostly of bone or ostrich shell or shining stones.
She herself wore only her talisman as decoration. Most of the women and men and
the youngest children were gathered at the far end of camp, eating bread and
fruit and the meat of a crocodile that Paser and Wetka had slain the day
before. The older boys were clustered at the very center of the ridge where, to
the music of drum and reed flute, Takhat and Ahaneith and Tiy and Kheti were
dancing, their hair unbound, necklaces and shell girdles clacking as they
swirled across the grass and dirt. Watching, Aya remembered a time when she’d
been the best dancer in the band, the most graceful, the most acrobatic.
Despite her age, she still loved to dance and sing. Hemetre was dancing too;
Ahaneith was teaching her the steps. She alone of the barbarian girls was
participating. Hemetre was catching on quickly, stumbling occasionally,
laughing, tilting her face to the sun, swirling with abandon. Aya could tell
that she was filled with pure joy. And why not? Iuput and Hemetre expected to
be joined tomorrow night. They were truly in love. Aya wished that just once
she could experience that for herself.


Seeing everyone’s happiness, Aya wished she hadn’t overheard
the barbarians talking, didn’t know about Meru’s plan. At least this day
wouldn’t have such a bitter cloud hanging over it for her. Whatever was going
to happen wouldn’t happen until the sun went down and the ceremony honoring the
gods concluded. That’s when Hannu and Meru would clash. The waiting was torture
for Aya. It seemed to her that the sun was barely moving across the sky. Yes,
there was a plan to stop Meru, but so much had to go right for it to succeed
that she hardly expected it would. Far too much of it relied on Qen. As far as
she knew, he’d deceived her and Iuput and had already slain her band’s animals.
At least she and Iuput had secreted enough emmer and barley seed that her band
could raise a crop after the waters of the inundation receded. But, in the end,
that might not even matter. If Qen betrays us, if Father gives in, I’ll
belong to Meru. I’ll never plant at the lake again. Mine will be a miserable,
unhappy life – but so will his. I’ll never stop making him pay for diminishing
my people, for murdering Kakhent. If I’d known Meru’s plan a week ago I’d have
taken Takhat and my girls and stolen Qen’s raft and headed for the river. But
now its too late. She put her hand on her belly. She hoped now her child
would be a boy instead of the girl promised by her dream. Someday, she
thought, you’ll have to avenge us and punish Meru for his crimes.


The dancers were closely circled by the boys of both bands
and the girls of Meru’s, some clapping along in time to the music. Aya spotted
Semat and the rest of Qen’s family, sitting with others from their band,
partaking of the feast. Unbeknownst to them, it was likely for the last time,
if Qen indeed followed through and pledged his fealty to Hannu. Qen himself was
nowhere to be seen; Aya expected that, for that’s what Meru expected, and Qen’s
presence here instead of with the animals would make Meru suspicious. She just
wished she knew what Qen was actually doing. Had he scattered the animals, as
Iuput believed he’d done, or was he waiting for Meru’s signal to slay them? Was
he working hand in hand with Meru, or with her?


Hannu was sweating heavily and downing cup after cup of
beer, growing more morose by the hour. That was, for Aya, a sign that he had
given up and planned to acquiesce to Meru’s demand. She had to make sure he
didn’t before the ceremony started. Otherwise, she’d never even have the
opportunity to launch her plan. She could scarcely bring herself to look at
Meru, had to use every bit of self–control she possessed to smile graciously
and keep from trembling when he called on her to serve him food or drink. He’d
murdered Kakhent. He was going to deprive her people of everything they had. He
was about to take her as his own. All in a ruthless quest for power.


“Tell me about the ceremony,” Meru ordered Aya.


“As is tradition, tonight Father and I will make offerings
to the god of the inundation,” Aya replied, forcing a cheerfulness she did not feel.
“We believe, as your people do, that he lives far to the south, in a land where
no one has ever visited.” She indicated orderly rows of reed baskets and
earthenware jars. “When the moon rises we’ll cast emmer and barley upon the
surface of the lake, and fruit and vegetables, and pour in milk and beer and
blood. That will assure the god sends a strong inundation.”


“The joinings will be announced after that?”


“Yes.”


“And the fertility rites?” Meru asked pointedly, sweeping
Aya with his eyes.


She blushed. “We’ll honor the falcon god and the fertility
goddess tomorrow night,” Aya confirmed. “We’ll make offerings to them in the
fields, where they hold sway. Afterwards, each of the couples to be joined will
stand before me. I’ll pour water from an earthenware jar over each person’s
head – I’ll dip my talisman in the water beforehand, to impart the falcon god’s
blessing. I’ll present each woman with a fertility charm, also blessed by my
talisman. Then, those who are newly joined will go to their huts together for
the first time.”


“My boys have already erected theirs, and I’ve noted that
yours have too,” Meru told Hannu. “Surely that is a sign from the gods that
what stands between the two of us will be reconciled this very evening, and
that our men and girls will be able to use them.”


Aya marveled at Meru’s duplicity. If I hadn’t overheard Meru
plotting last night, I’d interpret his remark as an indication that he plans to
give in to Hannu’s demand to recognize him as patriarch. So would Father. But I
did overhear him. Meru is cagey. He speaks vaguely enough to give Father hope.
He’s deliberately trying to lull Father into complacency, build up his hopes.
But little does Meru know that both of us know he intends to force Father to
recognize him as our patriarch. And little does Meru know that Iuput and Qen
and I intend to stop him.


 


 


***


 


 


The offering ceremony began the moment the moon appeared
above the eastern horizon. The men and boys of Hannu’s band, along with Meru’s,
led the way down the ridge and across the dried mud flats to the edge of the
lake, where feeble waves lapped. They formed lines opposite each other. Some
held blazing torches, their light shimmering on the water’s surface. Hannu,
adorned with what had once been Kakhent’s headdress of ostrich plumes, led a
procession between the lines. Behind him, singing, Aya and the other women and
girls carried baskets of grain and fruit and tubers and jars of beer and blood
and milk, balancing them on heads and shoulders. Aya couldn’t help thinking
this was both the first and last time Hannu would lead such a celebration if
her plan to stop Meru failed, and it’d be the last such she’d orchestrate. She
was certain that Meru would make her people give up their gods if his takeover
of her band was successful, make them worship his instead. He’d been
non–committal before; with ultimate power, she was sure he’d convert everyone
at the lake to the traditions of his ancestors. As the end of the procession
passed, those watching in the lines fell in behind. Hannu reached the shore and
turned towards the crowd, his back to the water. The girls and women fanned out
in a semicircle facing the lake; the men and boys gathered behind them.


Hannu raised his arms. “O god of the inundation, who causes
the waters to rise and bring new life to our lake, we offer you the best of
what we have in thanksgiving for last year’s inundation, and beseech you to
grant another exceptional inundation this year to those of us who dwell on this
lake.”


Aya carried her basket of emmer to Hannu and handed it to
him. She bowed. He turned, at the exact spot where the moon path shone silver
on the lake, and dumped the emmer into the shallow water with a swish. He
turned, handed the empty basket to Aya. She resumed her place. Takhat stepped
forward, then Kheti, then Aya’s girls and the rest of the women and girls until
all the offerings had been made.


Then Hannu beckoned Meru, and Meru joined him beside the
shore, facing the combined bands.


“Tomorrow we will honor the fertility goddess and the falcon
god, who bring life to the earth surrounding our lake and children to our
women. It is, for those of us who live in this camp, the traditional day of
joining men to women, though that has not happened for many years.”


“That is about to change,” Meru declared, his voice ringing.
“Many months ago Kakhent and I agreed that our children who are of age will be
joined.”


Aya could hear excited murmurs and whispers all around her.
It was what everyone had been waiting for these many months. She saw Meru
smiling at her smugly. She stared back, kept her face impassive.


“But first, there is but one small detail,” Meru said
cheerfully, his voice carrying to the edge of the crowd.


Hannu cringed. For months he’d dreamed of this moment, Aya
knew, the moment he’d demand fealty from Meru in return for Aya, and Meru would
give it. He’d pictured his band doubling in size overnight, of taking Nofret to
his hut, of ridding himself of Aya for good, of receiving the acclaim of the
assembled multitude. But Aya’s warning last night had shattered that dream. Now
it was gone, blown away like smoke in a fierce wind. Hannu knew Meru was about
to make his counter demand.


It was clear to Aya that Hannu would acquiesce. The time had
come for her to set in motion her and Iuput’s and Qen’s plan. In a few moments
she’d either belong to Meru or be free of him.


“Our two bands should be combined into one instead of
remaining separate,” Meru declared. “I should lead that band. Hannu, I demand
that you acknowledge me as your patriarch!”


Hannu lowered his eyes, stared at the ground, trembled.
Sweat trickled down his brow. From the dejected cast of his shoulders Aya knew
for certain her father was about to give in to the barbarian.


The dead silence that had followed Meru’s words was suddenly
an uproar – Hannu’s people incensed that Meru was trying to push their
patriarch aside, Meru’s staunchly defending the attempt. Hannu’s cousins moved
in front of the women, close to him, as if to shield him from Meru’s people.
Aya wondered if they’d continue to stand firm once Meru made his threats to
their crops and animals. It was certain that no one in either band had ever
witnessed anything like this before – two patriarchs vying for supremacy.
Everyone was treading uncertain ground. No one seemed to know what to do.


Except Aya. Time to act. “No!” she cried, stepping from the
midst of the women.


Everyone was startled into silence.


Hannu looked up at her, shocked.


Meru glared at her, angry. “You have no right to interfere
in a discussion between patriarchs!” he exclaimed.


Aya moved to the space between Meru and Hannu and the
people, removed the talisman from her neck, held it high over her head with one
hand, turned slowly in a full circle so all could see. “This is all the right I
need to speak! I’m the falcon god’s chosen one, the god of my people!”


Aya saw heads nodding.


“Let her speak!” rang out from more than one person.


Meru addressed Aya, though reluctantly. “Your father is
inexperienced and weak and unfit to lead a band,” he argued. “Everyone can see
that. His own cousins dispute his pronouncements. And you’ve just proved it
true, speaking in his stead. A patriarch must be strong, like me.”


“Rule your own band, Meru. Father will rule ours. There’s no
need to combine our bands.”


“That’s unacceptable,” Meru said dismissively. He addressed
Hannu’s people. “If Hannu does not acknowledge me as patriarch, I will not let
any of my children join with you.”


Another loud outcry. As the message sank in, Aya glanced to
her right. She saw tears streaming down Hemetre’s face. Ahaneith’s cheeks were
wet too. If you knew of Menna’s treachery and his plans for you, you’d be
crying for a different reason, Aya thought, gazing at her daughter
dispassionately. She directed her attention back to Meru. “Cousins will join
with cousins in my band, then,” Aya told him evenly.


Meru colored. Things weren’t going as he’d planned. He’d
obviously expected Hannu to capitulate after his threat. He hadn’t anticipated
Aya’s unexpected intrusion on Hannu’s behalf. Meru was clearly off–balance. His
voice rose, angry. He addressed Hannu’s people again. “Is that what any
of you want? To join with your cousins? Or do you want the partners from my
band you’ve come to care for these past months?”


The looks passing between a majority told Meru and Aya their
answer.


“Do not be so quick to reject my demand,” Meru said
triumphantly.


“Why not?” Aya asked calmly. “Will you slay our animals?
Burn our emmer and barley? Set a scorpion on Father, like you did Kakhent and
your own father?”


Even in the flickering torchlight Aya could see that Meru
had gone pale.


Everyone stood in stunned silence.


Time to attack. Aya stepped forward so that she was
only inches away from Meru. “I overheard every word you uttered in the marsh
last night!” she cried. “You and Khay and Menna and Qen – plotting against my
people to force yourself on us as patriarch!”


Aya turned her back on Meru. She saw with satisfaction that
her daughter and sister were regarding Menna and Khay with horror. The boys
seemed not the least bit bothered. Aya assumed they believed Meru would still
carry the day, that they were still prepared to destroy her people’s grain if
he did not. They had clearly underestimated her.


“Our animals are now scattered across the savannah,” Iuput interjected,
coming to stand at Aya’s side, addressing Meru. “It’ll take you weeks to find
them all, much less kill them. And Aya and I have secreted enough grain up in
the hills that we’ll be able to plant our fields after the coming inundation as
usual. Your threats are useless. You cannot harm us, Meru.”


“So you say, stripling,” Meru snarled at Iuput. “Let’s see
if your people agree.” He pushed past Iuput and Aya, addressed the boys in
Hannu’s band who’d been pursuing Qen’s sisters. “I will allow you to join with
the girls from my band. Simply acknowledge me as your patriarch and they are
yours.”


“You too, Takhat,” Khay urged. “Come with me.”


“I will not!” she cried, then retreated among her people.


“But you will, won’t you Ahaneith?” Menna pleaded.


From the look in her eyes, Aya could tell her daughter
would.


Meru turned and addressed Aya. “You as well. You have young
children and an unborn child to think of, after all.” He faced the crowd again,
eyed all the couples. “Declare yourselves! Now!” he barked.


“My sister and nieces are no longer yours to give, Brother.”


Everyone in the crowd turned. Qen stood a few paces behind
them, alone, supporting himself with his staff. Aya saw no blood on his
loincloth. With relief, she took that as a sign he hadn’t slain her band’s
animals. But would he still play his part in the plan? There was a nagging
doubt deep inside making her mistrust him. She’d know for sure in a moment. She
could see that Meru was baffled by Qen’s sudden appearance when he was supposed
to be with the herds.


Qen hobbled forward, working his staff. The crowd split to
let him pass and came together again behind him. He halted before the
patriarchs, nodded at Iuput and Aya who had moved to their right. “My sister
and nieces are mine to dispose of as I see fit, not yours.”


“I’m your patriarch!” Meru practically screamed.


“I’m still the head of my family, despite what you’ve taken
from me,” Qen reminded him.


Aya knew he was referring to the patriarchy, and she could
see that Meru knew it too. She also saw that Meru had just realized Qen’s
motivation for apparently going along with his plan last night and now backing
out – Qen had been answering Meru’s treachery with treachery of his own.
Thankfully, it was benefiting her.


“My sister and my nieces and nephews will tonight become
part of Hannu’s band,” Qen intoned. “The joinings of my nieces Hemetre and
Khensa and Khenut that you were counting on to add three more hunters to your
band, Meru – they are your loss. And you lose my three nephews as well.”


Meru stepped forward, loomed over Qen, stood nearly chest to
chest, his brow knit angrily, face red. “You’d betray your family?” he shouted.


Qen did not back away. “I’m taking care of my family,” he
replied coolly.


Meru was practically apoplectic. “You’re betraying me! You
made promises last night!”


“You’ve brought this on yourself, Patriarch. But it doesn’t
have to be this way,” Qen said calmly.


“You have no right to chastise my father!” Khay said
menacingly, moving from the midst of the crowd directly towards Qen, a hand on
the hilt of his knife.


Qen spun around, faced him. “You forget that I head a
family,” he snapped, suddenly leveling his staff at Khay, stopping his nephew
in his tracks. “Our tradition allows me to express my opinion.” He glanced over
his shoulder at Meru. “Or have you done away with that too?”


“Express it, then,” Meru said sharply. “And be quick about
it.”


Qen addressed what should have been his people. “Our lives
have always depended on following herds of wild animals from river to savannah
and back, gathering wild grasses and fruits and tubers as we go, in rhythm with
the inundation in the valley. From the tales told around our campfires, this is
how our people have lived since the beginning of time.”


Meru was impatient. “Get to the point.”


“Hannu’s people hunt wild game, as we do,” Qen continued.
“But in addition, they have domesticated their animals. They rarely slaughter
them for meat. Instead, they get milk and blood from them, a never–ending
source of sustenance. They need never fear that the wild game will disappear,
or that their hunters will be unsuccessful.”


“You’re a fine one to talk about hunting,” Menna said
scathingly.


Qen ignored him. “We’re at the mercy of the plants we find.
What we eat, and what quantity, depends on where we wander, on what the
inundation leaves behind. But Hannu’s people plant emmer and barley in a
specific spot, better grains than we find growing naturally anywhere in the
river valley. They have more than twenty storage bins in their camp – you’ve
all seen them – and each bin holds eight hundred pounds of grain! If the
inundation fails for a year, or two, or three, they will still eat.”


Aya saw the looks passing between Meru’s people. This was
new information to them.


Qen’s words spilled out in a rush. “What’s more, we men must
hunt, and you women must gather, from sunup to sundown. Hannu’s people do not.
They harvest more from a small area than we do harvesting widely. They don’t
have to move their camp constantly. And because they have a surplus, not everyone
must hunt and gather. Some can specialize, at least part of each year.” He
turned and addressed Meru. “Surely you’ve noticed the baskets Aya makes, her
pottery, her linen? All exquisitely beautiful.”


“Not really,” Meru said. “Who cares, anyway?”


Aya was surprised that Qen had singled her out in
particular, and complimented her so extravagantly. She was appalled that Meru
had no appreciation for what she created with such care. What Qen had told her
in the past was true – in Meru’s mind, a woman was suited only for gleaning and
gathering and raising babies.


Qen reached into a leather pouch dangling from his waist and
removed an object. He held it up in the moonlight. By its shape Aya saw it was
an arrowhead, the style her band made – v–shaped, with elegantly curved tangs.


Qen handed it to Meru. “Iuput taught me to make this
arrowhead in the way his band does.”


Aya remembered the day he had. She remembered Khay and Menna
mocking Qen. She recalled standing by while they did so, and saying nothing.
She remembered Qen defending her from his nephews’ comments afterwards. She
felt a bit guilty now, for her silence.


Meru turned the arrowhead over and over in his hand, tested
the sharp chipped edges with his thumb. “Unnecessarily beautiful,” he said,
tossing it aside onto the dirt.


“Yes, Patriarch. Exactly. Unnecessarily beautiful. In fact,
I usually make three arrowheads in the time it took me to make this one.”


“You wasted your time.”


Qen unconsciously leaned forward, his voice earnest. “That’s
my very point, Meru – because of how Hannu’s band lives – by herding and
planting – they have time to spend on beauty. It doesn’t cost them
anything. It’s not a waste. They don’t need to devote every minute of their day
to simply staying alive. And if we adopt their lifestyle, neither will we.
Surely you’ve seen how much easier life is here, in the months we’ve spent at
the lake.” Qen’s voice took on a note of pleading. “I implore you, Meru. Give
up this quest to forcibly take over Hannu’s band. Be content with the one you
have. Let us live side by side with his people instead. Hannu will honor
Kakhent’s promise to give us grain, and animals to start our own herds.”


Hannu nodded.


“Agree to this, Meru,” Qen urged. “Then we can exchange our
women and girls in peace, as you and Kakhent planned. We can live here. Both
our bands can prosper.”


“Are you finished?” Meru asked, glowering.


“I am.”


“Give up this foolishness, Qen,” Meru snapped. “Support me.
I’ll make it worth your while.” His eyes narrowed. “Once I’m patriarch of both bands
you can have any of Hannu’s girls you want.” His gaze lingered on Aya, cold,
hard. “Except for Aya. She’s mine.”


“Tempting, Brother,” Qen said. “But since you won’t be
reasonable, you leave me no choice. I’m going to resolve the mess you’ve
created.”


Aya felt a shiver go through her body. Qen was going to do
what he’d promised. He was going to submit to Hannu as his patriarch. He was
going to defeat Meru and save her people.


Qen turned to Aya, leaned on his staff, awkwardly sank to
his good knee, his mangled leg splayed to the side. “Aya, from this day forward
I acknowledge you as the head of my family.”


The only sound was palm fronds clacking in the light breeze.
Everyone in the crowd had been shocked into silence.


Aya was stunned. Had she heard right? Qen wasn’t executing
the plan she and Iuput and he had agreed on. What did he mean – he acknowledged
her? How would that stop Meru? What Qen had done wouldn’t make her
father’s hold on power any stronger.


“I’m patriarch here!” Hannu spluttered. “Bend your knee to
me, Qen!”


Qen struggled to his feet. “You’re in charge of your band
only because you sold Aya to Kakhent when she was a child,” he said
dismissively. “But a patriarch? You’re no patriarch.”


“Why, you…” Hannu raised his crook to strike Qen.


In one motion, Qen let go of his staff and seized Hannu’s
crook and yanked it from his hand. Then he snapped it in half over his knee,
tossed the pieces aside.


Hannu stared impotently at Qen, speechless, humiliated,
minimized.


Qen turned towards Hannu’s band. “My people are hunters and
gatherers. My father was my band’s patriarch. We relied on him for everything.
He decided where we went on the eastern savannah, where we set up camp, how
long we stayed, when we moved on, what wild game we pursued, when we went to
the river valley to harvest wild grasses, when we returned to the sea.” His
voice took on urgency. “But you who live at Ta–she are farmers and herders.
None of the things my father did as patriarch are relevant to the way you live,
for you don’t move around. You’ve lived in the same camp on the same ridge for
a decade and a half. Just like my people, you too rely on your leader for
everything. But his responsibilities are quite different. He decides where you
plant your seed, when you plant it, when you harvest it, how much you set aside
to plant the following year, how much you feed to your animals in the dry
months, how much you dole from your storage bins to each family every day,
where to graze your herds, when to blood your animals, when to slay them, when
and how to breed them.”


Aya saw many heads nodding.


“Kakhent never did any of those things,” Qen charged.
“Neither has Hannu. And you, Paser, don’t know how to. Nor do you, Siese, or
Wetka or Bebi or Pimay or Hunefer.” His gaze lingered on each in turn. “Since
the day your band arrived at Ta–she, Aya has wielded the responsibilities of a
patriarch. On top of that, she’s your healer, and guides your women, and is the
chosen of the falcon god. Aya’s been your leader all along, even when she was
just a young girl. You’ve all been too blind to see it. And so you’ve never
acknowledged it. It’s time you finally did – just as I have.”


Sound suddenly exploded like a wave from half the crowd. All
of Aya’s people seemed to be shouting over each other at the same time, trying
to make themselves heard. Heads were bent close together. Numerous women and
men were gesturing wildly. Meru’s people watched, murmuring to each other,
confused, unsure what this meant for them. Aya was rooted to where she was standing,
her heart pounding, astounded by what Qen had just proposed. It went beyond
anything she’d ever dreamed. A woman, leading a band? Unheard of. Except, he’d
been right. She had been leading her people all these years. It was
right and just for them to formally accept her now. She remembered telling Qen
last night that she wished he could find someone better in her band to pledge
fealty to than Hannu. He had.


Hannu, furious, desperately trying to hold on to power, held
up both hands, quieted the crowd somewhat. “Do you really expect that the heads
of my band’s families will switch their fealty from me to Aya?” he snarled at
Qen, incensed.


“Do you really expect that any of Kakhent’s sons will
support you anymore, when they have the chance to pay you back for cheating
them of their birthright?” Qen rejoined. “This is their chance to be rid of
you.” He turned, sought Paser in the crowd, addressed him. “It’s up to you,
Paser. Acknowledge Aya as I have and Meru is defeated. Stand by Hannu, and Meru
will win. Try to take the patriarchy yourself, and Meru will win. Your band
will be destroyed.”


Paser looked at each of his brothers, uncertainly. They
stared back, equally uncertain. The decision was his. With a sigh, he moved
forward, fell to his knees in front of Aya. “I will support you. And my
brothers will as well.”


Aya extended her hand, raised Paser up, smiled.


Qen moved beside Aya, gave her his staff to replace Hannu’s
crook, the one he’d snapped in two, hobbled a few paces away.


She grasped it with her right hand.


Iuput snatched the ostrich feathers from Hannu’s brow,
pressed it on his sister’s.


“You can’t be serious, Qen!” Meru cried. “You cannot switch
loyalty – and especially not to a woman! You are bound to me by blood!”


“But I just did,” Qen answered calmly, meeting Meru’s stare.
“I recall you suggesting the very same thing to Aya’s people just moments ago.”
He tensed, spat in the dirt at Meru’s feet, suddenly angry. “You speak of being
bound by blood? You stole what was mine and murdered your own father to get it!
You broke the blood tie that once existed between us.”


Meru stared at him for a moment, then merely shrugged.


“It seems now that your band is too small to survive
on its own,” Aya told Meru. She was in charge of her band now, bedecked with
the symbols of leadership. She intended to make her new–found authority count.
Her voice rose. “So I make your people the same offer you made mine – you’re
all welcome to stay here at the lake. Join with my band or live separately – it
makes no difference to me. Recognize whichever patriarch you wish.”


Meru drew himself up to his full height, glared at Aya,
bitter, angry. “My people will never bow down before you!”


“Have it your way,” Aya said. She gazed at the huts atop the
ridge, illuminated by the moonlight. The ridge had been her home for so many
years. Now, because she’d defeated Meru, it always would be. Thank you,
she whispered to every god and goddess who watched over her people. Especially
you, she whispered to the falcon god, touching with her fingertips the
talisman dangling around her neck. Aya caught Qen’s eyes, and nodded. He’d
delivered on his promises, and more. He’d saved her band. He’d elevated her.
She owed him a huge debt of gratitude.


“Now what?” Paser asked Aya.


There was still business to attend to. “The joinings.” They
were her responsibility now. She nodded at her brother. He moved directly in
front of her, faced her. “Iuput, tomorrow night, after we honor the falcon god
and the fertility goddess, you’ll be joined to Hemetre.” The girl rushed from
the crowd to his side, gazed at him happily, smiled broadly at Aya.


The women and girls of Aya’s band ululated.


Meru stared at Aya, fuming.


“I’m thrilled for you both,” Aya said. “I’m sure your union
will be one of great joy.” She envied them. She’d never had a great love like
theirs, doubted she ever would.


They moved aside. Everyone in her band, and Qen’s family,
began pressing more closely towards her. Meru’s people milled about behind
them, some curious, some greatly disappointed. Those in Aya’s band seeking
partners had been anxiously awaiting this night for months. With all the
turmoil, who would join with whom was now anyone’s guess.


“Khensa, you’ll be joined to Harwa.”


Qen’s youngest niece and Aya’s nephew didn’t look quite as
happy as the first couple had.


Aya glanced at the crowd, remembered Qen and Paser’s
secretive discussions on behalf of their progeny. She’d been suspicious of Qen then,
but now knew he’d been telling the truth about their mutual objective. Honoring
that objective would hopefully cement Paser’s support. “Khenut, you’ll be
joined to Harkuf.”


Both were ecstatic.


“An excellent choice,” Paser smiled.


“Qen told me it would please you,” Aya said. She addressed
her oldest daughter. “Ahaneith, you’ll join with your cousin Isu.” He was a
good and decent boy. Aya hoped Ahaneith might eventually find a modicum of
happiness with him. He certainly had none of Menna’s drawbacks.


“It’s not too late!” Menna cried, stepping towards Ahaneith.
“Come with me!”


Ahaneith burst into tears, put both hands over her face. She
was, Aya realized, still under Menna’s spell. Aya hoped that in a few days,
after everything was fully explained to her, she’d realize the horrible fate
she’d just dodged.


“See? You’re making a mistake, denying your own daughter
what she wants most,” Meru told Aya. “My son is right!” he cried to everyone
else. “It’s not too late for any of you!”


Isu moved to Ahaneith’s side, roughly grasped her arm,
glowered at Menna, pulled her into the crowd.


“Intef, you’ll take Takhat to your hut,” Aya continued,
turning her back on Meru. A far better choice for her sister than Khay.


Takhat seemed to think so too.


“Tiy and Kheti, you’ll wait to be joined until we meet
another band, or until Qen’s younger nephews come of age.”


They nodded, disappointed.


“You could both be joined tonight,” Meru interjected again.


“You could have been too!” Aya retorted, looking over her
shoulder at Meru. “But you weren’t willing to pay the price.” She turned her
back on him, beckoned Qen’s sister forward. “Semat, you’ll join with Hunefer.”


The man who had pursued Aya half a lifetime ago and had been
the odd man out in the last round of joinings appeared shocked. He stumbled to
Semat’s side. She was shocked too. Aya thought they’d make a good match.


“She should be mine, in place of Nofret!” Hannu spluttered,
putting his hand on Aya’s shoulder, spinning her around to face him.


“I’ve given her to someone else,” Aya rejoined, slapping his
hand away. “How does it feel, Father, to have no say in the matter?”


His fury made her smile.


“The only man left for you – besides me – is Qen,” Meru told
Aya.


“You’re very perceptive. I certainly don’t intend to join
with you, Meru.”


“Qen? Have you gone mad?”


“He’s a far better man than you.”


“You promised to join with me!” Meru cried petulantly.
“Admit it! If you join with Qen everyone will know your word is no good! Your
people will know they can’t trust you!”


“My word?” Aya asked. “I never promised you anything.
You’re delusional. You made a bargain with my father for me when Kakhent was
still alive! Then you killed Kakhent so you could have me! What kind of a man
does either of those things?” Aya heard the dark mutterings of her people, saw
anger on the faces of Kakhent’s sons, the outrage on Qen’s.


Paser drew his knife, stepped towards Meru. Meru drew his in
response.


Aya held out her hand, stayed Paser. “I won’t let you kill a
patriarch. I won’t let you stoop to Meru’s level. His band has disintegrated
tonight. He’s paying the price for what he did.”


Reluctantly, Paser stepped back. His eyes did not leave
Meru’s face.


Aya stepped so close to Meru that they were almost touching.
“So I will not join with you. In fact, I’m not joining with Qen either. From
this day, my life is my own, to do with as I see fit.”


The look of utter disbelief on Meru’s face warmed Aya to the
depths of her heart. She had her revenge for the way he’d dishonored her. It
was even sweeter because it had caught him totally off guard. The surprised
murmurs from the crowd were proof that no one had expected such a development.


Meru stared hard at her, then laughed grimly. “So you say
now. Let’s see how proud and mighty you are the day you become mine, Aya. It’s
only a matter of time. In a few days, a week, a month, these people will
realize what they’ve done tonight, what they’ve thrown away. They’ll rid
themselves of you then.” He scanned the crowd. “Qen, what’s in your family’s
hut in my camp is forfeit. Never show yourself in my camp again – not you, not
your sister, not anyone from your family. You are all dead to us.” With that he
angrily pushed past Aya to where his people were standing, then brusquely herded
them in the direction of their camp.


Aya watched Meru disappear into the darkness without regret.
She’d come within a hair’s breadth of being his today. All around her the
people were buzzing, trying to make sense of what had just happened, of how Aya
had deposed Hannu so effortlessly, had gained the support of Kakhent’s sons.
Qen’s sister and her younger children stood to one side, the young ones
tearful, apparently bewildered as they saw their friends and relatives walking
away and leaving them behind. Iuput and Hemetre were embracing joyfully. Takhat
was sobbing, as were several of her cousins, apparently with joy or perhaps
only relief. Ahaneith rushed to Aya and she dropped Qen’s staff and embraced
her daughter. Ahaneith’s tears were of confusion and loss.


With her arms still around Ahaneith, Aya addressed her
people. “We’ll feast again in the morning, and honor the gods at midday. The
joinings will become official at sunset tomorrow, when I bless them.”


With that the crowd began to disperse, drifting across the
dried out mud flats towards camp in small groups, animatedly discussing the
evening’s events. Isu came forward to reclaim Ahaneith from Aya and they
followed after the others. Aya saw several of the new couples walking hand in
hand, by themselves. Aya whispered a prayer to the falcon god to watch over her
daughter and sister in the days and years to come, and grant them happiness.
Then Aya caught sight of Qen, in company with his two youngest nieces and his
three nephews. He had a hand on one of his nephew’s shoulders, using him for
support in place of the staff that lay at Aya’s feet. She’d make sure to return
it to him shortly. The children seemed to be pestering Qen with questions,
which he appeared to be patiently answering. For the first time since she’d met
him, Aya regarded Qen with gratitude, not mistrust or suspicion. That she now
ruled her band was due to him.


Eventually, only Aya remained on the flats. She walked out
onto the peninsula, seated herself a few feet from its southern shore, removed
the ostrich feathers from her brow, gazed over the vast expanse of the
moon–dappled lake, thought over everything that had happened tonight. She’d
taken control from Hannu and now led an expanded band. The boys and girls of
her band had partners. Ahaneith was free of Menna. Takhat was free of Khay. She
was free of Meru. She was going to be able to live the rest of her life at her
lake doing everything she loved to do, on her own terms and no one else’s. She
touched the talisman. The falcon god had made everything possible. Aya swept
her eyes over the lake, caught sight of Qen’s boat a dozen yards away along
with his raft. The dream that the falcon god had sent her more than a decade
ago popped into her head. She’d come to doubt that dream, but after what had
happened today, she didn’t anymore. She rested her hand on her belly. You’ll
be my fourth daughter, Aya whispered. When you’re older, another band
will settle at the lake, and I’ll find a man among it’s people who will love me
and make me happy. He and I will have a son, your brother. Someday, you and he
and his father and I and Ahaneith and Pageti and Betrest will all float
together upon the lake, on a magnificent boat just like Qen’s. I know. For I’ve
seen it. And someday you will too.


 


 


***


 


 


A month had passed since the inundation festival and a new
normalcy had settled over the camp on the ridge. Five new huts now stood at the
west end of the original group, homes of the recently joined couples. There
were thirty–five members in Aya’s band now, all but ten of them adults, almost
evenly split between male and female. For the first time in Aya’s memory, there
were now enough boys and men to watch over the animals and enough women and
girls to properly care for the crops and camp.


Just after breakfast, Aya led her daughters and sister
towards a melon patch on the west side of the closest basin, just past the edge
of the large field east of the ridge that they always planted with emmer. It
was a magnificent day, promising to be warm but not hot, the sky blue and
cloudless. The dew on the long grass both wet Aya’s feet and cooled them. She
glanced towards the lake; while it was still flooded, the waters were beginning
to recede. A layer of rich fresh soil silvered with small pools of water on the
plain marked the farthest extent of the inundation. In a month or so the ground
would be dried sufficiently to begin sowing. Aya, six months pregnant now, had
already conceded that she’d have to oversee the activities this year, not
actively participate. Stooping and bending a month from now would be difficult.
Besides, there were enough women to work that her presence wouldn’t be missed
this once.


“It’s ruined!” Ahaneith cried.


Aya hurried towards where her daughter was standing along
with the other women, at the edge of the melon patch. Normally Aya would have
been leading them, not trailing, but walking quickly was beyond her
capabilities now too. She reached the patch, pushed through everyone. The
ground as far as she could see was littered with smashed melons. Not only had
they been broken apart, but most of the pieces had been smashed or stomped into
the ground. There was no salvageable fruit anywhere.


“Meru!” Takhat exclaimed angrily. “He’s trying to starve
us!”


“That’s impossible,” Aya replied. “There are too many
foodstuffs around the lake. He’s just being malicious. He wants our people to
think I can’t protect them from his depredations.”


“It’s more than malicious when he destroys the most
productive melon patch around the lake,” Takhat said. “Thank the gods I’m not
part of his band.”


“We’d better see what else he’s done,” Aya said grimly.


She led the group partway around the shore of the basin, to
a section where tubers grew in profusion. The ground had been entirely dug up
there too. Every tuber was gone.


Aya gazed upward, saw Meru watching her group from atop the
western end of the ridge that overlooked the basin’s northern edge. “Wait
here,” she told everyone. She scrambled from the marsh up the steep ridge as
quickly as she could.


Meru waited, watching her come.


Aya reached the crest, strode to him. “You’re responsible
for the melons and tubers?” she asked angrily.


“I took what I needed and destroyed the rest,” he said
calmly.


“Could you be any more petty?”


“Petty?” Meru asked. “I’m just using what belongs to me the
way I see fit.”


“How were those melons and tubers yours?” Aya asked.


“All the territory stretching from the edge of your emmer
field to the river in the east, and from the lakeshore to the cliffs in the far
North is now mine. I’ve claimed it for my band. I’ll do whatever I please in
it.”


“That’s ridiculous!” Aya snapped. “This whole country was
given to my people by the falcon god. We’ve shared the resources in it
with you ever since you led your band to the lake. They must continue to be
held in common.”


“That’s how you see the world, Aya. I don’t. I certainly
don’t know your falcon god, don’t recognize anything you claim he’s given you.”
Meru smiled. “So, if anyone from your band enters my territory after this,
they’ll be taking their lives into their own hands.”


“You’re threatening to kill us?” Aya was outraged.


“You know what I’m capable of,” Meru said smugly.


Aya did indeed. Kakhent and Meru’s own father were dead
because of him.


“Just to be clear, that means the waiting stations in the
wadis belong to me too. Your people are farmers, not hunters. You don’t need
them.”


“You’ve got what – twenty people in your band now, and only
half of them adults?” Aya retorted. “You think you can enforce your ridiculous
claim?”


“I think my men are better marksmen than yours, and I think
we can outnumber you at a specific point any time we want, because you have to
defend such a large area and I can concentrate my force wherever you’re
weakest. Besides, I don’t think your people have the will to die for fruits and
vegetables. There are plenty elsewhere.”


“Which are inconvenient for us to harvest, at best.”


“You can end this unpleasantness, Aya,” Meru said sharply.
“Join with me. I won’t even make you acknowledge me as your patriarch. You can
continue to lead your people. We can rule the lake country jointly.”


“Never!” Aya snapped. “You’re a petty, vindictive man who
can’t stand not getting his own way.”


“And you’re a fool!”


“A fool who easily defeated you. Or have you forgotten so
quickly?” With that, Aya turned on her heel, then began carefully descending
the steep slope back towards the basin. Halfway there she spotted Ahaneith
standing some distance from her sister and younger daughters, talking
animatedly with Menna. Aya altered course, headed towards them.


“Come with me,” Aya heard Menna plead as she came within
earshot.


“I want to, with all my heart,” Ahaneith replied, taking
hold of his hands. “I can’t stand Isu! When he touches me… He’s nothing like
you.”


“The thought of him with you in his hut drives me mad!”
Menna exclaimed.


“Get away from my daughter!” Aya shouted, hurrying to her
daughter’s side.


“That’s not what Ahaneith wants,” Menna said, his eyes
narrowed.


Aya grabbed her daughter’s arm, yanked her away from Menna,
spun her around. “Wake up! Look around you! Look at what Meru and his sons have
done!”


“It’s only what you’ve forced us to do,” Menna simpered.


Aya laughed mirthlessly. “You don’t even have enough guts to
take responsibility for your own actions.”


“I love him, Mother!” Ahaneith cried, tears streaming from
her eyes. “That’s something you’ll never understand!”


Probably true, Aya admitted to herself. I’ve never
met a man I could love, and likely never will. “What I do understand is
that we’re going back to camp. All of us. Right now!” She turned to Menna. “As
for you, your father’s threats work both ways. Get off my land!”


 


 


***


 


 


That evening, Aya made her way to the campfire blazing before
Iuput’s new hut at the very end of the row atop the ridge’s western end. He was
giving final instructions to the three boys slated to guard the animals this
night, relieving those who had watched during the day. They rose and headed in
the direction of the savannah just as she arrived. Close by, Hemetre was
ladling stew into a bowl for Qen. Ever since the festival he’d been overseeing
the herdsmen at night, freeing Iuput to sleep in his hut with Hemetre. Aya
assumed Qen would join the boys after he ate. He alone in her band had no
permanent hut; the few nights he wasn’t with the herdsmen he slept on his boat.


Hemetre greeted Aya and invited her to eat.


Aya sat down cross–legged on the ground beside Iuput.


“I’ll let you speak alone with Iuput,” Qen said, waving the
bowl Hemetre was offering him aside, grabbing hold of his staff to help him to
his feet.


He’d barely spoken to Aya since the night he’d given her
leadership of the band, and then only in response to her questions. In fact,
she rarely encountered him at all these days. When he wasn’t with the animals
Qen was on his boat, fishing the deep water. Most of those times he was
accompanied by Betrest and Pageti. They loved being on the lake. Qen had taught
both of them to steer. They were growing strong helping haul nets full of fish
on board his vessel.


“Stay and eat, Qen,” Aya replied. “You should probably hear
my news too.”


Qen took the bowl from Hemetre. She seated herself next to
Iuput, on the side opposite Aya.


“Meru’s claimed the land half a mile to the west outward
from his basin, all the way to the edge of our fields,” Aya said without
preliminary. “He’s claimed all the land to the east of his basin too, to the
river, even our waiting stations in the wadis.”


“By what right?” Iuput cried, incensed.


“Because he knows he can get away with it,” Aya said.
“Because he knows I won’t risk the lives of our people to oppose him. The loss
of just a few of our men to his arrows would cripple us.”


“And he doesn’t have the same fear?”


“Apparently not.”


“And if we violate his territory?” Iuput asked, fuming.


“He’s threatened to kill anyone who tries to harvest
anything there, or merely cross it.”


“You’re sure he’s serious, that he’s not bluffing?”


“His people have already harvested every resource patch on
the west side of the basin. They’ve destroyed what they didn’t need. It’s all
ruined.”


“What foodstuffs are in Meru’s so–called territory?” Qen
asked.


“Patches of melons, tubers, wild grasses. Dom palms heavy
with fruit. Honey trees. Even the pools full of trapped fish. And the sections
of the lakeshore where most of the large game animals come to drink every day.”


“So what are we going to do about it?” Iuput asked. “Meekly
acquiesce? Attack Meru, drive his band from the lake?”


“Meru and his sons are extremely accurate and experienced
marksmen,” Qen said pointedly. “They’d be vicious in a fight.”


“We’d be outmatched,” Aya admitted. “I won’t risk lives over
this.”


“Meru thinks that by depriving us of fruits and vegetables
he’ll make Aya look weak,” Qen said. “He’s gambling that hunger will drive the
people in this camp to turn Aya over to him.”


“A foolish gamble,” Aya said. “We’ve barely begun to tap the
bounty of the lake country.” She gazed into the darkness. “We’ve always
traveled east to harvest foodstuffs. It’s time we looked to the West. With luck
that land will be just as rich. Tomorrow morning I’ll head that way, locate
whatever resource patches exist.”


“They’ll probably be much farther from camp than our current
ones,” Iuput noted.


“No doubt,” Aya replied. “And if they’re not as productive
as those nearby that we’re losing we’ll need to find even more than we
currently glean.”


“If they’re too far, when we send women to harvest they’ll
have to stay overnight,” Iuput remarked. “We’ll need to send enough armed men
along to protect them from Meru or wild animals while they’re gleaning and
sleeping. That means fewer men to guard our animals and our crops around here.”


“Exactly what Meru wants – to stretch us thin, wear us out,
keep us constantly on edge. It’s a way to pressure us to give in to him,” Aya
said.


“Gleaning further away from this camp doesn’t necessarily
mean more time spent journeying,” Qen interjected.


“How so?” Iuput asked.


“I have a boat,” Qen reminded him. “I can transport women to
whatever patches Aya locates, haul what they gather back to this camp the same
day. I’ll need a few men to pole the boat. They can guard the women while they
work.”


“That ought to frustrate Meru,” Aya noted, nodding at Qen
appreciatively. “Your idea is sound.”


“Sound, yes. But hardly a permanent solution to our
problem,” Qen replied. “We need more people settled at this lake, working in
concert with us. We need more people to watch over our animals. We need more
people to care for our crops, to harvest the lake’s bounty. Until that happens,
we’ll be constantly at risk of being decimated by disease or…”


“Meru,” Aya interrupted. “I agree. But what are the chances
of finding anyone? It was luck that Meru’s band stumbled on us.”


“Bad luck,” Iuput interjected.


“Yes. His band turned out to be unsuitable,” Aya said. She
gazed at Qen. “No offense.”


“The valley’s the only place to find more bands,” Qen said.


“Yes. But I don’t intend to send anyone there this year,”
Aya told him. “Our animals will have to stay on the savannah instead of going
to the river. We can’t afford to split our band like we have in the past. It
would be too easy for Meru to do anything he wanted to anyone left behind.”


“In a few months, when the grain is about to ripen in the
valley, I could take a boat and travel to the river and go up and down the
valley until I find a suitable band,” Qen said. “I’m not needed here, so I
could stay as long as it takes.”


“For years?” Aya said. “Meru’s was the first band we
encountered in my lifetime.”


“Yes, but I can cover far more ground by boat than anyone
Kakhent sent looking in the past.”


“That’s what we’ll do, then,” Aya decided. “As for our
current problem, tomorrow morning we should go seek new resource patches to the
west, Qen.”


“I’ll be ready to push off at dawn.”


 


 


***


 


 


By midmorning they were many miles to the west. Qen was
poling his small raft a little ways from the shoreline, skirting reed patches
and mud flats and shallows. Aya was sitting at the front, silent, watching as
the lakeshore steadily if slowly passed by. Occasionally she pointed out a
marshy area that appeared rich in particular resources, or sections of bank
where turtles or crocodiles were sunning themselves. 


“Put ashore here,” she directed at last.


Qen nosed the craft into a small inlet. He dropped over the
side when the raft was a few feet from shore and splashed through thigh–deep
water and pulled the bow onto land.


Aya slung a quiver of arrows over one shoulder and an empty
leather pouch over the other. She grabbed a bow. Qen held out his hand. Aya
took it and disembarked.


“Wait for me here,” she said. “I’ve got a lot of ground to
cover before mid–afternoon.”


“And I’d slow you down,” Qen said ruefully, unconsciously
laying his hand on his leg.


“I won’t need you to protect me, at any rate.” Aya patted
the knife tucked in her girdle.


“As I’m fully aware,” Qen said. “Good luck.”


A few minutes later Aya crested a slight ridge overlooking
the shore and began to descend its far side and the lake and Qen were lost to
her view. She was alone, in her element once again, wandering the savannah,
looking for resource patches, reveling in her new–found freedom. Up until the
last couple of weeks, ever since she was a young girl she’d always been
answerable to someone – Bek, Hannu, Kakhent. Now she was answerable only to
herself. She vowed that circumstance would never again change.


Aya wandered for hours, pausing often to rest because of her
condition, scaling many low ridges, scanning the savannah and nearby valleys
from their crests, seeking likely areas to investigate. The West proved to be
just as rich as the East. She located many different types of foodstuffs, some
useful now, others that had long since ripened and gone to seed, others that
would not be suitable for months to come. She made a mental map of all of them,
how to reach them, in what sequence, during what season. By the end of her
sojourn she was convinced her people could withstand Meru’s crude attempt to
bend them to his will. That gave her a considerable amount of satisfaction.


Aya retraced her steps to the raft in late afternoon. Qen
was seated close by the vessel, in the shade of palm trees near the shore, bent
over a large wide strip of soft leather spread out on the ground, busily
scratching on it with what appeared to be a reed. He was completely unaware of
her return.


“What’s that?” she asked from a few steps behind him.


Qen jumped, startled, twisted to look at her. “It’s a map of
the lake country.”


Aya moved closer and peered over Qen’s shoulder. He’d drawn
an outline of the lake using the end of a reed dipped in berry juice. Aya
immediately recognized the peninsula and the ridge camp and the entire
shoreline they’d passed by this morning. In various places Qen had sketched
fish, or sedges, or wild fowl, or other foodstuffs. There were even pictures of
fish in the body of the lake itself. “These are the resource patches we saw,
aren’t they,” Aya said, pointing to the picture of a duck.


“I started this map many months ago, to keep track of the
best fishing grounds near the north shore,” Qen said. “If you record on it what
you found today, you can use this map to pass on to others in the band what you
know.” He gazed at her belly. “It won’t be long until you won’t be able to lead
the women here yourself. But if you draw the patches you’ve discovered, and
landmarks to guide the women to them, that shouldn’t matter.”


“A very good idea,” Aya admitted. She remembered the day
she’d sketched a similar map in the dirt to convince Bek to lead his band to
Ta–she. She found it interesting that Qen had the same ability to map the lake
country in his mind that she did. His recording of the lakeshore exactly
matched what she remembered having seen. Either her ability wasn’t that
unusual, or he was as unique as she was in that regard.


Qen rolled up the map, got to his feet, helped Aya to board
the raft. He handed her the map, then pushed the vessel into the water. He
pulled himself aboard, his legs soaked, moved to the stern, began to pole.


“You were successful, I assume?” he asked when they were
well underway.


“There are plenty of fruits and vegetables. We’ll be
inconvenienced from now on, but we’ll be fine.”


“I should construct another boat – small enough for two
crewmen to handle yet substantial enough to carry a group of women and the food
they glean. My fishing boat’s too big – takes too many men to row.”


“Will it take long?”


“Less than a week, with Iuput’s help, and my nephews’, and a
few girls to cut reeds.”


“Do it.”


Qen poled a bit farther into the lake to avoid half a dozen
crocodiles sunning themselves on a patch of lakeshore. When they were a
considerable distance past the creatures he indicated a low ridge overlooking a
wide marsh. “Would you ever consider moving camp to this part of the lake –
perhaps even that ridge – to make it easier for the women to harvest?” he
queried.


“Never,” Aya said defiantly. “The ridge above the peninsula
is my home. My people have invested too much time and effort laying out our
fields, establishing our grazing grounds, not to mention all the grain stored
in our bins. No, Meru can threaten us and irritate us and inconvenience us, but
I won’t let him drive us from our homes.”


Qen poled thoughtfully for some time. “What is it you
envision for your people, Aya, now that you’re in charge? I never had any idea
what Hannu intended, or Meru for that matter. All they cared about was
obtaining and keeping power. They reacted to the world. They didn’t think about
ways to shape their people’s futures, make them better. But you’ve been trying
to shape the future your entire life. You’re clearly the driving force behind
farming. Kakhent and Hannu never cared. Kakhent’s sons still don’t. Iuput cares
mostly about herding. If not for you, your people would have reverted to being
hunters and gatherers long ago.”


Aya had to admit that Qen was perceptive. “The falcon god
sent me a dream the day I discovered this lake,” she replied. “He showed me
many bands living along the shore, vast fields of grain, many animals,
prosperity, happiness. That’s what I envision.”


“Thus the need for settlers that we discussed last night,”
Qen said.


“Yes.”


“How do you know the god didn’t show you a vision of what
Ta–she will be like decades from now, long after we and everyone else in your
band is dead?” Qen queried.


“Because there was a revelation in my dream that applied
only to me. I know this country will be transformed in years, not decades.”


“I envy you, that you’re so close to your falcon god,” Qen
said.


Aya was grateful that Qen had enough sense not to ask about
her personal revelation. That was none of his business. What the god had shown
her was for her alone. “How about you, Qen?” she asked. “What is it you
envision for your life, now that you’ve joined my band?”


“It’s already come to pass,” he answered. “All I ever wanted
was for my family to be happy and secure. They are. Hemetre couldn’t be more in
love. Semat is pleased with Hunefer. My nieces and nephews are enjoying their
new lives. Assuming we eventually eliminate the threat posed by Meru, there’s
nothing more that I desire.”


“Wouldn’t you like to have children?” Aya asked,
unexpectedly finding herself curious.


“Of course. And the love of a good woman.” Qen gazed out
over the lake. “But those are impossible for me. I made my peace with my
situation years ago. I’m content to live out my life as a farmer and boatman.”


“Well, I won’t be content until my dream has come to pass.”


“Hence, my upcoming visit to the river, to find a band or
bands to make that happen.”











5439 BC: Ta–she – Peret (Seed)


 


 


 


 


 


Aya beckoned to Betrest. “My time has come. Go tell the
others.”


As her daughter dashed off to round up the women, Aya and
Pageti headed down the slope from camp, crossed the wide flats to the
lakeshore, proceeded onto the peninsula. Aya had set up a birth bower under the
palms there halfway to its western end a week earlier and Pageti helped her to
it.


The bower was simple – a large rectangular wooden framework
roofed with thick layers of palm fronds to provide shade, the roof high enough
that the women could stand erect, all four sides open to catch the cooling
breeze. Gazing to the south, Aya had a view of the entire lake. To the north
she could see the inlet and the ridge topped with her camp and between them
green fields ankle–high with emmer and barley. Aya awkwardly and gratefully
stretched out on a linen–covered pallet and Pageti hurried the dozen yards to
the inlet to fill several large water jars. Everything else that would be
needed – protective charms, linen, herbs, food, wood for the campfire – was
already present. Aya closed her eyes, heard the clacking of palm fronds
overhead, the cries of migratory waterfowl on the inlet nearby, faint
conversations and occasional laughter from the distant camp.


As she waited for the women to arrive, Aya reflected on the
last three months. The lake had receded after the inundation, the fields had
been planted with grain, fish had swum into the marshes to spawn. Normally, her
band would have split by now, half gone to the lake with the animals, the rest
remaining behind to watch over the crops. But, because of Meru, no one had
traveled to the river this year. However, between her and Qen, they had foiled
Meru’s attempt to deprive them of food. Qen made four or more trips each week
to points west along the shore in his small new boat, delivering women and
girls to resource patches, returning to camp that same day with various
foodstuffs. The other days he fished in the deep waters. Thanks to those
activities, and the grain stored atop the ridge, Aya’s band had continued to
eat well.  


Semat was the first woman to appear at the bower. She’d
settled easily into her life with Hunefer. In fact, she too was pregnant.
Having given birth to eight children already, she was more than prepared to
take charge this day. Soon Ahaneith and Takhat and Hemetre and Tabiry arrived,
all a little out of breath. Hemetre and Takhat were also pregnant. This would
not be the first birth any of them had attended.


Takhat removed Aya’s loincloth and covered her with a linen
sheet.


“It’s going to be a girl,” Aya said, laying her hand on her
distended belly. “I’ve dreamed it.”


Pageti opened the pouch that contained all the protective
birth charms and placed one at each corner of the pallet, and then the bower.
The objects were designed to invoke the blessings of various gods. A crocodile
fetus placated the god of the lake, a scorpion and snake warded off danger. A
falcon dangled overhead, hung from the roof of the bower, to watch over
everything. It matched the talisman around Aya’s neck. Having given birth five
times already, Aya knew what to expect in the coming hours, but did not take
for granted that everything would go well. Her own mother and Kakhent’s first
woman and several others in her band had died in childbirth; she herself had
lost both of her sons within hours of their births.


Aya’s contractions soon intensified, the period between them
ever shorter. After each one Ahaneith mopped Aya’s brow with cool water and
Betrest and Pageti fanned her with palm fronds and everyone else prayed – Takhat
to her band’s gods, Semat and Hemetre to theirs. Unlike what Meru would have
done, Aya had encouraged her people to adopt the gods Qen’s family had brought
with them to the lake, and Qen’s family had adopted hers in return. From time
to time the women sang the ancient songs that implored the protection of the
gods on mother and child. During each contraction Aya squeezed Pageti and
Takhat’s hands. Surprisingly, of her three daughters, it was Pageti who had
shown the most promise as a healer, though she was only ten years old. Aya was
already training her to someday take her place.


Just before sunset the women helped a panting, sweating,
grimacing Aya rise to a squatting position, supporting her slippery back and
buttocks with their arms. Moments later, Ahaneith caught her baby sister in her
hands, accompanied by the joyful cries of the women. An instant later the babe
began to squall, loudly. Gently, the women laid Aya back down on her pallet,
placed the newborn on her chest. The babe began to suckle greedily.


“Your name is Ta–she, after the lake,” Aya said
affectionately, smiling, laughing, stroking the tiny arms and legs and back as
the women gathered around. She lifted the talisman from her neck, touched it to
Ta–she to impart the god’s blessing and protection. After awhile Semat and
Hemetre and Betrest and Pageti took the baby and carried her to the lake to
give her a bath. Ahaneith and Takhat remained behind and washed the blood and
sweat from Aya’s body. Then they covered her with a clean linen sheet.
Exhausted, Aya immediately fell fast asleep.


 


 


***


 


 


Several afternoons later, still undergoing the week–long
purification ritual, Aya sat in the birth bower, her back propped against one
of its posts, facing the inlet. Bored by her forced inactivity, she was busily
weaving baskets from reeds Takhat had gathered for her. Pageti and Betrest were
attending her, though just now both were seated beside their newborn sister on
its nearby pallet, watching her sleep. Semat and Hemetre and Tabiry and Bintanath
had left at dawn with Qen to glean somewhere to the west. The other women and
girls were in camp, doing chores or preparing their families’ evening meals.
Aya heard a cry from the water and looked up from her weaving and saw Qen’s
small gleaning boat entering the inlet. He was steering as usual. She watched
as he nosed the boat towards its usual mooring place next to his large fishing
boat and the raft. His two crewmen jumped overboard as it touched land, pulled
the bow from the water, secured it to the trunk of a palm tree with a long
rope. Then they began helping the women onto land and retrieving baskets and
pouches filled with the foodstuffs they’d gathered and piling them on the
shore. From the looks of it, they’d had quite a good day. Then Aya noted Qen
hobbling directly towards her, working his staff with his right hand. As he
came closer she saw a bloodied piece of linen awkwardly fastened atop his left
shoulder, affixed by several strips wound under his armpit.


“Sorry to bother you,” Qen said in greeting, stopping a
dozen paces from the bower. “If I shouldn’t be here, tell me, Aya. I don’t want
to violate any of your band’s rituals.”


“Your band too, now. You’re not violating anything. What
happened?” Aya asked, setting aside her basket.


“Meru. He took a shot at me. He must have seen me depart
with the women this morning, traveled west along the lakeshore until he
stumbled across where my boat was tied, crawled close. I suspect he screened
himself from view in a patch of reeds. I’d just pushed the boat into the lake
after the women finished gleaning and was trying to climb on board when I
stumbled over a rock hidden below the surface and lost my balance. Good thing,
too. At that instant I felt a sharp pain atop my shoulder at the same time an
arrow thudded into the side of my boat. If I hadn’t fallen it would have buried
itself in my neck instead of glancing off me. I think my clumsiness saved my
life.”


“Come. Sit,” Aya said, motioning Qen inside the bower. He
settled cross–legged in front of her, facing the inlet as she was.


Pageti hurriedly brought a jar of water to Aya. Aya soaked
the linen on Qen’s shoulder to loosen it from the dried blood, gently pulled it
away. Blood began welling. Aya saw a deep gash slicing through the muscle atop
Qen’s left shoulder, only inches from his spine. Aya shuddered. A finger’s
length to the right and he would have been dead. A considerable amount of blood
had flowed down his back and dried there.


“Betrest, more water from the lake,” Aya commanded. “Pageti,
heat it when she returns. While you’re waiting, prepare the herbs we use to
stop bleeding, and honey, and lay out strips of fresh linen. And find my needle
and thread – I’m going to have to sew the wound.” In the years since first
stitching together Hunefer’s leg, Aya had repaired enough similar injuries to
perfect her technique.


“Your daughter’s beautiful,” Qen said admiringly, glancing
towards the nearby pallet. “Kakhent would have been proud.”


Ta–she was fast asleep, sucking on a tiny fist.


“Kakhent would have been disappointed, as always,” Aya said
matter–of–factly. “He wanted sons, not daughters.”


“How could a man be disappointed by any of your girls?” Qen
asked, shaking his head. “I’d give anything to have daughters like them.”


Once her supplies were ready, Aya gently cleaned Qen’s wound
and washed away the dried blood with warm water. Qen flinched but did not cry
out. Then again, he’d had his leg half bitten off by a crocodile once. Aya
imagined the pain from today’s wound was hardly comparable. She packed it with
the herbs Pageti had mixed into a paste. Then, assisted by Pageti, Aya began to
sew it up. She’d learned long ago that keeping the patient occupied during the
procedure was always helpful, so she engaged Qen in conversation. Secondarily,
she’d felt a little out of touch with what had been going on in camp ever since
she’d taken up residence in the birth bower. Neither Iuput nor Qen had visited
her there to make their usual reports. In fact, only women had been allowed to
see her until now.


“How are the crops coming along?” Aya asked.


Because of her pregnancy, she hadn’t participated in the
planting two months ago, for the first time since her arrival at the lake. Qen
had acted as her go–between during that effort, ensuring everyone carried out
her orders. She’d overseen everything from atop the ridge, but he’d been down
in the fields, directing the men as they sowed, the women as they chased away
the birds, Iuput as his animals trampled the seed into the mud. Along with
their usual fields between Meru’s basin and the ridge camp, they’d planted two
more farther west, both close to the shore and stretching some distance
parallel to it, to compensate for the sections of their usual fields farther
from the lake that had not been covered with new soil. This year’s inundation
had not been as extensive as in years past.


“I’ve checked daily for weeds, and I’ve made sure the girls
pulled them. The emmer and barley are coming up nicely in every one of the
fields, anywhere from ankle–high to mid–calf. So far, there have been no sign
of pests. Iuput has kept the animals far away, and no hippos have come near.
I’ve patrolled the shore by boat to make sure none have come north. Meru’s
people have stayed away too – we’ve moved a couple of the dogs from guarding
the animals to patrolling the fields to make sure. With luck, we’ll have as
good a crop as last year, despite the smaller inundation.”


“I can hardly wait to see for myself,” Aya said.


Qen nodded, smiled, cringed as she drew the needle through
his skin.


Any other man in her band, Aya knew, would have taken her
last comment as a sign that she was second–guessing him, and would have been
angered. But she’d learned these past months after working with Qen so closely
that he truly cared as much about farming as she did, and she knew he’d
interpreted her words exactly as she’d intended – that she simply couldn’t wait
to get back among growing things once more. It was a luxury having Qen to rely
on, one she’d never had before.


“Have you given any thought to your trip to the river
valley?” Aya asked. “Move your fingers a bit, Pageti.”


Her daughter was pressing the edges of the wound together.
She was participating in the operation with great interest.


“I’ll leave within the next two months. I’ve gathered enough
reeds to construct a small boat beforehand. I want one light enough that I can
carry it around any boulders that might block the channel – with the water so
low this year I’m not sure how passable it will be. Anyway, it’ll be light
enough for me to pole by myself along the lakeshore and then next to the
riverbank.”


“You’ll go by water all the way down the channel to its
intersection with the river?”


“I’ve always wanted to. Who knows what might lie along its
banks that could be of use to us.”


“And when you get to the river?”


“I plan to drift north with the current. With any luck, I’ll
find a band between the intersection and the trail you usually take between the
valley and the lake. If not, I’ll keep going north, all the way to the sea if
necessary. If I’m unsuccessful in that direction, I’ll go back south as far as
I must.” 


“You’ll find a band,” Aya said confidently.


“Because you’ve seen it in your dream?”


“I told you there was a part that convinced me bands would
settle around the lake in my lifetime.”


“A part you said was for you alone.”


“I’ll share it with you now, Qen.”


“You’re not afraid of angering the falcon god?”


“Hardly – since it continues to come true. I saw myself,
Qen, with four daughters gathered around me. In my arms I was holding my newborn
son.”


“I see. Ta–she is the fourth daughter,” Qen said, tilting
his head towards the sleeping infant. “Now all you need is the son. And a man
to give him to you.”


Aya nodded. “There. Your shoulder’s sewn together. Now,
Pageti, smear the wound thickly with honey. After that, place a linen pad
across it and tie it in place with strips passing under Qen’s arm.”


Pageti dipped her fingers into a honey pot and gently spread
it’s contents over the stitches.


“She does well,” Qen commented.


“She’ll succeed me as healer someday,” Aya said. “She’s the
only one in my band with the talent.” Aya sat back on her haunches, flexed her
shoulders. “When we first encountered your band, Qen, I thought my dream was
coming true right then. I thought your people would become farmers and make the
land bloom. I thought Kakhent would give me another daughter, and then the son
I’d seen.”


“But now you believe you needed the fourth daughter before
the right band settled here?”


Aya nodded.


Pageti began bandaging the wound.


“So I guess its up to me to find you your man, and make your
dreams come true,” Qen said lightly. “Perhaps your falcon god has had a mission
for me all along.”


 


 


***


 


 


“They’re gone, Aya!”


Takhat stood just inside the entrance to Aya’s hut, breathless,
smiling.


“Who’s gone?”


“Meru and all of his people!”


“You’re sure?”


Iuput entered the hut, closely followed by Paser and Hunefer
and Isu.


“We were fishing the deep water with Qen,” Paser said. “We
saw dust rising along the shore half a dozen miles east of here and we went in
close to investigate. It was Meru and his people, traveling light.”


“They’re going back to the river,” Hunefer exclaimed. “We’re
rid of them!”


“Why would they leave now?” Aya asked, suspicious.


“We’d normally have split our band by now and headed to the
valley with our animals,” Iuput reminded her. “It’ll be months before the wild
grasses are ready to harvest here. The savannah’s dried out and all the game
has headed towards the valley and water. It makes sense that hunters would
follow the herds.”


“They may only be gone temporarily then,” Aya cautioned.
“They may return to the lake in time for the harvest. Or they may simply be
moving their camp farther east.” She heard considerable commotion in the open
area outside her hut. The news had obviously spread and everyone was gathering,
no doubt to hear from her. “Where’s Qen?” she asked.


“He went back out in his small boat as soon as we landed,”
Iuput said. “He’s going to shadow Meru’s band from out in the lake until they
reach the delta and actually take the trail to the river. I think he’s as
skeptical about Meru’s intentions as you are, so he’s going to make sure they
don’t double back or simply establish a new camp.”


A sensible precaution. Exactly what I would have ordered
him to do. Her eyes swept everyone inside her hut. “Spread the word –
tomorrow will be a day of feasting in thanksgiving to the gods for delivering
us from Meru,” Aya declared. “We might as well assume the best until we learn
differently.” She touched the talisman dangling around her neck. “Please let
them be gone for good,” she whispered.


In the middle of the afternoon the day after the feast, Aya
and Ahaneith made their way towards Meru’s camp. Qen had returned two hours ago
and reported that Meru had personally led his people over the ridge into the
valley. The only question that remained unanswered, as far as Aya was
concerned, was whether the barbarians’ disappearance was permanent or
temporary. She hoped to find answers in Meru’s huts.


She and Ahaneith proceeded along the west side of Meru’s
basin. For the first time since the barbarians had arrived at the lake, Aya
felt an overwhelming sense of freedom, of no longer being trapped or
constrained by Meru’s presence. Henceforth, she’d be able to wander the country
by herself whenever she wanted, without looking over her shoulder. The prison
Meru had put her in the night he’d first confronted her at the delta was gone.
Only now, with that burden removed, did she truly understand how heavy it had
been.


The two rounded the basin’s northern end, scaled the ridge
to where Meru’s band had camped.


Aya had never visited the barbarian camp before. She noted
that it’s huts were obviously temporary, far less robust and orderly than those
in her camp, clearly built by hunters and gatherers who expected to live in
them only briefly before moving on. To Aya, the huts were evidence that Meru
had never intended to settle permanently at the lake, despite his claims to the
contrary. Otherwise, he would have copied her band’s building techniques. She
paused, gazed across the basin to the ridge where her camp stood. Even from so
far away she saw its orderliness, the line of storage bins, the fires spiraling
into the sky, the neatly arranged storage containers and drying racks and grinding
stones. The scene there spoke of permanence, that here of transience.


Aya continued to investigate. The ground around and between
Meru’s huts was littered with countless sherds of broken pottery, rough,
porous, ugly. She kicked a piece with her foot, sent it flying. “They’ve
smashed their pottery,” Aya told Ahaneith excitedly. “If they’d planned to
return they would’ve cached it so they could dig it up and use it later. This
is a sign they’ve truly gone for good.” Aya’s heart sang. Meru’s era at the lake
was over. And good riddance.


“I wish everything had turned out differently,” Ahaneith
said sadly.


Aya knew her daughter had not yet gotten over Menna, despite
her joining to Isu. The broken pottery had no doubt dashed the last of her hopes.
Aya hadn’t had the heart to tell Ahaneith what had transpired between Menna and
Meru that night in the marsh. It was better, she thought, to let Ahaneith’s
childish dreams of Menna fade away rather than crush her daughter’s spirit –
even though Ahaneith blamed her personally for the sundering of the bands. Aya
hoped that given enough time Ahaneith would let that slip away too. “I know,”
Aya said. “It could have, if not for Meru’s greed.” She took one last look
around. “Let’s go down to the marsh. I want to see if they had the decency to
leave the foodstuffs there alone, or if they destroyed them. If they’re whole,
we can go back to gleaning where we used to. We won’t have to travel on Qen’s
boat anymore.” Aya kicked another sherd. “But based on how they destroyed their
pottery, I’m not optimistic.”


They were about halfway between the ridge and the lake, deep
in the marsh near where the honey tree stood, when Menna and Khay suddenly rose
from hiding places in the tall grass, blocking their path, arrows fitted to
bows.


Ahaneith screamed.


The fact that Meru had led his people away from the lake and
left Menna and Khay behind was a very bad sign. Aya wondered why Qen hadn’t
reported it, that Meru’s sons hadn’t been traveling with his band. She stepped
in front of Ahaneith protectively, instinctively reached for the knife she
always carried in her girdle. Except, today it wasn’t there. She’d
unaccountably left it in her hut. Though unarmed, she wasn’t about to show any
fear. She was a patriarch, after all. “What are you doing here?” she demanded.


“Father left us behind specifically to capture you, Aya,”
Menna chortled. “We’re going to take you to him.”


“Ahaneith’s a bonus,” Khay added.


She had to protect her daughter. “You can have me,” Aya said
calmly. “Let Ahaneith go.”


“And let her raise the alarm? I don’t think so,” Khay said
sharply.


“I want to go with you, Menna!” Ahaneith exclaimed. “I want
to leave the lake. I can’t stand being apart from you.” She pushed past Aya to
Menna’s side.


He smiled, put his arrow back in his quiver, slung his bow
over a shoulder, put an arm around her waist.


“You’re making a terrible mistake,” Aya told Ahaneith.


“Mistake?” Ahaneith snapped. “Isu’s the mistake! I never
wanted him. You should know what that’s like, Mother, having a man forced on
you. I love Menna.”


Her daughter’s anger was palpable. Aya’s heart sank. She
hadn’t guessed at the depth of that anger. “I am guilty of doing to you
what I hated having done to me,” Aya admitted. “But you don’t know what Menna’s
really like.”


“Oh, and you do?”


“I know what he was prepared to do to you because Meru
ordered it.”


“I’m sure you’ll say anything to turn me against him!”
Ahaneith cried. “So whatever lie you’re going to tell doesn’t matter. Don’t
waste your breath, Mother.”


Aya had lost her daughter. Her only chance of getting her
back now was by force. The men of her band were going to have to rescue
Ahaneith from these barbarians, drag her back to the lake against her will. But
for that to happen, Aya was going to have to escape Menna and Khay, marshal her
men, launch the pursuit. There was no time to lose. She had to get away right
now. She gazed at Ahaneith for what she feared might be the last time, blinked
away sudden tears. “I love you so much,” Aya said. Then she twirled and began
to run.


After years of gleaning the marsh Aya knew every path, every
bit of dry ground, every rise, every low swampy place, every winding turn of
the stream at its heart, every section made impassable by open water or
clusters of shrubs or exposed tree roots. She led her two pursuers on a
twisting route through the reeds and grass, weaving back and forth wherever
footing was the firmest, gradually putting distance between them and her. She
ran for all she was worth, gasping for air, sweating, pumping arms and legs,
desperate. Aya knew she had to make it through the marsh and far enough across
the emmer field to attract the attention of her men in the ridge camp. Once
they saw her she’d be safe. Menna and Khay wouldn’t dare pursue her across open
ground, risk a fight while outnumbered. She heard them crashing through the
undergrowth behind her, cursing, calling to each other, trying to head her off.
She didn’t dare look back for fear they might be gaining. All too soon Aya felt
herself begin to tire, her legs to grow heavy. She knew it was because of her
recent pregnancy. She’d lost so much strength and stamina and agility. She
tried to leap a section of the stream that she normally cleared with no
difficulty. But she fell short of the lip of the far bank, tripped, landed hard
on her shoulder, rolled, scraped her right side and thigh on the hard ground,
banged her left knee against an exposed tree root. By the time she scrambled to
her feet again Menna and Khay were upon her.


Unceremoniously, they dragged Aya back across the marsh to
where they’d left Ahaneith, each gripping one of her arms. Both were drenched
with sweat and muddied and breathing hard and furious with her. Khay twisted
her long hair in his free hand and yanked it over and over to keep her moving.
Aya did not give him the satisfaction of crying out.


If you had any sense you would have run while I had them
occupied, Aya thought when she spied her waiting daughter. What’s happened to
you?


Khay produced a coil of rope made of cattle hair from inside
his quiver. He’d tossed it and his bow at Ahaneith’s feet when he’d set off
after Aya.


You could have armed yourself, too, Aya thought,
eyeing her daughter.


“Put out your hands,” Menna ordered.


Aya spit in his face.


Menna forced her to her knees, seized her wrists, held them
while Khay tightly bound them, leaving a long length by which he could lead
her.


“What about Ahaneith? Should we tie her up too?” Khay asked
his brother.


“If I was going to run away, I would have while you were
chasing Mother,” Ahaneith pointed out. “I want to go with you.”


“Talk Menna out of this foolishness. Please,” Aya begged
Ahaneith. “Think of your little sister, Ta–she. She’ll be hungry soon. She
needs me.”


“One of the other women will adopt her, nurse her,” Ahaneith
said coldly. “She’ll be taken care of.”


“Enough talk. It’s time to go.” Khay prodded Aya in the back
with the point of his flint knife.


She felt a trickle of blood.


“These are the kind of men you want to be with?” Aya asked
Ahaneith.


Her daughter did not reply, but fell in behind Menna as he
led the way south towards the lakeshore, winding back and forth through tall
reeds, roughly parallel to the distant line of trees to the west that edged the
stream.


Khay walked in front of Aya, holding the end of the rope
attached to her wrists, jerking it roughly whenever she moved too slowly,
rubbing them raw. Her shoulder and knee were both throbbing now, and blood was
trickling down her side and thigh, and she stumbled numerous times, struggling
to keep up. All the while her mind was racing, trying to figure out what to do
next. Unfortunately, she hadn’t told anyone in camp where she and Ahaneith were
going – they’d simply slipped away on impulse to investigate Meru’s camp. She
knew she’d be missed when Ta–she began crying to be fed, but likely one of the
women would assume she was busy elsewhere and take care of the child. That
meant Menna and Khay were going to have a head start of several hours before
anyone even realized that she and Ahaneith had disappeared. By then it would be
dark, impossible to begin a pursuit. And equally impossible, her potential
rescuers would have to figure out the direction she’d been taken. Aya knew what
she’d do in their place – send some men east along the lakeshore towards the
river, others north through the wadi, for both routes led eventually to the
river and neither was more likely than the other. The odds of her being rescued
before Menna and Khay reached Meru, Aya realized dispassionately, were
extremely slim. Somehow, she had to improve them. She had to slow the flight
down and give her rescuers a chance to catch up. Otherwise, she’d spend the
rest of her life as Meru’s woman.


They soon reached the lake. Menna rummaged around in the
grass, lifted several leather pouches from their hiding place, no doubt filled
with food. His plan had been well thought out.


“We’ll travel along the shore all the way to the delta,”
Menna told Ahaneith. “It’s the fastest route, with the least difficult terrain.
Khay and I know every inch of it from hunting.”


They moved rapidly. At first Aya tried to walk slowly, but
Khay constantly yanked the rope and she fell four times. So she abandoned that
tactic, tried to match their pace, though by now her knee was swelling from the
repeated falls and she was limping badly. Neither Menna nor Khay showed any
sympathy. By the time the goddess swallowed the sun in the west, Aya guessed
they’d traveled a dozen miles or more east from the marsh.


The moon rose above the eastern plateaus, a thin crescent in
the dark starry sky, and they stopped for a quick bite on the bank of a shallow
stream. Aya sat apart from the men with Ahaneith. Her daughter wordlessly
washed the dried blood from Aya’s leg and side; with her hands tied, Aya
couldn’t. By now her wrists were badly swollen too.


Aya saw that Menna and Khay were both keeping an eye on her
in the near darkness. She welcomed their scrutiny; if she was going to save
herself, this was her chance. “It’s good we’re traveling beside the lake,” Aya
said in a low voice, just loud enough that the men would think they were
accidentally overhearing what she had to say. “Hunefer and Isu and Paser were
going hunting for hippos on this stretch of the lake tonight,” she lied. “Some
have been threatening our emmer. They’ll be in Qen’s boat, close by the shore,
heavily armed. They’ll spot us for sure and land and free us from Menna and
Khay. Either that, or we’ll stumble over a nest of crocodiles in the dark. I’d
love to see the two of them eaten.”


“No chance of that,” Menna called.


Aya pretended to be startled.


Menna and Khay rose and strode to where Aya and Ahaneith
were sitting.


“I heard every word, Aya,” Menna said triumphantly.


She did her best to look guilty, as if she’d been caught
telling a secret.


“You’ll walk in front of us from now on. If anyone gets
eaten it’ll be you.”


“We heard what you said about your men, too,” Khay added.
“So from now on, we’ll travel well north of the lakeshore. You’ve always
claimed to know the lake country better than anyone – tonight you’ll prove it.”


“But you’d better not try to pull any tricks,” Menna warned.
“You’ll pay a price if you do.”


Fools, Aya thought, suppressing her glee. They’d just
put her fate back in her own hands. They were unwittingly giving her a chance
to save herself. Though the odds were still very long.


Everyone finished eating. Aya took the lead, heading due
north from the lake for half an hour. Now that she was in front, setting the
pace, Khay wasn’t jerking her wrists anymore. While that pain wasn’t going to
get better, at least it wouldn’t get worse. She stopped to sight the stars,
pointed out a particularly bright cluster to the men, turned east as if to
follow them. Menna and Khay were hunters, used to tracking game by day and
sleeping soundly by night. Aya was counting on them not knowing that the stars
slowly wheeled from east to west across the sky, and so by following that
cluster they’d actually be backtracking. Aya knew she couldn’t have tricked any
herdsman in her band in such a way, for all of them could read the night sky
plainly. But Menna and Khay were not that intelligent. So every course
adjustment she made from this point forward would lead them slightly closer to
the ridge camp, not farther away.


Even in the dark Aya knew exactly where she was going. She
had a perfect map in her head of the entire country, every meandering wadi,
every low ridge, every plain, every jumble of rocks and grove of trees and
resource patch. She was going to use all of them to her advantage to confuse
Menna and Khay. Not until the sun rose would they realize she’d misled them.
She’d face their wrath then, but Aya was willing to take whatever punishment
they’d mete out to buy her rescuers more time. So she led on confidently, never
pausing unless Menna or Khay ordered a stop to rest or drink from a stream,
making sure to encounter wadis and ridges and hills that required detours and
masked the true direction they were traveling.


They walked all night, mostly in silence. By the time the
sky began to lighten along the horizon in the east Aya could tell that even the
men had grown tired and footsore. She couldn’t help smiling to herself. She’d
purposefully led them across the roughest country she could. As she’d expected,
as soon as the sun rose and spilled golden light over the lake country, Menna
and Khay discovered just how little progress towards the river that they’d made
overnight. With satisfaction, Aya calculated the distance at less than five
miles. They would have easily covered twenty–five traveling along the margin of
the lake.


Menna was furious. He raised his hand to strike Aya.


Ahaneith grabbed his forearm. “Are you crazy? Meru will beat
you senseless if you hurt Mother. You know that.”


Menna angrily yanked his arm free. “It’d be worth it,” he
muttered.


“You’re not off the hook,” Khay said, leaning close to Aya,
his eyes hard, breath hot on her cheek. “Be sure that we’re going to tell
Father exactly what you did. He’ll have the pleasure of beating you himself.”


“That’s not really your father’s style, is it?” Aya asked Menna
innocently. “He’ll order you to beat Ahaneith instead, then make her show me
her bruises to make me feel guilty and get me in line. That’s what he told you
to do that night in the marsh, when he was plotting to overthrow Hannu. As I
recall, you readily agreed.”


“Is that true?” Ahaneith asked, locking her eyes on Menna’s.


“Of course not,” he said unconvincingly, looking away. “Who
are you going to believe? Me, or her?”


Ahaneith stared at Menna for a long time.


He shifted from one foot to the other, made clearly
uncomfortable by her scrutiny.


“I believe Mother,” Ahaneith said at last. “Let her go,
Menna. If you love me, let Mother go. I’ll still go to the river with you.”


“Father would never forgive us,” Khay argued. “He wants Aya.
He doesn’t care if Menna gets you.”


“You could tell Meru you tried, that our men drove you off,”
Ahaneith said. “You’re obviously good at lying, Khay – you can think something
up.”


“Aya’s coming with us,” Menna insisted.


“If you don’t let Mother go, I’m not taking one step
further,” Ahaneith insisted. “She was right. This was a mistake.”


“It’s too late for that,” Menna replied. “You’re coming with
us, Ahaneith, if I have to tie you up too.”


In response Ahaneith held out her hands, wrists pressed
together. “I’m so sorry, Mother,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “I
should have listened to you.”


Khay cut the rope securing Aya in half and tied Ahaneith’s
wrists with the second piece. Then he took up both long ends, tied them around
his forearm. “You’re both going to be sorry,” he said. “Let’s go.”


They reached the delta late in the afternoon after hours of
extremely hard travel, this time along the very edge of the lake. Aya had never
been so sore in her life. Her knee was nearly twice its normal size and she had
to lean on Ahaneith for assistance as they walked, for she could barely put
weight on it. Her shoulder and wrists throbbed endlessly. Whenever she fell,
and she did often, the scabs on her side and leg cracked open and bled anew. They
were caked with dirt now too. Aya was parched with thirst and starving; Menna
and Khay had not seen fit to feed either her or Ahaneith during the day as
punishment. At last, after a difficult climb, they finally stood atop the ridge
that overlooked the channel that sliced through the delta and emptied into the
lake.


“Stop for a moment. Please,” Aya pleaded at the top of the
ridge. “Let me catch my breath.” That was an excuse – she desperately wanted to
gaze at the lake country one last time, fix it in her memory. Beside her
Ahaneith was gasping. Her wrists, like Aya’s, were swollen and bloodied from
the rope that Khay had roughly yanked over and over in his haste to reach this
spot.


Khay leaned so close that his face was only inches from
Aya’s. “We’ll stop when I say,” he laughed. “A couple hours more and
you’ll be with Father. Don’t you want to hurry to him?”


“I’m sure she doesn’t.”


Khay and Menna both spun around. Aya looked past them. Qen
stood blocking the worn narrow path that led over the plateau and on to the
river, leaning on his staff. Aya heard a sob escape Ahaneith’s lips. Or perhaps
it was hers. A single rescuer had come. Where were the rest of her men? Had
they abandoned her and Ahaneith to their fates? What could Qen alone do against
his two able–bodied nephews?


Menna had the same thought. “Have you come to stop us,
Uncle?” he sneered. He looked around. “Alone?”


“I have, actually,” Qen said calmly.


Menna made a great show of drawing the flint knife at his
belt. He laughed uproariously. “I’m going to enjoy killing you so much. I’ve
waited a long time to finally get rid of you. Father’s going to be so happy.”
He took two steps forward.


So quickly Aya could hardly follow, Qen leveled his staff
and jabbed Menna in the stomach with all his might. Menna doubled over, dropped
his knife, clutched his stomach with both hands, gasped for breath. Khay swore,
simultaneously pulling an arrow from his quiver with his right hand, fitting it
to the bow he held with his left and drawing it back. His left forearm was the
one to which the ropes he’d used to lead Aya and Ahaneith were tied. Just as
Khay released his arrow Aya yanked the rope with all her might, throwing Khay
slightly off balance. The arrow skittered into the dirt. At the same moment Qen
slashed with his staff, striking Khay just above his ear with a sodden thud.
Khay dropped his bow, clutched the side of his head. Qen pivoted, drove his
staff down on the back of Menna’s neck where it met his spine. Menna crumpled
to the ground, senseless. Qen spun again, smashed his staff upwards into Khay’s
jaw. With a scream Khay toppled to the earth.


Qen stood over them, shakily balanced on his good leg,
clutching his staff so tightly that both of his hands were white, his chest
heaving, nostrils flaring, entire body wet with sweat and splattered with
blood. He watched his nephews writhe in the dirt for a moment. Then he exhaled
a great breath. All the fight seemed to go out of him. His eyes caught Aya’s
for the briefest instant. Then he turned away from her and sank to his knees.


Aya stood transfixed, stared at his back. Qen had just
risked his life for her. He’d single–handedly defeated her captors for her.
He’d saved her and Ahaneith from a terrible fate. Gratitude washed over her
like a wave. She wanted to rush to him, take him in her arms, thank him for
saving her. She realized she owed him so–far unexpressed thanks for so many
things – for saving her band from Meru the night of the inundation festival,
for making her the patriarch of her band, for helping her defeat Meru when he
seized control of half the lake country. But she remained rooted to the spot.
Qen wasn’t even looking at her. Any other man would’ve dashed to her side by
now to see if she was uninjured, to comfort her. But why should he? She’d made
it clear time after time this past year that she despised him, wanted nothing
to do with him, didn’t trust him. No doubt he’d saved her from his nephews
today out of a sense of duty to his patriarch, or maybe guilt, not because he
cared for her personally. Perversely, she found herself wishing he did care.
She was suddenly feeling something for Qen that she knew was far more than
gratitude. It was something she’d never felt for any man before. Something
she’d only experienced in the falcon god’s dream. Aya felt her face grow hot. I’ve
fallen in love with Qen.


Before Aya could even begin to ponder the implications of
that revelation, the crest of the ridge was suddenly swarming with men, her
men, streaming towards the two weary captives and their captors. Iuput moved to
Aya’s side, gently cut her wrists free. She embraced him, pressed her face
against his shoulder, began to sob. After a moment she glanced to the side, saw
through her tears that Ahaneith was wrapped in Isu’s arms. Whatever reticence
her daughter had once felt towards her man had clearly disappeared this day. At
least one good thing had come from this awful experience.


Aya soon broke Iuput’s embrace. She roughly wiped her tears
away. Crying was a luxury right now, one that she, as her band’s leader, could
not afford. She needed to deal with Menna and Khay.


Hunefer and Intef had already stripped Menna and Khay of
their weapons. Both lay groaning on the ground, in obvious pain. Of the two,
Khay had suffered most. He was missing teeth and blood oozed from a nasty
swollen welt on the side of his head and from his mouth and nose. Pitilessly,
Siese and Paser hauled them both to their feet. They used the same ropes that
had secured Aya and Ahaneith and tied Menna and Khay’s hands behind their
backs.


“What do you want us to do with them, Sister?” Iuput asked,
pulling the rope around Menna’s wrists so tight he cursed.


“Kill them!” Isu shouted, still clinging to Ahaneith with
all his might. “It’s what they deserve!”


Ahaneith nodded tearfully. “Yes, Mother. Kill them!”


Aya stepped towards the prisoners, looked them both in the
eyes, disgusted, angry. “You both deserve to die,” she said evenly.


“Mercy,” Menna pleaded, focusing his eyes on the ground. He
began to shake uncontrollably.


“Mercy you didn’t show me or Ahaneith?” Aya queried. She
grasped Menna’s hair with her right hand, ignored the throbbing pain in her
wrist, forced his eyes to meet hers. “In spite of that, I’m going to let you
both live.” She leaned close. “Tell your father that if he ever shows himself
at my lake again his life will be forfeit – not just because of what he
ordered you to do, but for murdering the patriarch of my band.”


“The same goes for you and Khay!” Ahaneith cried harshly.


“The same goes,” Aya concurred, nodding. She released
Menna’s hair.


Qen moved behind the two prisoners. Aya had lost track of
him. “Start walking, Nephew,” he hissed, lowering his staff, prodding Khay hard
in the middle of the back.


Khay cried out. More blood trickled from the corner of his
mouth.


Aya stepped to the side. Siese and Hunefer and Paser joined
Qen. They herded the prisoners onto the trail that led to the river valley. Aya
watched them until they all disappeared around a bend in the path. She sensed
she’d seen the two barbarians for the last time.


It wouldn’t be long until nightfall. Iuput gently grasped
Aya’s elbow and led her down the slope to the section of the lakeshore where
the band always camped on its visits to and from the valley. She let herself be
led; she was dead on her feet and too exhausted to think. Iuput made her sit
beside the water, then tenderly washed the grit from her wounds and bandaged
them. A few paces away, Isu attended to Ahaneith.


In the meantime, one of the men laid out a pallet for Aya
and Ahaneith to share on a flat place a little up the slope. Iuput carried Aya
to it, laid her down gently. She stretched out, stiff, aching. Ahaneith joined
her and Aya took her daughter in her arms. Both were too worn out to even eat.
Iuput retreated a dozen yards away to where one of the men had built a fire,
giving them their privacy.


“I’m so sorry, Mother,” Ahaneith said over and over, her
cheeks wet with tears.


Aya stroked Ahaneith’s hair, pulled her close, kissed her
brow. “Love makes everyone do crazy things,” she said.


“Even you, Mother?”


Aya closed her eyes, pictured Qen blocking the trail, fire
in his eyes, balanced on his one good leg, confronting his nephews all by
himself, defeating them. He’d risked his life to save hers. In that saving he’d
transformed her, prompted feelings she’d never had before. “Even me, Ahaneith.”
Aya took a deep breath. Tomorrow, she knew, she was indeed going to have to do
something crazy in the name of love. She was going to have to confess hers to
Qen – even though she knew he’d surely reject her. If he felt about her as she
now felt about him, he would have told her before leaving with the prisoners.
She wouldn’t blame him for his rejection, after the way she’d treated him since
their first meeting. But she owed it to him to tell him how she felt, to give
him the satisfaction of laughing in her face, of paying her back for what she’d
done to him. And then, her heart torn by both hope and fear, Aya fell asleep.


When she awakened the sun was well up. She’d never slept so
late her entire life. She started to stretch lazily, immediately stopped. Just
moving made her wounds throb. She lay for a moment, collected herself, rubbed
her swollen wrists, listened to laughter and conversation from those gathered
around the nearby campfire. She rose cautiously and slowly from her pallet and
limped down the slope towards the fire. Below her the lake sparkled in the
sunlight, stretching north and west nearly to the horizon. The far plains and
plateaus glowed golden. Birdsong sounded from every direction. Aya reached the
fire. Everyone was lounging there. Ahaneith was pressed close to Isu, one hand
linked in his, smiling radiantly. Everyone greeted Aya cheerfully.


“We saved you some food,” Iuput said, pointing to a
collection of nearly empty bowls and platters.


Aya recognized them as ones the band cached here and used
whenever they came to collect cobbles. She gingerly squeezed in between Paser
and Siese, slowly lowered herself to the ground, sat cross–legged, grabbed a
piece of fruit, bit into it. She was starving. She ate greedily, emptying the
nearest bowl and dipping into several more, barely pausing between bites.


“Slow down,” Iuput laughed. “It’s not going to run away.”


Aya swallowed a mouthful, threw a bit of melon rind at her
brother. She felt a sharp pain in her wrist.


Iuput dodged the rind, laughed again.


It felt good to hear laughter after yesterday. “How did you
find us?” Aya asked.


“Pageti got suspicious when you didn’t return to feed
Ta–she,” Iuput replied. “She asked around and no one remembered seeing either
you or Ahaneith for a while. So people went looking for some sign of the two of
you, in every direction, without luck.”


“Qen and I and a few others returned from fishing at
sunset,” Paser said. “When he heard you were gone he immediately assumed it was
Meru’s work. He assumed Meru had kidnapped the two of you and was taking you to
the river. He also assumed that Meru had given the task to Khay and Menna,
since he’d seen Meru leading his band east and hadn’t seen either of them. He thought
they were off hunting as the band traveled.”


“Qen assumed Khay and Menna would make for this crossing
from the lake to the valley,” Iuput continued. “He said it’s the only one they
were familiar with. We knew we’d never catch you traveling overland, so we all
climbed onto Qen’s boat. Because you all had such a big head start, Qen said we
had no choice but to travel directly across the lake and try to head you off.
We rowed all night. Qen navigated by the stars. Frankly, I was scared to death
the wind would come up and capsize us and we’d sink in the deeps. I’ve never
prayed so hard to the falcon god my entire life. I was never so glad to see the
sun reborn again either. Anyway, it took us until almost midday to reach the
delta. Some of us wanted to immediately continue to the river, but Qen
convinced us to set up an ambush here. He was certain you would have found a
way to delay your kidnappers during the night, that they hadn’t reached the
delta yet.”


“Qen hid his boat a little way up the channel so Menna and
Khay wouldn’t see it when you got here,” Paser added. “I stationed myself on
the heights a little to the north. I saw you coming when you were still several
miles away. I came back and warned everyone. We spread out along the ridge,
positioned ourselves. You know the rest.”


“Why did Qen face Menna and Khay alone?” Aya asked.


“He insisted,” Iuput replied. “Qen said his nephews were his
responsibility. He said he’d rather that he be injured trying to stop them than
any of our people. The rest of us were the failsafe in case he didn’t.” Iuput
laughed. “It seems we could have all stayed at home and let Qen rescue you.”


“I’m glad all of you came,” Aya said appreciatively. She
knew now with a certainty that they’d fully accepted her as the band’s
patriarch. If not, Paser could have simply left her to her fate and taken over.
She turned to him. “You took Menna and Khay all the way to the river?”


“To the very head of the trail that led down the side of the
plateau to the valley,” he replied. “We watched them descend.”


“A great deal of it by rolling,” Siese chuckled. “It’s not
so easy to keep your balance on a steep sandy trail with your hands tied behind
you.”


“I wish I’d seen it,” Ahaneith said fervently.


“Meru’s band was camped on the east bank of the river,”
Hunefer added. “We watched until he sent a small raft across to pick up Menna
and Khay. Once they were across we came back here.”


“Thanks to you all,” Aya said sincerely. “I don’t have to
tell you what would be happening to Ahaneith and me right now if you hadn’t
saved us.” She swept her eyes over everyone. “Where’s Qen?” she asked. She
hadn’t missed him before, caught up in her need for food and the story. The two
of them needed to talk. She had much to tell him. She hoped he would have much
to tell her in return. She had an uncontrollable urge to feel his arms around
her. She felt her face flush.


“Qen left before first light,” Iuput replied. “He towed his
small boat behind the big one when we came yesterday, in case Menna and Khay
had arrived first and headed up the channel. He wanted a more maneuverable
craft. This morning Qen said he might as well go looking for other bands along
the river as the two of you had discussed, as long as he was already here.”


“I wish I’d had a chance to thank him,” Aya said. She was
disappointed that he’d hurried off. Well, that would make their eventual
reunion that much sweeter.


“He knows you’re grateful,” Iuput said. “Did you really
expect Qen would wait around for accolades? That’s not him.”


“No, its not,” Aya agreed. Then she whispered a prayer of
thanks to the falcon god, that Qen had been on the ridge yesterday to save her.











5439 BC: Ta–she – Shemu (Harvest)


 


 


 


 


 


Aya was nursing Ta–she in the shade of her hut atop the
ridge. Two months had passed since her rescue at the delta. The entire band had
returned to the routine established in the years before the barbarians’
arrival. Aya sent the women out to glean daily where they had ever since her
people had settled at the lake, in the sections reclaimed from Meru. Just last
week they’d taken hundreds of fish from the pools in the marsh south of the
adjoining basin and had smoked most of them and sealed them in earthenware
containers for future use. Currently women and girls were bustling around camp,
some grinding grain, some brewing beer, others beginning preparations for the
evening meal. The lake shimmered in the distance, its blue deepening as the
afternoon advanced. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. To the left and right of
the ridge and at its base, on the plains, emmer and barley rippled in the
breeze. The waist–high grain would be ready to harvest in less than a week, Aya
calculated. The yield would be better than normal. She’d already set Paser and
Hannu and Siese to constructing additional storage bins on the ridge.


Aya caught sight of Harwa sprinting up the ridge from the
lakeshore. He was eighteen, her nephew, Siese’s son, joined now to Qen’s niece
Khensa. She’d bear their first child within a couple of months. Harwa headed
directly to Aya. “Qen’s back!” he cried. He bent over, hands on knees, caught
his breath. “He’s got around a hundred people with him!”


“You saw them?” Aya queried. If true, Harwa had brought good
news indeed.


“With my own eyes. I was hunting. They’re two miles away,
maybe less. I counted them.”


The news was already spreading. Aya spotted women and girls
heading towards the open space in front of her hut.


Qen had apparently succeeded in his mission. Aya had feared
he would not. He’d been gone for two long months already. During the past two
weeks her uncertainty about him had increasingly grown. She’d suspected he’d
either stumble on a band right away after he reached the valley, or not at all.
And if not, she knew he wouldn’t return to the lake until he did, possibly for
years. That possibility had started to drive her crazy. During Qen’s extended
absence she’d discovered just how much she missed being with him on a daily
basis. She’d come to rely on his counsel since she’d taken leadership of her
band. He was the one person she could always talk to, always run ideas past,
always count on to carry out her orders. She was exceedingly glad he’d
returned, and not just because he’d apparently brought people with him. She
wanted to thank him for saving her and Ahaneith from Menna and Khay. She wanted
– no, needed – to reveal her new–found love for him. That too had grown in his
absence.


“Go tell Iuput,” Aya told Harwa. “He’s with the herd, in the
valley past the second ridge to the north.”


Harwa nodded, sprinted away, though slower than before.


“Tabiry, Ladice – go assemble the rest of the women and
girls. There’s work to be done.”


Half an hour later Aya set out down the ridge to the
lakeshore, ostrich feathers bound on her brow, the crook that symbolized her
authority in her hand, her talisman around her neck. Behind her, in camp,
enough food was being prepared to feed one hundred hungry strangers. The men
too had learned of Qen’s return and were milling about near the water a little
east of the peninsula. Aya joined them. Paser pointed east. Aya squinted, saw a
mass of heavily burdened people moving slowly in her direction. She picked out
Qen, hobbling along between two men that she took to be patriarchs from their
dress. Had Qen found two separate bands? That was even better news.


Soon the entire area where the peninsula met the lakeshore
was alive with weary dusty men and women and children lugging pouches and
baskets and various containers. At Qen’s command they stopped, set down what
they were carrying, sat themselves. Qen led two men to where Aya and the family
heads waited. One was elderly, perhaps in his late fifties. The other was in
his early thirties.


“This is Inkaef, patriarch of a band with seventy members,”
Qen said, introducing the older man. “And this is Nebet, a patriarch of
thirty.” Qen tilted his head respectively. “This is Aya, leader of our band,
healer, chosen of the falcon god.”


“Welcome to my country,” Aya said formally. Then she
introduced Kakhent’s sons and her father and uncle.


“Qen has told the two of us much about you, Aya,” Inkaef
said, bowing. “Never in all my days have I encountered a woman in charge of so
much.” He gazed at the fields, at the ridge and camp. “Of anything, actually.”
He laughed. “We are honored by your welcome.”


Nebet boldly swept his eyes over Aya. “But Qen did not tell
us everything – he failed to describe your great beauty.”


Aya avoided rolling her eyes. Nebet’s single glance had
revealed much, for she had learned to read men’s glances long ago. He was much
like Meru, she could tell. If Qen had told him about her, then Nebet surely
knew she was not joined to any man. So he was already making calculations,
plotting future moves. He was a patriarch of thirty now, but joined to her he’d
be the leader of a much mightier host in control of much country. Then, once joined,
he’d push her aside, diminish her as Kakhent had and Meru would have. Be
gracious, Aya reminded herself. He’s a patriarch and a man. He can’t
help himself. “I’m glad you and your people have come to my country,” she
told the patriarchs. “As you can see, its a vast land, with room for many
hundreds of people to live together in peace and prosperity.” She pointed to
the ridge. “My camp lies there. My women are preparing food for your people.
They’ll bring it to them when its ready.”


“That is most kind of you,” Inkaef said. “We’ve traveled
many miles today and in the past weeks.”


“Come then. Sit and rest,” Aya said, indicating a number of
leather stools that had been set up on the peninsula in a grove of palm trees.
She motioned to Iuput, who was just arriving from the distant savannah. “Join
us. You too, Qen.”


Just as everyone settled into their seats Betrest and Pageti
appeared with jars of beer and many cups.


“Two of my daughters, with refreshments,” Aya said.


Nebet took a brimming cup from Pageti. “You have more
children, Aya?” he asked, taking a sip.


“Another daughter, thirteen. And a newborn, just a few
months old.”


“This beer is exceptional,” Nebet said, smacking his lips.
“I’ve never tasted any like it before.”


“It’s brewed from barley, a different grain than grows in
the valley,” Aya said. She pointed to the closest field. “That’s emmer, the
other grain we grow. We use it for bread and porridge, mostly.” 


“An unexpected delight.”


“One of many you’ll find in this land,” Aya said. “The
falcon god himself led me to it half a lifetime ago.”


“Is that the talisman he sent to earth in a fireball?”
Inkaef asked.


Qen did tell them much, Aya thought. No doubt he did
everything he could to persuade them to come to the lake. Aya took it from her
neck, handed it to Inkaef.


He studied it, passed it to Nebet. Nebet took it gingerly,
quickly returned it to her.


Nebet fears the gods, Aya concluded. One
difference from Meru, at least. “The talisman did come to me directly from
the god,” she said. “But he gave me even more. He gave me a dream the night I
found it. In my dream I saw many bands settled on the shores of this lake. I
saw prosperous, happy people.” She paused. “Today, with your arrival, I believe
the falcon god’s dream is fulfilled.”


“It is a powerful thing, to have one’s arrival foretold,”
Inkaef noted. “And to be part of such a dream.”


Aya turned to her left. “Forgive me. I haven’t introduced my
brother yet. This is Iuput. He’s in charge of my animals.”


“Tell me about them,” Inkaef insisted.


“We have many hundreds of cattle, goats and sheep,” Iuput
replied. “There’s rich grazing for them on the savannah north of the ridge
where our camp is, and, of course, limitless water in the lake. We usually take
our animals to the river for a few months every year when our crops are
ripening. We prefer them to eat the wild grasses there, not the grain in our
fields.”


“Qen said you rarely eat your beasts.”


“Usually just during feasts, when we make offerings to the
gods. We milk our cattle daily, blood them less frequently. They’re a portable
source of food we can take with us whenever we journey from the lake.”


“We’d like to separate each type of animal into multiple
herds and graze them apart from each other,” Qen interjected. “That would
minimize the risk of disease wiping out all of our animals at once. But, up
until now, we haven’t had enough herdsmen to do that.”


“Which is where you come in,” Aya said. She assumed Qen had
described for these strangers exactly how her people lived. She wanted to know
right now if they intended to fit in or stubbornly hold on to their current
lifestyles, as Meru had. She wasn’t about to play games the way Kakhent had
with Meru. “Supply us with boys to help watch our animals, and we’ll share them
with you.”


“A very generous offer,” Nebet said. “And your grain? I
doubted Qen’s description of your crop, but I can see for myself he was overly
modest about that too.”


“Help us harvest, and we’ll share this year’s emmer and
barley with you,” Aya replied. “We’ll give you seed that you yourselves can
plant next year, teach you how. After that, you’ll be self–sufficient.”


“It seems there’s much to learn here at the lake,” Inkaef
said. “Much we’re not used to.”


“Lessons we’re willing to teach,” Aya replied forcefully.
“Once you’re settled, I’ll show your women where they can glean most
productively, where your men can hunt and fish. I assure you, there are more
than enough foodstuffs in this country for all of us to share.”


Nebet pointed to the inlet. “Speaking of fish, I’ve never
seen a vessel like that before. We’ve often made rafts to fish in the river,
but they’re nowhere near as large, and certainly not as elegant.”


“I built it,” Qen said proudly. “We use it in the deep
waters. Some of the fish we catch there weigh upwards of fifty pounds.”


Inkaef let out a low whistle.


“Tell us, Qen. How did you find these bands?” Paser asked.


“I followed the channel from the delta all the way to the
river. The channel itself is quite winding, shallow and rocky in places. I’d hate
to take a boat through it during the inundation. Too many eddies and swirls and
looming boulders. Anyway, once at the river I drifted south. The current was
strong enough that all I had to do was steer. Three days later I encountered
Nebet’s band. He and I talked for many hours over several days. I finally
persuaded him to come to the lake.”


“That his band had done the very same thing a year earlier
was a powerful selling point,” Nebet said.


“I abandoned my boat then, walked north with Nebet’s people.
Three days later we encountered Inkaef’s band. He was camped half a day south
of the trail over the ridge to the delta.”


“The inundation was low this year,” Inkaef said. “The
grasses throughout the valley were sparser than usual. We’d already moved camp
twice as many times as normal, for we quickly exhausted whatever grass there
was wherever we stopped. When Qen described the fertility of your lake, even in
times of a low flood, I was skeptical. But those of us who have spent so much
of our lives in the valley know how changeable it can be from year to year. I
decided that even if only half of what Qen claimed was true that the lake would
still be a good place for my people to be. And now, I discover that the lake is
everything Qen promised it would be, and more.” 


“The inundation was below average at the lake this year
too,” Aya said. “The soil left behind covered less area than usual in our
fields. So we simply planted additional fields closer to the lakeshore. But
even if the inundation had failed entirely, it wouldn’t have mattered.” She
pointed to the line of storage bins strung out on the crest of the ridge to the
north. “Each of those bins holds eight hundred pounds of grain. We could
survive on what we’ve already stored for years.”


Inkaef was clearly impressed.


“Where is your band from, Patriarch?” Siese asked Inkaef.


“When we’re not in the valley we wander the wadis east of
the river, well to the south of where Qen found us, and spend a month or two
along the seacoast.”


“Same with my band, only we travel farther north,” Nebet
said.


“Do you have women and men of an age to be joined?” Aya
queried. That was, after all, one of the main points for wanting more bands to
settle at the lake.


“Seven or eight,” Nebet answered.


“A dozen and a half,” Inkaef added.


“And I have four,” Aya said. “So we’ll be able to link our
bands together in short order.”


“If we are to stay, where shall our bands set up camp?”
Nebet asked.


“My people utilize this ridge and the marsh surrounding the
basin just to our east,” Aya said. “I recommend that you settle the basin east
of that, Nebet, and you, Inkaef, the one farthest east. You’ll both find ridges
overlooking your basin on which to erect your huts. They’ll stay dry on the
heights when the inundation comes. The marshes surrounding each basin are full
of waterfowl and fish and other creatures, and they contain all the materials
you’ll need to erect huts, make fires, construct rafts and the rest. There are
flat plains between the basins and the lakeshore where you can plant grain next
season.”


Aya noticed women burdened with platters and earthenware
containers carefully winding down the ridge to the lakeshore. “And now, it
seems the food for your people is ready. While they eat, the two of you and the
heads of my family will join me atop the ridge in my camp for a special feast.
There’s a good view of the country from there. After we eat I’ll show you the
bins where we store our grain. Then we can tour our fields.”


Aya led the way uphill, flanked by Iuput and Inkaef. Qen and
Nebet walked a few steps behind, moving much slower than the others due to
Qen’s leg. The family heads followed them.


“You’re sure Aya doesn’t belong to anyone?” she heard Nebet
ask Qen. She assumed Nebet hadn’t expected her to overhear. She smiled to
herself, wryly. She’d rightly gauged his interest in her.


“Aya belongs only to herself,” Qen replied. “And someday, if
she ever decides to join with a man, you can be sure that won’t change.”


Aya couldn’t help smiling again. She couldn’t have answered
Nebet better herself. Or more truly.


Hours later, after the patriarchs had departed to join their
people along the lakeshore and the family heads had returned to their huts, Aya
sat before hers, gently rocking Ta–she to sleep in her arms. Dozens of
campfires illuminated the arc of land near the peninsula where the strangers
were camped for the night. Aya was for the first time in years content, happy.
What the falcon god had shown her in a dream when she was little more than a
child had finally come to pass.


Iuput sat beside her. “Qen did it,” he observed. “Just like
he promised.”


“Where is he?” Aya asked. “He disappeared before I could
thank him for finding Inkaef and Nebet. And I still need to thank him for
saving me two months ago.”


“If I had to guess, he’s probably down in the inlet,
preparing the raft.”


“For what? Fishing? I need him to help get the new bands
settled tomorrow.”


“Qen’s leaving,” Iuput said.


Aya gasped.


“He’s going to slip away at first light, without a fuss.
He’s given me messages to pass on to his sister and nieces and nephews after
he’s gone.”


“Why in the world would Qen leave?” Aya asked, disquieted.
“Just when everything I’ve dreamed has come to pass? This is the start of a new
life for all of us at the lake. Including him.”


“Everything has come to pass,” Iuput said. “Remember
– Qen’s mission wasn’t just to find more bands, but to find you a man. Or so he
tells me. Something about a part of your dream that you’ve never told me.” He
looked at her accusingly. “Anyway, there are a host of unjoined men down there
along the shore. They’ll be lining up trying to impress you in the morning.
Why, Nebet was practically drooling over you tonight. You must have noticed.”


“Unfortunately, yes.”


“Qen didn’t want to put himself through that.”


“Through what?” Aya asked.


“Watching others court the woman he loves.”


Aya snorted. “Qen doesn’t love me. He’s never spoken to me
in that way.”


“He does. Though in his place I certainly wouldn’t.
You’ve made it clear since the day we met Qen’s band that he wasn’t good enough
for you. And he’s told you often enough that he’d only be with a woman who
loved him. Why would he speak to you of love when he feels his is hopeless?”


“So he’s remained silent so he wouldn’t have to face my
rejection?”


Iuput seized her shoulders and actually shook her. “Yes! You
blind fool!”


Aya was stunned by her brother’s vehemence.


He pointed to the base of the ridge. “Before long you’re
going to join with some man down there. According to Qen, the falcon god has
shown you holding a newborn son, so you’ll feel obligated to pick someone who
can give you one. Rest assured – whoever you end up with, he’ll portray himself
one way while he courts you and will conduct himself in quite another once he
wins you. Only the gods know what he’ll really be like – maybe domineering like
Kakhent, maybe ambitious like Meru, maybe even worse. You can be certain that
whoever it is will try to wrest the leadership of this band away from you. It’s
human nature. Meanwhile, you’re letting Qen leave – a man who saved you and
your family and your people from a horrible fate, and did it more than once. A
man who gave you your position. A man you know completely, that you have no
illusions about. A man who’ll never try to take what belongs to you or try to
control you or change you in any way.” Iuput sighed. “Maybe someday you’ll
explain to me exactly what type of love you think you deserve, Aya. Because I
think it’s been staring you in the face for quite some time.”


Aya gazed out over the distant lake, at the far hills dim in
the moonlight. I don’t deserve the kind of love Qen has to give after the
way I’ve treated him, she told herself bitterly. Yet, I crave it.
“Did Qen leave a message for me?” she asked Iuput hesitantly.


He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I don’t think he believes
you’d care.”


“I assure you, Brother, I do,” Aya said. “I care very much.”


“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said in a long time,
Sister. So, what are you going to do about it?”


 


 


***


 


 


Aya did not sleep that night. She tossed and turned restlessly
on her pallet in her hut, trying not to disturb her daughters. So much had
happened today, all of it momentous. Her people’s future was now secure. The
pressure she’d been under her whole life had been released in one grand
instant, yet its aftermath had not brought clarity, only doubt and confusion
and uncertainty. Aya lay awake and replayed in her mind everything that had
happened today, during her captivity, in the months since she’d encountered the
barbarians, and then every conversation she’d ever had with Qen, reflecting on
what he’d said and done in light of subsequent events. She’d misjudged him time
after time, she knew, damned him for what she thought he was doing, not for
what he’d actually done. She saw now that if Qen had acted any differently at
any point in time that Meru never would have taken him into his confidence at
the end, drawn him into his plot, and Qen wouldn’t have been in a position to
stop Meru and elevate her. But because she’d misjudged him, she’d alienated
him, and now she was driving him away.


Qen was smart, she admitted. He’d outwitted his and her
enemies. That wasn’t all that set him apart. He was a craftsman like her, took
pride in the output of his hands, and for the same reason. That was something
they had in common, something she shared with no other person. If not for Qen,
she’d belong to Meru and those activities she loved would already be a thing of
the past. But, because of Qen elevating her to replace Hannu, saving her from
Menna and Khay, she was on her own, free to do what she chose, to spend her
time as she pleased. She glanced at the sleeping forms of her daughters, barely
distinguishable in the darkness, heard their soft breathing. Their lives would
be far easier if they had a father. She realized she’d trust Qen with her girls
before she would anyone she knew, certainly before anyone in the new bands. Qen
was that different. Her girls loved Qen. And he loved them.


Finally, Aya confronted what she’d put off thinking about to
the last – Iuput’s lecture. Iuput had said that Qen loved her. Qen had never
once told her so, but she supposed that deep down she knew. He’d always treated
her with respect and kindness, even when she hadn’t deserved it. He’d never
treated her the way Meru had, never so much as touched her or tried to steal a
kiss or even said anything to put her in an awkward position. The image of Qen
standing in the trail, confronting Menna and Khay, risking his life to save her
and Ahaneith, stuck in her mind. That was the instant she’d fallen in love with
him. What more proof of his love did she need?


Aya reached a decision. She took a deep breath. She hoped
she wasn’t too late. She rose, put on her loincloth, slipped outside the hut. A
warm breeze caressed her. From the position of the stars she judged it was
still an hour before dawn. Qen would be leaving soon. She made her way
stealthily down the ridge from the camp to the flats, skirted the sleeping
strangers, moved onto the peninsula. Dom palms loomed overhead, dark shapes in
the bright moonlight, their fronds clacking in the breeze. She walked haltingly
to where Qen’s magnificent boat and his small raft bobbed in the channel at the
midpoint of the peninsula. As she came closer she saw jars and a few leather
pouches already stowed on board the raft, along with Qen’s meager bundle of
possessions. He’d indeed made his preparations for leaving. All he needed was
light.


Aya almost stumbled over him in the dark. He was lying on
his back on a reed pallet beneath a palm tree a few paces from the water, his
body partly dappled with moonlight. She saw his mangled leg, the ugly scar, the
staff he used for support within reach. She saw now that what she’d perceived
as physical weakness, as a judgment from the gods, had in fact made Qen strong,
made him different, made him finer than anyone she knew. Sleeping, Qen looked
so calm, yet sad. As she gazed at him the peace that had fled the moment she’d
met the barbarians suddenly engulfed Aya. All the doubt, the uncertainty, the
unsettled feeling she’d come to abhor, was gone. Nothing weighed her down
anymore. She knew it was because of Qen. She saw now that she and Qen had
always been inevitable. She saw now that he was the man in her dream. He would
someday be the father of her son, and she would sit with him and her girls on
his boat, drifting on the surface of the lake she loved so well.


Aya carefully lowered herself to the ground and slipped onto
Qen’s pallet. She nestled close to him, draped an arm across his warm chest,
tilted her head to look at him.


Qen stirred at her touch. His eyes fluttered open. He turned
his head, recognized her. His eyes glittered in the moonlight. She saw his
surprise. “Aya…”


She rose on an elbow, caressed his cheek, bent. Her long
hair cascaded over him. Aya softly kissed him, pulled back. “Stay,” she said.
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