THROUGH VANARAN EYES

Chapter 1. My first tribe

I remember my birth as clearly as if it were yesterday. Oh, I don’t mean that I remember the faces and the voices of the people around me – far from it. That’s a blur, a haze. But what struck me was a kind of horror when I waved my arms in front of me and saw they were clothed in fur. And I screamed in disgust at my own self. I ran my hands over my face, felt its fearsome contours, and recoiled in disgust. That is what I remember about my birth. I remember being disgusted with myself.

I shut tight my eyes and strained to see myself as I truly was. For just a heartbeat, I saw smooth, fair arms, be-decked with golden ornaments. Then someone shook me, forced my eyes open with their rough dark thumbs, and the spell was broken. And from that time up until my early adult life, I never saw more than that one vision. But by the same token, I never 

forgot it. I never forgot that once my skin was smooth and fair, and that I had worn on my 

arms amulets of gold.

You know, memory is a cruel thing. That one vision threw me into a desperate unhappiness, 

for I was always conscious that somehow, I was different. Every single time that I found 

some slight acceptance of my lowly simian birth, the memory visited me, and it ruined my 

peace.

There were fifteen of us when I was born to that tribe. Oogruk was the leader, a giant 

powerful male, and he dominated by the might of his arms, but also with a keen and sharp 

intelligence. Naala was the female who birthed me and cared for me. I always think of the 

other adults in relation to these two; Ughaa, Daaree and Jikaa were younger adults who 

served Oogruk. Reeki, Dleeah, Orhoo, and Shugah where females of equal seniority with my 

Naala. Of the four very young ones, two were weak and sickly and died early. The hateful 

Seelha was for a time the only youngster other than myself. And I? They called me by the 

name Vootri. 

It was a small tribe, and we didn’t have the best part of the forest, but we always got by; 

Oogruk saw to that. Our nests were built high up, in great trees that were knotted and 

gnarled with a determined strength. Naala suckled me in those early months, but soon 

introduced me to the harder forest delicacies. I learned which sweet grasses to

chew  on,  where to  find the  fruits and how to drink from the water holes. I even learned 

which herbs were used in healing. Naala knew this art; I think it was by instinct, for when 

questioned by one of the elders, she never gave clear answers on this topic, and I sensed in 

her a kind of confusion. On our long excursions away from the tribe, with my arms around her 

neck, I would watch as she searched carefully among the roots and grasses and wild flowers 

for her botanical treasures. I had not her natural talent, but I recorded everything I saw, 

first out of a devotion to my Naala, but later out of a deep respect. For I saw that when 

any tribe-member was wounded, it was her mess of chewed leaves and twigs and saliva that was 

sought after, and in my crafty brain, I saw a way in which to ingratiate myself to this 

tribe.

Were these the thoughts of a child? you ask. No, they were not; I cannot say exactly what I 

was at that point. I only knew that I was unhappy, that I was in preparation for something, 

and that Seelha wanted me dead.

That son of Shugah, he always filled me with a kind of dull dread, and he knew it. He sensed 

my fear, and he exulted in it. In some ways, I believe that it was my fear that goaded his 

hatred of me. But it was much more than that. Each one of us has hidden deep within a 

particular faculty; a sensitivity that enables us to see others not just with our eyes and 

ears and nose.

In a hazy, unformed way, I saw this ability in Seelha. I saw that he knew of my 

intelligence. I don’t mean that he knew of my particular faculty of recording sights and 

sounds, or of the strangely abstract relationships between the clouds and the sun and air 

that came to me at odd moments. But I know that he could feel the crackle of energy that 

issued from the space between my eyebrows, a particular kind of energy that could not have 

originated from this tribe.

At first, it was only with curiosity that he would approach me. When Naala was away, he 

would stare across at me with such intensity that it was almost comical. But slowly, over a 

period of months perhaps, an alarm began to sound in my mind as I watched him alternate his 

scrutiny between myself and one of the young adult males. It was as if we were being 

compared, or perhaps weighed-up, and my imagination suggested various reasons for the 

weighing.

I must admit, I was a strange looking creature. My muscles were long and flat, so unlike the 

rounded, bulbous shapes of my tribe-mates. My hairs grew long and straight; the others had 

wiry tufts. My eyes were large and exposed; theirs were small and protected within ridges. I 

was, in short, a very sickly looking specimen; diseased almost, and I was not popular. I did 

not understand this back then; as I say, all I knew at that point was that I was unhappy 

about something. But still, I used my special faculty of recording, and it was only much 

later, when I accessed these memories, replayed them and began to look at them through eyes 

of wisdom that I flatter myself I now possess, that I began to understand. By the same 

token, I think I now comprehend the motivations and urges that drove my tribesmen. 

You should have realized that Seelha was to be my adversary, and so it would not be out of 

place to describe him. I wish I could say that he was a huge and powerful being, but he was 

only medium in that tribe. In some ways, he was very average in appearance. How then did he 

rise to the heights that he eventually did? I believe now that it was desire. He was filled 

with such a strong urge to assume control, to command with his own voice, that a kind of 

energy, a Will Force if I may, settled into him and lent him the strength to accomplish the 

deeds that, I have to admit, I could not. If I had intelligence, he had a brute Will that 

sat thickly on him and stifled me.

I had a particular respect for Oogruk, that wily manipulator. Ughaa and Daaree were fast 

approaching the age at which a leadership challenge becomes inevitable. Oogruk was powerful 

enough to destroy them both, but it never quite came to that. If ever there were an open 

challenge to be leader, a blood-letting would have been unavoidable, and these two males, 

ambitious though they were, were too valuable to be lost. I remember a particular occasion 

when these two had decided to make just such a challenge. We all knew something was up; the 

females had gathered away from the clearing and huddled halfway up the trees, we youngsters 

being forced even higher up. I suppose the idea was to protect us from some violence at the 

ground level.

Ughaa  and  Daaree  were lolling on the ground, but there a frightful alertness in their 

postures. Every time I moved even slightly, Naala would show her teeth, turning her face up 

to frown furiously at me, as if to say ‘Be still!’

Back then, Seelha and I were still neutral, and I looked across at him, and saw how intently 

he was watching a particular thicket across the clearing. I saw and heard nothing there 

myself, but I now believe that Oogruk had been somewhere behind the thicket, taking in the 

scene.

After some time, he emerged noisily, carelessly striding across the clearing, not seeming to 

notice the two males lolling in his place of honor. He went straight over to the cache of 

rocks, where he kicked aside the branches and selected a handful of stones. He flung them 

toward Ughaa and Daaree, and growled ‘Make yourselves useful. Many birds. That way!’ he 

flung an arm out toward the deepening shade. ‘Hurry!’ He filled his hands with stones and 

slunk off without looking back.

The two looked at one another for a few moments, undecided. Then, from some distance away 

came the command ‘Huurrryyy!!’, and they hesitated no more.

None of us can really say what happened after that. We came down from the trees and ate a 

silent meal. We clambered up into the nests and pretended to sleep. We heard them return at 

some time that night, and we smelled the blood.

And in the gathering light of the early morning, we saw Oogruk lolling in his place of 

honour, without a scratch on him. After some time, he stood up, and roared ‘Naaalllaaaa!!!’  

- and my Naala went bounding from the nest to kneel before him. ‘See to them’ he growled, 

and went back to his lolling.

They were a mess. Ughaa’s right ear was torn almost from its roots and a wound dark with 

dried blood was on his left thigh. Daaree had wounds on his shoulders and arms, long deep 

goungings that would require much of Naalas cache of herbs. The most peculiar thing – it was 

clear from the blood on their hands that it was they who had inflicted the wounds on each 

other, as if they had been in combat. Oogruk’s hands were spotless.

From that moment on, the two hated each other. Where they once had huddled together, they 

now glared furiously, refusing to share the same ground or break fruits from the same tree. 

And so my dubious education began.

Oogruk’s mysterious victory had made it’s impression on Sleegah, and his bright eyes 

followed Oogruk for a long time on that day. I myself was daunted by the experience. I had 

simply expected for Oogruk to have been replaced, and this unexpected development showed how 

little I understood the tribe on which my survival depended.

The sun was setting when Sleegah revealed how deeply Oogruk’s victory had touched him. He 

came tottering to the clearing, his little arms laden with fruits and edible roots. Shyly, 

he made his way over to where Oogruk was half-dozing. He allowed a few fruits to fall at 

Oogruk’s feet, hoping to attact his attention. At length, Oogruk stirred and sat up in 

annoyance. Seeing the pitiful pile of fruits, Oogruk waved his arms and legs lazily, 

scattering them about, clearing his sleeping area.

At once, Sleegah scrambled pathetically to gather them up again. Unwisely, he once more 

dropped them at Oogruk’s feet. This time, Oogruk moved violently. He swept a muscled arm at 

a speed that made it a blur, and connected loudly with Sleegah’s skull. The youngster went 

rolling through the grasses, and lay still for some time.

He finally recovered and sat up, and when he did, it was to the sound of laughter. Daaree 

and Jikaa had taken in the whole scene, and were delighted with the outcome of Sleegah’s 

devotion. And as their wild laughter grew, it spread to the other tribe members. Oogruk sat 

up again to see what the noise was about, and he too began to laugh without understanding 

why. Sleegah was looking from face to face wildly, twisting his feet in agitation.

A wave of compassion washed over me, and I wanted to reach out to him. At last, his eyes met 

mine, and I tried with my eyes to show him how sorry I was; that I understood what the 

gesture meant and how unfair the outcome was. And this, I believe, was the beginning of his 

hatred for me. He saw the pity in my eyes, and he could not brook it. 

With a wild cry of anger and anguish, he sprang to his feet and limped away from the 

clearing. I made to go after him, but I felt the gentle pressure of Naala’s arm around me 

and heard her say ‘No, Vootri. He must understand this in his own way.’

I’m afraid our elders don’t always know what’s best, and this was one of those times. On the 

next day, Naala and I set out, to gather more herbs I assumed at first. But as we traveled, 

she by- passed by several groves laden with valuable herbs, and I began to wonder. Of 

course, I did not ask; it was not the kind of question Naala would have bothered to answer.

At length, she stopped, and I looked about in confusion. The trees were tall and angular, 

bereft of fruit and flower. Ungainly branches jutted and twisted overhead, blotting out the 

sunlight. Dark rustlings in the hedges made my skin crawl and I shifted closer to Naala.

Without looking at me, she began to speak. ‘Vootri, it is time that you understood clearly 

your place in this tribe. Every one of us has his place, but what it might be, we each have 

to find out for ourselves. And sometimes, we find out too late, and by then we have made too 

many mistakes. Vootri, that must not happen to you.’

‘Naala, Sleegah… I’m not… I…’

‘Vootri, you are never going to be as strong as the rest of us. Your body is too… 

different.’

The breath went out of me and I looked down at the ground. I felt betrayed somehow. Why must 

you, of all of them, you, why must you judge me Naala? I wanted to speak those words, but 

she was not done yet.

‘Vootri, when the danger comes, as it must come to all of us one day, I want you to run 

away. Don’t stay and fight, don’t try to be brave. Run away. Just run away.’

She gestured to the dark woods around us. ‘I want you to come here as often as you can, 

Vootri. I want you to learn how to climb these difficult trees, how to leap from the one to 

the other, how to fall, and how to get up again and to keep climbing. It’s the only way.’

She made her way to the tallest and darkest of the trees, and I trembled as I heard 

something rustling noisily away from us. Whatever it was, it hadn’t moved away as far I 

would have liked, and I could feel its eyes upon us.

‘Climb with me Vootri’ she cried, as she leapt to one of the lower branches. And she moved 

as I have never seen her move before. Her muscles worked powerfully, and she swung 

majestically from branch to branch, her momentum carrying her, and she ascended swiftly. At 

last, the branches were too fragile and she stopped, panting, to look down at me. 

‘Come on!’

Her tone was firm and very serious, and I sprang half-heartedly at the tree. I worked my way 

along the rough bark, the skin of my hands shrieking in pain. Without looking at her, I 

could feel Naala shaking her head, and even heard her click her tongue in annoyance. After 

what seemed a long while of scrambling and scraping and sliding, I sensed her nearness, and 

looked up to see that she was on the same branch as I.

‘Vootri, you are much weaker than I expected. You must try harder.’

I tried to keep my lip from trembling and my voice from quavering, and I had to answer in a 

whisper ‘Yes Naala… I will…’

Then her arms were around me, her face covering my head, and I was engulfed by her warmth. 

After some time, she muttered ‘Maybe… from tomorrow…’

We traveled back to the tribe in silence, and it was never the same again. On the next day, 

we did the usual things, and I began to wonder if she had forgotten. But late afternoon 

came, and she drew me aside. ‘It’s time for you to go, Vootri’

‘Aren’t you also - ’ I began. But I saw how Naala was looking right through me, and I knew 

that I had to find my way back there alone. 

It was very late when I returned. It had taken me some time to find the training grove 

again. The return journey should have been much shorter, given that I had taken care this 

time to remember the route. But my hands and feet were bleeding when I returned, and my 

muscles were too sore. On one level, I suppose I had exerted myself in training out of the 

desire to please her. On another, darker level, I realize now that I also wanted to invoke 

her pity to the point where I wouldn’t have to go back. But when she saw me, she applied her 

medicines casually and said ‘It will be hard on your hands and feet for the first few days, 

Vootri. After that… well, you’ll see for yourself.’

Then she jerked her head, a gesture indicating some of the other tribe mates who were 

staring curiously at us. No doubt, they were wondering where I had been and what we were 

doing.

‘Be sure to bring back some leaves and roots with you each day. The value doesn’t matter; as 

long as they look… hard to find.’ Her gaze hardened for a moment. ‘I expected you to think 

of that yourself, but you’ve returned empty-handed.’

I understood her ruse, and it worked well enough. We aroused no suspicions; I was simply 

helping with Naala’s work, and that was the end of it.

On the next day, I set out again, limping toward the training grove. I couldn’t get much done then, try as I might. But Naala’s concoction was working its magic, and my blisters and muscles healed within a few days, leaving sterner stuff in its wake. And so I began to make progress.

I wish I could say that over the course of my training, I found new strength and power; that as a result of my diligence, I became strong. Yes, my strength and speed did increase – up to a point. But reality is a harsh mistress, and as hard as I tried, my power would not increase beyond a certain level. And that level was far lower than the average power of a simian of my age.

I had expected Naala to test me at some point, or at least to enquire about my progress. But I understand now that she realized she had done all that she could do, and it was with a kind of dreary, ashamed relief that I saw she would not make any such enquiry. 

But if Naala showed no interest in my progress, it was not the case with Sleegah. Bringing back roots and herbs to Naala was a ruse that convinced most tribe-mates, but I knew it was not the case with him. It was to be only a matter of time before he tried to follow me.

On the first occasion, I could hear him quite clearly. He was light on his hands and feet, but his breathing betrayed him. I think he had injured his face when Oogruk struck him as I described before, and as he grew, a slightly asymmetry settled in his face. Part of this injury involved his nostrils, and in the days before he learned to breathe through his mouth when hiding, he could easily be heard at short distances by his heavy breathing.

So I lost a day’s training (not that it was a great loss) as I ambled about the forest, picking at the foliage, not trying to throw him off, just to bore him. After some time, I took a real interest in some of what I saw, and managed to put my lonesome audience to the back of my mind. 

When I returned to the tribe that evening, Naala raised her eyebrows at the high quality of 

what I brought her, but said nothing.

Still, he followed me on the next day. I grew careless, sauntering this time, making a game of being the quarry, pretending that I was being stalked by some more fearsome predator. That evening, I racked my brains, trying to invent some more novel activities to entertain my secretive audience, for I was sure that he would follow again. I have to confess, most of my ideas revolved around creative ways of practicing hygiene, specifically, the aspect of elimination. I excuse myself by reminding you that children are prone to this level of humour. I have since come to appreciate gentler ways of amusing myself and my friends.

But on the next day, as soon as I set out, I knew at once that it was not the time for such play. His patience had lasted just two days, and, this time, Sleegah was not making any attempt to be quiet. He wanted me to know he was there, and the familiar dull dread settled into my bones.

I picked my way through the trees as he crashed along behind me, still staying out of sight. A length, I came to a clearing and tried to focus on a particular hedge growing near the centre. I began searching toward its roots for herbs that might be growing in its shade.

I heard a low chuckling behind me, a sound that made my skin crawl, and I turned slowly to face him. He was squatting at the edge of the clearing, eyes roving the bushes at the edges. Without looking at me, he spoke.

‘Naala’s store must be over-flowing by now… why, she must be throwing whatever you’re bringing away!’ 

Then he flashed across the clearing. He was like a dark blur that ate the distance between us, and he stopped with his face a hand’s breadth away from mine.

‘And now you’re going to tell me what you’re up to.’

My heart was hammering, and I could not have spoken if I’d wanted to, for my tongue was frozen with fear. With a whimper, I raised my hand in which some roots were clutched.

The rage flashed in his eyes, and his fists rained on my chest and face, throwing me off my feet. I tried to marshal my training, the few techniques I’d mastered in falling. All I could do was prevent striking my head against the rocks as he continued his battery.

At some point, I passed out from this assault and awoke in our nest. I tried to get up, but pain lashed brightly at the back of my head, and I groaned feebly. But then the gentle pressure of Naala’s capable hands were there, and the pain became bearable, and I slept.

The days that followed my recovery were much more peaceful. I am not sure what had transpired exactly, but got the general sense that Sleegah’s attack on me, which, among any other pair of youngsters, would have been accepted and ignored, had instead met with angry opposition. Apparently, Naala’s ruse had been more successful than we had intended, for I was understood to be Naala’s helper, and an attack on me was vaguely perceived as a threat to tribal safely.

So Sleegah kept his distance, and I could pretend not to see his dark glances. But there is one thing with regard to this incident that I have kept in reserve, and now that the most obvious parts have been told, I can attempt to describe to you something strange that happened during Sleegah’s attack.

In the midst of the assault, when I felt my will to resist failing and the fear sat most thickly upon me, I became aware of a Presence. The Presence was so tangible that I turned my head in its direction. I sensed it coming from the same place on the horizon that the sun rises each day.

In what way did I perceive it? you wish to know. It was not anything I saw or heard or smelled. Nor was it a feeling of heat and cold. Rather, it came as an impression of gentleness and strength. I had the distinct feeling that the blows directed at my body were being accepted with a kind of infinite calm and patience, even with a reverence. Little as I was then, I felt all this as simply a good feeling that I did not question. I use more precise words now to describe it, and I wonder if I am not losing the wonder of that moment in these words. Perhaps, my younger self was better equipped to receive this experience, uncorrupted as I was by intellect and ego. The feeling kept growing within me, and I shut my eyes and smiled deeply in a wave of bliss. Then my eyes opened, and I saw that I was high above the ground, gently hovering far beyond even the treetops. I looked beneath me, and saw that my body was lying inert on the ground. Sleegah was circling it cautiously, sniffing at it occasionally. And it did not seem strange to me that I should think of that body just lying there as an ‘it’.

I looked across the skies, toward the place where the sun rises and saw the eyes. They were just an impression, a suggestion created by shadows among the clouds. But they were real and they were huge, filling the skies with their kindness and warmth, and I just basked there, enjoying the sight of them.

At length, the eyes faded, and I fell toward the body. I fell into it in a rush of shock and pain and misery, and my awareness faded into darkness. I still don’t know who brought me back to the tribe. Probably, it was Naala.

Going back on what I said earlier, I must confess that the real reason for telling you of the Presence separately from the events of the day is that I was debating whether or not to reveal it. When I came to, I told no-one, not even my Naala. To me, that experience was a precious and tangible thing. It still is. And back then, I had the distinct feeling that if I spoke of it, somehow, it would be lost to me. But I understand the import of your knowing the story of my life, and so I must write of this, for it shaped many of the events to come.

I was impatient to try the experiment I had in mind, but I had to wait three full days under Naala’s care in the nest before I could do it. At last, I was released, and I limped immediately to the place where I had been thrashed. I went directly to the centre of that grove, spread wide my arms, and faced the sun. I waited for a long time, but there was no answer. Then, I turned not to where the sun was, but to the place from where it rose each day, and again spread my arms. I shut my eyes, and very faintly, I felt the Presence. The experiment was a success. I had proved to myself that the Presence was not an artifact of the sun’s light or warmth. Somewhere across the forest, Someone was waiting for me.

From what I have described so far, you might have the impression that Naala and I were sole companions; that the other tribe members were ambivalent toward our plight. But it was not so.

Among the males, there was one who was very friendly toward Naala, and she did not discourage his friendship. The lines of Daaree’s face were creased in a way that made you sometimes see him as ugly, and yet in other lights as somewhat attractive, and it was never clear to me which of the two was correct. He was slightly underweight but taller than all members other than Oogruk. We all respected him, even Oogruk, for he had an unusual gift that was of great benefit to our tribe, and I suppose this was the connection between himself and my Naala. 

I believe that he was of a similar age as Oogruk, and he was not sickly; on the contrary, he proved on more than one occasion to be quite strong. And yet, we all thought of him as elderly, and we treated him as such. Perhaps it was in the peculiar set of his shoulders, which were angled to favor his left side, or the way he seemed always to walk so softly, as if afraid to disturb the earth he tread upon. Whatever it was, this aged impression in some way served to increase our respect for him rather than to diminish it.

Daaree was a weaver. He could take the ordinary grasses that grew wildly and were of no use to anyone, and turn them into light and flexible but strong ropes. Once, I did come across him and his grasses, and I had a quick impression of long, nimble fingers darting among fistfuls of grass. But then he noticed me standing there, and I delivered the message I’d been sent to give him, pretending not to have seen.

These thin ropes were extremely valuable in the joining of sticks that otherwise could not be bound together. Leaves could be tied into more compact forms that kept out the cold, fruits that were too awkward to be carried in our hands. We were lucky to have him.

It therefore surprised me whenever I felt my anger rise against him. I would watch how his face would light up whenever Naala appeared, how he shifted so that he would come into contact with her, and anger would darken my brow. Once, in her presence, he spoke kind words to me and offered his help. ‘Shall I help you with that?’ he asked, holding out a palm-leaf sling. I shifted the awkward bundle of herbs, grasses and twigs in my arms, and answered shortly ‘That’s too weak for this lot’. I spun on my heel and walked away.

On the evening of that day, Naala spoke to me. ‘We need all the friends we can get, Vootri.’

‘There is such a thing as too many friends… Oogruk…’

‘I am not so foolish, Vootri.’ I looked into her eyes, and saw the tiredness there. ‘Everything I do is for the both of us. I cannot always explain everything, but you must trust me. Always remember, it was I alone who brought you this far, Vootri.’ 

I did not know how to answer her, for she seemed to understand my anger far better than I did, and I fell into a troubled sleep that night. I dreamed that Daaree was the healer of our tribe, and I was his helper, and there was no Naala. She had not died, or moved away, but had simply been erased. As if there never had been a Naala. It was frightening; a sickly fear that was somehow more horrible than my nightmares of violence from Sleegah and sometimes Oogruk.

But I was more civil toward Daaree, and I could even eventually tolerate his unnecessary questions regarding where I thought the best grasses were to be found.

All that changed completely when I discovered that we were keeping the same secret; in fact, he had known long before what I’d discovered with such difficulty. And he opened my eyes to the other members who also knew this secret. But I am getting ahead of myself.

As you will recall, I had been severely beaten by Sleegah, but had also discovered the existence of a Presence, somewhere far away across the jungle, off toward the lands where the sun rises.

So enamored was I of the Presence that it became my daily practice to wander away from the tribe early each morning, to find some suitable clearing. I would spread my arms and shut my eyes and simply rest in the Presence. I am not sure how long I stood there each time, but I would eventually grow impatient and bored, and return to the tribe. It was a funny thing; whenever I was most afraid or feeling especially unhappy, I did not grow bored so quickly, and I felt its warmth penetrate most deeply. I often remembered how powerful the experience was after Sleegah’s beating and wished to feel it again, but I didn’t know how.

It was Daaree who discovered my fascination. I don’t know why he came there, but when I opened my eyes one morning, there he was, watching me standing there with my arms spread wide. He turned and walked away without saying anything.

I felt quite embarrassed, but couldn’t do anything about it. I was afraid he would speak to Naala of my strange behavior, or even worse, address me directly. But when he did, he did it in the most unusual way.

‘Have you ever noticed how Oogruk does the most difficult things when he faces that way?’ Daaree’d startled me with this question, for I’d been watching intently as Oogruk began pummeling the tree. Dangerous thorns grew on the branches of that tree, but delicious fruits grew there also. The ones on the lower branches had been snatched away long ago, and the only way to get at the others was to shake the tree.

One of the rocks in Oogruk’s hands shattered, and he flung it away, growling his disgust. Then, to my surprise, he walked around the tree so that he was facing the direction of the sun-rise, and shut his eyes for a few seconds, and raised his arms slightly, palms facing forward. Then he began punching the tree trunk with his bare fists. Fruits fell in abundance, and he caught one neatly in his palm.

I was stunned. I had never noticed before that Oogruk favored this direction, but it was true. I watched him carefully that day, and saw how he maneuvered such that he faced the special direction, whether he was performing some feat of strength, or even something more mundane such as eating or sleeping.

And to my shock, I realized that Naala also knew this secret. Whenever she had to prepare any especially difficult concoction, she arranged all her materials so that she was facing the direction I have described. And whenever treating a tribe-member, she never failed to seat herself in this way. I saw too that whenever Daaree was at his weaving, he faced this direction. Other than these three, I detected no such awareness of the Presence amongst the other tribe members.

Daaree seemed to be the one inclined to talk about it, and so I offered to take him to a grove where I’d noticed some especially interesting-looking grasses. He agreed without comment, and we set out on the following day. I led him far from the tribe, to a clearing where there was indeed some unusual foliage.

But he showed no interest in it at all, and immediately sat with his back to a tree, and indicated that I should do the same.

‘You discovered it when Sleegah beat you, not so?’

‘Yes’

‘Your wounds have healed far faster than they should have, is that right?’

‘Yes’

‘The healing is most intense when you face that way?’ he indicated with his arm.

‘What is it?’ 

‘What do you think it is?’

I thought for a bit. I still didn’t want to reveal the face I’d seen etched into the clouds.

‘I thought… perhaps… some kind of god?’

‘No, Vootri. Whatever it is, it’s alive… a person… like us.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because I was there when it was born… I…’ Suddenly, he began on a new track. ‘Oogruk is the strongest male you’ve ever seen, right?’ And I nodded. ‘It was not always so, Vootri. There was a time, many years ago, when he and I were of similar size and shape… and we had a similar strength. An Naala? She was just another tribe member, no different to the others. She had no healing power at all. But all that changed when It came.’

I was silent, willing him to go on.

‘We saw it as a great burst of Light in the skies. There was no thunderstorm, and there was no sound to accompany it. There was just a quiet explosion of Light that lasted a few seconds. It was so bright, so beautiful. Oogruk and I were together, and we were both staring into it when it appeared. I think Naala must have seen it too. I believed it was just the three of us… until I found you.’

I shifted uncomfortably, and he pretended not to notice. ‘We saw the light… gather itself… become a ball. A solid ball of Light. Then, it flew across the skies, to a distant edge on the horizon, across the forest, in the direction that the sun rises.’  

Daaree and I spent some time on that day trying to discuss the Presence (as I came to call it), but as wonderful as its existence was, there was very little that we could say. We were both aware of it, and were conscious of the fact that it had something to do with enhancing special abilities. But that is the sum total of what we knew, and no amount of discussion was about to change that.

What’s more, and this might sound incredible to you: I began to forget the Presence. Oh, certainly I continued my morning practice of standing with my arms stretched out, feeling its warmth penetrate my being. And every time, I enjoyed this experience. But it slowly became part of a daily routine, one of many things that had to be done. And I occasionally questioned myself ‘What did you really see? Are you sure the eyes in the sky were not just some play of light in the clouds?’

But my answer never faltered here; some impulse, engrained deeply, always responded with a vehement ‘No! The eyes were there, and there is no question about it.’

Speaking of my routine, yes, I continued my training in the grove Naala had chosen for me. I used my knowledge of the special direction to aid in my efforts, and my strength did improve somewhat. But once more, I reached my saturation point. I had risen to a plateau that was only slightly above the previous one.

The one positive thing that did come out of this training was a heightening of my senses. I was developing the hunter’s intuition, for I could sense creatures from increasingly greater distances, with my eyes and ears, but also with an extra sense; a kind of intuition.

On one particular afternoon, Daaree approached me as I readied to set out, and asked to speak with me. ‘I’m sorry, I must leave now, and I cannot take you with me’ I said, not elaborating with a reason. I was impressed that he did not try to extract one from me. ‘Tomorrow morning then?’

‘Alright’

He did not come in search of me on the morning of the next day, which vexed me. I was curious to hear what he wanted, but didn’t wish to seem interested. An hour passed, and still he did not appear. Muttering my irritation, I began my search for him.

I found him on the banks of the river that fed the watering hole. His back was against a tree, his knees drawn up, wild grasses in his lap, and he was weaving. A frown of concentration furrowed his brow, and I thought he hadn’t noticed me. I was wondering whether or not to leave, when, without looking up, he spoke. ‘Come closer, Vootri. Sit over there. I won’t be a moment.’

I approached cautiously, giving him plenty of time to stop what he was doing before I came into range. But to my surprise, he did not seem concerned that I could see his weaving technique.

It’s as if he wants me to watch, I thought. The flow of his fingers was immersive. There was a steady, rhythmic stream of activity, the rope of grass growing longer with every twist. As the minutes went by, I began to see a pattern in what he was doing. I saw that there were three strands of grass in his hands, and that his pattern was to take the left-most strand and fold it over the middle one such that it became the centre-strand. Then the right-most strand was similarly folded in to the centre. And that’s all there was to it! I was awed by its simplicity.

After a time, he looked across at me. ‘You can make them even stronger, like this’ he said. He reached to the other side of the tree and drew out two other lengths of slim grass rope. He added them to the newly completely rope in his hands, and continued using the same pattern. Left over middle, right over middle, left over middle… this time, using the grass ropes rather than the strands.

I was stunned. Patterns, repeated, on different levels of… and my mind drew a blank. Something stirred in me, a violent churning that sought to reveal itself. I saw lines, not of grass, but somehow abstracted. A shape without a … without a meaning? Could a line exist without a blade of grass to support it? What did it mean?

And in my mind, the lines twisted and danced, first in the forms that Daaree had made. Then my mind jumped forward, and my heart began beating nicely.

‘Could you place the ropes side by side, and make a… a…’ I had not the words, so with my hands, I mimicked a flat surface.

Daaree’s eyes narrowed and his frown of concentration deepened. Then, a grin split his face and he cackled noisily. ‘Sure you can! But it’d unravel the moment you touched it!’

Again, the lines twisted in my mind. One of them detached itself from the row, and turned itself until it was lying across the others. I clenched my fists at Daaree’s derisive tone, determined to solve the problem. How could such a surface (I now know to call it that) be kept intact?

In my mind, I shook the lines until they tangled, becoming one, but it was not the beautiful regular form I sought. And still, the one line detached itself, mocking me. Daaree’s method of twisting left-over-right-over flashed into my mind, and I took the free line in my mind, placed it cross-wise with the other lines. I took the head of the single line, pushed it under one of the lines, then pulling it out and over the next, repeating this. I detached another line, and did the same, this time pulling it first over, then under. It worked! The lines would be held together in a beautiful, regular entanglement. The surface was created! And I had not the words to celebrate or even realize that in my mind, I had jumped ahead of Daaree by one dimension.

‘Daaree! Place your ropes like this!’ But he had only the three lengths with him. Practically trembling with excitement, I explaining impatiently ‘Well, never mind the ropes! Just imagine more ropes, many more. Put them all side by side. Then take one of them…’ And I proceeded to explain breathlessly.

As I spoke, I looked into his eyes, and saw that he did not understand. So I tried using my fingers to represent the lines, and watched as an indulgent smile spread across his features. With growing frustration, I tried to explain the idea I’d had, about a line, unsupported by a grass-blade. But I knew not the word ‘line’ and faltered.

‘A strand of grass… without the grass?’ he asked, and his amused smile was infuriating. ‘Yes… yes… I…’ I looked about, desperate to explain myself to him. Suddenly I knelt beside him, and drew my paw through the sand, making an uneven line. ‘Look! It’s the same as the blade of grass, but without the grass!’

He looked incredulously at me and began nodding. ‘I see’

he said, and his face became grave. ‘Finally!’ I thought with relief.

‘I see very clearly…’ and a slight nod began growing. ‘I see… that you have been sniffing at Naala’s medicines for too long!’ He hooted wildly with laughter, waving his arms with glee. He laughed until tears came to his eyes, then he doubled over, rubbing his belly as the convulsions of his laughter overcame him.

‘Oh my… oh my word… to think… I asked you to choose my weaving grasses… if you’d chosen… chosen whatever you’ve been sniffing… oh…’ and he began laughing anew.

I ground my teeth in frustration. ‘Why can’t he see?!’

I asked myself over and over again as I turned and left. I suppose that was the first time that I became more conscious of the fact that there was a difference between myself and my tribe mates. I had not the words to understand this difference, but in my mind, in some distant way, I understood that abstractions, such as a line without a physical object to support it, was indeed possible, as a mental picture. But this level of abstraction was far beyond the others, and I see now that the mental gymnastics that I’d naively asked Daaree to perform, that is, the mental weaving of these abstract lines, was simply impossible.

In my frustration, I blundered across the forest, unconsciously making my way to my training grove. Once there, I climbed the great tree that was now so familiar to me, and just huddled there, my knees drawn up to my chest. In some way, this had become my refuge, my place of safety, and even the dank odours and rough textures of the tree bark were somehow pleasant.

‘One day, I’ll be old enough. One day, I will show them!’ My anger slowly evaporated, leaving a gentle melancholy in its wake. And then the Presence came over me strongly. I had the sensation of being in the arms of a giant, a golden giant, who cradled me and crooned gently. I think I even dozed off for a time.

On the next day, I collected grasses. I worked while there was light, and stashed the rope I’d made beneath a hedge in ‘my’ grove. I returned to the grove again on the next day, continuing my work, and by the middle of the third day, I had enough rope. I wove the surface that my mind had shown to me, exulting in my victory over Daaree. Waving it in the air, I made my way to the camp.

Suddenly, my heart began pounding in my chest, and against my will, I turned to the direction of the Presence. The gentle warmth welled up very strongly, but there was something else too. A displeasure. And a warning. It was not the time to reveal this knowledge. Not to this tribe.

I knew what it wanted, and I did try to resist its Will. But in the end, I took my beautiful weaving, that which I had so laboured over, and grasped it firmly in my hands. I tore it to shreds, and threw the pieces to the ground. And I burst into tears. 

