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Prologue
This novel begins with an act of historical imagination, reaching back toward the origins of humankind. Some fifty thousand years ago, a small tribe leaves Africa’s Congo Basin. Shaped by changes in the climate and threats to survival, their journey continues across generations. From tropical rainforest to the highlands of East Africa, through the Nile Valley and the Middle East, across Central Asia and the Mongolian steppe, then through the Korean Peninsula to the Japanese archipelago, their footsteps trace a route of some thirty thousand kilometers.
At the beginning of this journey stand Kalu, a young leader, and his companion, Yamani. Together they lead the Isaru tribe through a changing climate, natural disasters, and conflict with other groups. Their experiences and stories pass down to their descendants, casting a different light on the tribe’s myths and culture with each new land they cross.
What drives them to leave the Congo Basin is a resolve to protect a child with albinism. That first step, taken for the child’s sake, changes the tribe’s destiny and becomes the beginning of a myth that will endure far into the future.
In the rugged highlands of Ethiopia, their descendants encounter unfamiliar natural phenomena and learn new ways to survive. Watching light pour through the clouds, they call themselves “those beneath the god’s eye.”
In the fertile Nile Valley, they hunt and fish for food and learn how to live in one place. But natural disasters and threats from other groups urge them onward once more.
In the land that is now Israel, they meet Neanderthals and share their lives. Encounters and unions between different groups leave their traces in the bodies and cultures of those who come after them.
On the road toward Kazakhstan, the cold of the Ice Age and enormous beasts test their will to survive. The tribe adapts to the frozen earth, reshaping its weapons and clothing.
As they cross the Mongolian steppe and head toward China, they come into contact with large communities of the forests and grasslands. They adopt new skills and ways of life and begin to make homes where they can remain. Long years of travel and encounters gradually change their descendants’ appearance and way of life.
Their descendants reach the Korean Peninsula, where they survive the sudden cooling of the Younger Dryas by taking shelter in caves in Ulsan. As the Ice Age draws to a close, the journey continues across the sea to the Saga region of Kyushu. There they encounter Jōmon culture and weave new histories and myths.
This story asks what human beings lose and what they pass on in the course of leaving and staying. It follows people who protect one another even in unforgiving lands, opening a path for the next generation—their struggle to survive, their love, and their hope for a better life.
1. Central Africa: Survival and Hope
52,000 Years Ago
	Kalu: The young leader of the Isaru tribe. He has dark brown skin, curly black hair, and deep black eyes. With his solid build and great endurance, he leads the hunt and seeks a way for his people to survive in times of danger.
	Yamani: Her name means “woman who gives life.” She cares for the children, treats wounds with medicinal herbs, and passes the tribe’s stories on to the next generation.
	The Isaru tribe: Its name means “the path of survival,” symbolizing migration and survival.

The last Ice Age was still unfolding. Vast ice sheets covered large areas of the Northern Hemisphere, and even the relatively warm lands near the equator could not escape the changing climate. The forests of Central Africa were gradually drying out. As the rains diminished, the lives of animals and people changed together.
The Isaru hunted antelope, small animals, and birds, and gathered fruit, roots, and nuts in the forest and along the riverbanks. They cooked over fires the food they caught with stone-tipped spears and sharp stone tools. Along the rivers they built shelters of hides and branches, moving on whenever food grew scarce. They carried water in animal bladders or hard shells. As the forests dried, their eyes turned north.
Family groups of twenty to fifty or so people came together to form the tribe. The men chiefly hunted and kept watch, while the women gathered plants and raised the children. Among the Isaru, women held the community together at its heart.
The stars, the sun, and the rivers were gifts bestowed by the god. The great beasts, too, were beings that could not be treated lightly, and rituals accompanied the hunt. A shared faith bound the people together.
Before them lay land that grew drier by the day, threaded with streams that were disappearing.
“We must leave this place,” Kalu said. “The northern stars will open a new path for us. This is more than a change of seasons. The cold days are growing longer. Once, the warm winds would have come by now, but still there is nothing but cold.”
An old man spoke.
“The stars are changing. Fewer shine in the sky than before. Has the power that helped us from the heavens grown weak? Or perhaps it is the land that is changing. Without rain, the rivers dwindle and the trees cannot bear fruit. The earth is driving us toward colder places.”
Kalu stepped forward.
“But if we can learn to live with this cold, it may offer us a new chance. The animals have already moved elsewhere.”
Before he could reach that resolve, Kalu, too, had needed time to learn. The bounty of the Congo Basin and its fierce currents had taught him how to survive—and what was asked of those who did.
Childhood
The children of the Isaru learned the wisdom of the earth and the skills of survival from their mothers and the other women of the tribe. The men protected the community, going out to hunt and keeping watch.
Kalu and Yamani had grown up in the same tribe and had been close since childhood. Curious about everything, Kalu never stopped asking the adults questions. Yamani followed her mother, gathering and cooking, learning how to use medicinal herbs.
Yamani was a child much loved by the women of the tribe. Skilled with her hands from an early age, she was good at sorting the fruit they gathered and stitching hides. Teaching her the names of herbs and their uses, her mother would say:
“This root heals wounds, and this leaf keeps sickness away. Our people must live alongside nature.”
Yamani was happiest when something she had made with her own hands helped another person. She listened closely, too, to the stories her mother told of their ancestors. Once she heard a legend, she remembered it for years and told it again to the children.
Yamani loved Kalu’s hunting stories and his decisiveness; Kalu was drawn to her wisdom and strength. They grew up relying on one another.
Kalu often told Yamani:
“You are the light of our tribe. I would do anything for you and our people.”
Yamani would smile and answer:
“And I believe in you. Together, we can do anything.”
Kalu grew into a hunter and a leader; Yamani became a healer and a keeper of stories. In their different ways, their hands together upheld the tribe’s future.
Kalu had long dreamed of becoming a hunter. More than anyone, he wanted to be like his uncle, the finest hunter in the tribe.
One day, his uncle said to him:
“Kalu, the time has come for you to grow into a man. Come with me on your first hunt tomorrow.”
Kalu lay awake all night, caught between fear and excitement. The sun was still hidden in the mist beyond the horizon, and dawn was waking the grassland, scattering the scent of earth.
Night still lingered in the dew on the grass. Kalu slung his father’s stone-tipped spear across his back. His uncle, the warrior Magatu, had roughly shaped it for him.
His uncle looked silently into Kalu’s eyes and nodded. You are no longer a child. That was what his gaze said.
The two slipped silently out of the forest’s edge with the other hunters. They bound their feet with leather thongs smeared with animal blood, and covered their bodies with sap and leaves to mask their scent. Their mud-coated skin resembled bark; they moved like shadows.
“Today the animals will flee. We must drive their fear toward the cliff.”
At Magatu’s words, Kalu drew a small breath.
They were walking toward Makatu Gorge, known as “the Mouth of the Sky.” Legend held that a serpent descending from the heavens had torn this cleft in the earth, and that it swallowed beasts and humans alike.
The hunt began with sound. Silent footsteps and breaths, then the sudden clamor of stone and wood. With that noise, they had to drive hundreds of antelope. Kalu and Magatu took their places on a spine of rock crossing the gorge.
Below them lay a hollow as deeply scooped as a cave. Bushes stirred where a sheer cliff met the river. Magatu threw a burning branch. It was the first signal. As the wind carried the smoke toward the herd, the animals began to run from it.
The rest of the hunting party drove the animals from both sides, striking stones together. The sound rolled through the gorge like thunder, returning from the cracks in the rocks in echoes like cries.
The animals had fewer and fewer places to turn. Fire behind them, barriers on either side, a cliff ahead. At that moment Magatu looked down at Kalu and said:
“Now. Forward!”
The two burst through the brush and blocked the last escape route. Kalu’s stone-tipped spear struck the leading antelope in the shoulder. As it fell headlong, the animals behind it tangled together and lost their way.
The herd was driven straight toward the gorge’s end. A roar. The crash of stones. The crack of bones. The cries of the animals. Kalu lay flat against a rock and closed his eyes. It sounded as though the sky were collapsing, as though the earth itself were howling.
They seemed to have won. The cries and the crashing stones that shook the gorge sounded like drums in the heavens. Kalu looked down at his empty hand, the hand that had released the spear, and steadied his trembling breath.
Then it happened.
An antelope that had broken away from the herd sprang from the brush. Bleeding, its eyes rolled back, it charged a jutting ledge. Kalu was standing there.
“Don’t move!”
Magatu’s cry rang out. Before Kalu could turn, he heard the beast’s forehooves scraping stone. At that very instant, something shoved him hard to the side. His vision scattered, and the world tilted.
It was his uncle.
Pushing Kalu aside, Magatu collided with the animal. Its horn tore into his thigh, and the two bodies began to tumble toward the cliff’s edge, tangled together. Kalu rolled on the ground, scrambled up, and shouted:
“Uncle!”
But it was too late. Magatu and the animal fell beyond the heap of rocks, and Kalu ran after them without stopping, straight to the cliff’s edge. Below lay chaos. A current stained with the blood of fallen animals, carcasses snagged on rocks, and Magatu surfacing among them. Miraculously, he was alive.
But his leg was broken, and blood ran from his head where it had struck a rock. Kalu leaped down the cliff toward him. Before he knew it, without a moment’s hesitation.
Breaking through a wall of air, he surrendered his body to gravity and fell. Between the rocks, the two met again. Kalu seized Magatu’s arm. Their blood mingled; their breaths met.
But the rapids would not wait.
The river, swollen in an instant, crashed over them and caught them in its coils, dashing them against stones, down and down. His uncle’s arm was slipping from his grasp.
“Hold on! Uncle, please…!”
But Magatu quietly shook his head. An oddly peaceful smile appeared on his bloodied face.
“You… must live.”
With those words, Magatu’s hand slowly slipped from Kalu’s arm. In that instant Kalu let out a cry of pain deeper than any animal’s.
“Ah!”
Magatu vanished into the muddy water. All that remained was Kalu’s cry and the roar of the river that had swallowed everything.
The current hurled Kalu against rocks, snagged him on branches, then tore him free again. Body and mind scattered into fragments. Only after he was swept into a cleft in the rock wall did he lose consciousness. It was an ancient limestone cave beside the river.
The Cave
It was pitch-dark, full of the smell of wet moss and the sounds of bats. Kalu lay unconscious for more than a day. When he woke, his fingers tingled, and his ribs were cracked.
He crawled about, flinching at every sound. He found a crack where rainwater dripped and wet his throat, then grasped a dead lizard and mushrooms and put them in his mouth.
On the third night, he noticed pictures carved into a wall deep inside the cave. They were hunting scenes left by his ancestors. Among them was his own figure, standing on a cliff with a stone-tipped spear. He thought he must be seeing things. But that night he heard Magatu’s voice.
“Do not be afraid. You have been chosen. The path lies within the darkness. Listen to the wind, and you will move forward.”
Kalu gathered dry bark and charred scraps of wood from the cave and, with difficulty, lit a fire. A wildcat, drawn by the light, approached. He barely managed to drive it off by throwing stones, but it bit his left shoulder. As his uncle had taught him, he pressed leaves and mud to the wound and waited by the fire for the bleeding to stop.
On the fifth day, Kalu forced his body into a crack in the rocks at the back of the cave. He could wait no longer. Crawling through the narrow gap, pierced by thornbushes, he finally emerged onto the grassland. The moment he saw the sun again, his uncle’s face appeared against the blood-stained sky.
Exhausted, Kalu walked toward the smoke of the tribe’s fire. When he reached the village, the people stared at him without a word.
The Isaru warriors surrounded him and knelt. He was no longer a child, but “the one who returned,” “the man chosen by the river.”
“I could not save you. But it was you who saved me. From this day, my name is Kalu-Magatu.”
The Funeral
When news of his uncle’s death reached the tribe, deep grief settled over them. The children sat quietly in fear and awe, and the women wept. With no body to bring home, the people washed his uncle’s belongings in the stream beside the house. They were preparing a clean path for his spirit to depart.
Yamani and the women mixed herbs, leaves, and resin—a mixture long believed to preserve the body and ward off evil spirits and animals. This time, however, only his uncle’s treasured possessions would be buried. A belt adorned with claws and ivory, the traces of courageous hunts, went into the earth in place of his body.
Yamani scattered herbs as she prepared his final journey. She said:
“We must return him to the earth, so that his spirit can remain with us.”
Kalu stepped before the tribe.
“My uncle was a father, a brother, and a leader to us all. He gave his life for our people. We must remember him.”
Following tradition, Kalu placed a stone knife in the grave. He hoped that his uncle would continue to hunt in the next world and watch over their people.
His uncle’s grave was made on a hill near the cave, where the stars could be seen most clearly. It was the place where his uncle had told the tribe’s children stories of the stars and the hunt.
The children placed small stones, one by one, around the grave. Between the stones the adults laid animal teeth, hides, and dried flower petals to honor the hunter’s life. Yamani filled a leather pouch with fragrant herbs and dried fruit and placed it on the grave.
“My uncle’s spirit will bless us. We must carry on his wisdom and courage.”
When night fell, the tribe gathered around his uncle’s grave. In the gentle glow of the fire, Kalu spoke in a heavy voice.
“My uncle taught us how much it matters to survive. His sacrifice will not be in vain. We will go on living upon this earth, protecting one another and carrying his teachings forward.”
One after another, the people placed stones before his uncle’s grave and offered brief prayers.
“Watch over us beneath the stars. We will not forget your courage.”
The children followed the adults, adding their own stones. Upon the grave, the hands that bade farewell to the departed laid their promise that those who remained would protect one another.
The Wedding
Kalu and Yamani’s wedding belonged to the whole village. The tribe celebrated their union and gave thanks to nature and their ancestors.
Kalu wore a great hide cloak, reserved for the tribe’s finest hunter. Around his waist he tied a belt of carved bone that symbolized his family; on his head he wore a crown adorned with feathers and animal teeth.
Yamani wrapped herself in cloth dyed with red earth she had gathered in the mountains, adding an ornament woven of leaves and flowers at her waist. A wreath of wildflowers rested on her head, and around her wrist hung a shell bracelet the women of the tribe had made to ask for the ancestors’ blessing.
At dusk the wedding began beneath a sacred tree in the forest. The ancestral fire burned at the center of a round stone altar. Around it hung wildflowers and ornaments made from animal bones. Kalu and Yamani knelt facing one another. Kamara, the tribe’s mother and healer, stood before them, leaning on a staff fashioned from a branch.
“Tonight, as sky and earth become one, so will your two souls.”
Kamara spoke solemnly. Kalu lifted an ancestral stone knife and set it before Yamani.
“With this knife I will protect our people and our family. I will protect you, and I ask that you protect me.”
Kalu declared. Yamani laid her hand upon the knife and answered:
“Our souls will become one and remain joined beneath the blessings of earth, sea, and stars.”
Kamara smeared earth and red berry juice on their foreheads, symbols of life and passion. The people beat drums and sang to celebrate their union.
“The stars shall bear witness to our vows!”
The people cried out.
The feast offered fire-roasted antelope and a sweet porridge made from fruit. Fish and shellfish caught in the river were laid upon the altar before being shared. The people tasted wild honey and fermented fruit drinks, dancing and passing cups from hand to hand.
“Today we witness the beginning of new life!”
At Kamara’s declaration, the people cheered.
When the moon rose, they gathered beneath a baobab that stretched its branches toward the sky. It was a tree that joined the god and nature. Kalu and Yamani sat side by side, and before the thick roots the shaman Nabara held a fruit aloft. It was small and round as a bead, its smooth skin tinged with red and orange.
“This fruit is a gift from the god.”
Nabara spoke in a low voice.
“The earth gives it to us to open our hearts and join our souls to the god. Today, this fruit will bind the two of you together.”
According to legend, their ancestors had eaten this fruit to speak with the god since the distant past. They believed that when the body grew languid and the mind became still, they could hear the god’s voice in the visions rising before their eyes.
The fruit was used with care, only at weddings and coming-of-age ceremonies. Today the two would share it and experience the sacredness of their union.
“Let us walk the god’s path together.”
Kalu said to her.
Yamani lifted her fruit, too, and nodded. They put it into their mouths at the same moment. Bitterness spread behind the sweetness, and an unfamiliar fragrance lingered on their tongues. Soon their bodies relaxed, and the world before them blurred like a dream.
The sounds of the grassland receded. As they closed their eyes, a vast tree and a sky filled with stars appeared. Through their clasped hands, it seemed that their souls were flowing into one another.
Before them appeared a mysterious, green-tinged figure. It was the form of the god from the legends handed down in the tribe.
“You have now become one as husband and wife.”
The god’s image spoke.
“You will lead this tribe into its future, and your children will receive the blessings of earth and sky.”
The vision slowly faded. The flickering firelight and the voices of the people singing became clear again. Kalu and Yamani looked at one another. Tears of joy gathered in their eyes.
Love in the Valley
The midday sun was hot, but the water in the deep valley was cold and clear. Kalu and Yamani came down to the water after gathering food. Whenever the grassland wind stirred the leaves, the shadows on the surface stirred with them. The sound of the water soothed their weary bodies and minds. Here, at least, they could let down their guard for a while.
Kalu crouched beside the water and scooped some into his hands. Glittering drops ran down his copper-colored skin. Watching him, Yamani smiled. She set down her basket of woven bark and slowly stepped into the water. The moment it touched her toes, she felt its refreshing cold.
“You always seem to read my desire.”
Kalu spoke, his voice lower and softer than usual.
“I’ve always followed in your footsteps. But today, let me lead.”
Yamani splashed him playfully. When the drops struck Kalu’s shoulder, they both burst into laughter.
He reached out and embraced her wet body. Their bodies entwined gently in the water, and in that moment they seemed to become one with the natural world around them. The sound of the water, the wind, and their beating hearts mingled in harmony.
Yamani looked at him and spoke earnestly.
“As this water washes us, it will join our hearts as well. Wherever we go, whatever danger we meet, let us stay together like this.”
After their labored breathing, Kalu drew her gently into his arms and whispered:
“With you, I can go anywhere. Even to the farthest reaches of the north.”
The water flowed without pause, and the wind brushed softly over their wet bodies. Everything seemed to enfold and bless them. Away from the village, where many families lived together, here in this valley alone they could share a love that was only theirs.
The White Child
The savanna sun stained the earth red. The endless grass swayed like a sea, and scattered giant baobabs dominated the landscape. Far away, herds of grazing animals moved slowly, while the cries of hyenas echoed along the low mountains.
Within the immensity of nature, the village was no more than a speck. Thatched huts of wood and earth stood scattered around the fire pit. The people lived by hunting and gathering. Water was scarce; not a drop of rain could be wasted. The earth was as cruel as it was beautiful.
From a thatched hut at the center of the village came a groan of pain. This was a special place where the women of the tribe gave birth. The women spread mats over the uneven earthen floor and sat beside Yamani to help her.
“A little longer. Be strong.”
The old shaman who tended the sick spoke firmly, wiping Yamani’s forehead. Her voice was low and steady.
After a long labor, the child was born. As the mother’s groans subsided, an unfamiliar silence settled over the room. The child’s skin was soft and white as moonlight, utterly unlike the tribe’s dark skin. His hair was almost silver, and he opened his eyes to narrow slits, as though avoiding the light.
“What has happened…?”
The shaman whispered, looking into the baby’s face. She could not hide her bewilderment. The women around her whispered, too, and averted their eyes.
“Is this a curse? Or a gift from the god?”
In the tribe’s traditions, a being so different might be seen as a divine revelation, yet also as something to fear. When Yamani first saw her child, the shock seemed to stop her heart.
“Why is this child different?”
Yamani asked in a trembling voice. Kalu stared at the child, his lips pressed shut. He had always found answers for his people, but this time even he had nothing to say.
Albinism
Albinism is an inherited condition in which changes in genes involved in melanin production result in a lack of pigment in the skin, hair, and eyes. In some parts of Africa, the superstition that body parts of people with albinism bring good fortune has led to serious human rights abuses.
Prejudice leads to discrimination at school and in the workplace, as well as social isolation. Persistent threats and discrimination cause severe stress and lasting psychological harm.
“Perhaps… it is a message from the god.”
Nabara spoke gravely.
“This child will change the destiny of our tribe.”
Kalu drew a deep breath and said:
“This child is ours. Whatever fate awaits him, we will face it together.”
A few days after the child was born, a council met around the tribe’s fire. Old and young gathered, and everyone shared their thoughts about the child.
“What if the child brings disaster? But if he is a gift sent by the god, he might be a blessing to us.”
Kalu continued calmly.
“We must protect this child. But can he survive beneath the fierce sun of this land?”
Yamani spoke.
“His white skin seems unable to bear the sun. The strong light may be hurting him. Perhaps at night, when there is no sunlight, he will find a little comfort.”
Kalu murmured:
“Is that why they call such a child a child of the moon, a hunter of the night? That is how the old stories have named what we cannot understand. Do you remember? The story of a child touched by the light of the stars, who leads the tribe onto a new path. Perhaps this child is one who has received that starlight.”
Yamani nodded.
“Tell the people that story. Tell them he is a child we must protect, not one to fear because he is different. We may find a new path by following him.”
That night, after his wife and son were asleep, Kalu sat by the fire with the elders. The tribe’s shaman looked at him quietly.
“Kalu, your child is different. But this concerns us all. We must go north. The sun is weaker there, and the child will be safer. Long ago, our ancestors did the same.”
“Our ancestors went north?”
Kalu asked, astonished.
The shaman nodded and sang an ancient song. As the voice traveled on the grassland wind, the people listened.
<
Long ago, our ancestors set out north along a road watched over by the stars.
They reached a new land and found rivers, mountains, and plains.
There they became a strong tribe and flourished beneath the god’s blessing.
Starlight guided their way, and the earth showed them mercy.
There our ancestors found an everlasting home.
>

As Kalu listened to the song, he felt a light of hope deep within him.
“If our ancestors went north and found a new life, we can do the same. If only for the child’s sake, we must leave.”
Kalu spoke firmly.
The shaman laid a hand on his shoulder and answered:
“Your resolve is strong. And perhaps your child is destined to follow the light of the north. But the road will be harsh. Water and food, the threat of predators, and conflict with other tribes will test us.”
The next morning, Kalu prepared for the long journey. Holding the child, Yamani gathered hides and dried fruit.
“From this day, we Isaru are those who set out upon a new path.”
The shaman spoke.
“May the stars watch over us.”
The Child’s Death
Kalu opened the way, and the tribe followed. At the rear, Yamani carried her month-old son. The people called him “the white child.” Beneath the fierce sun, the child with dazzling white skin could not stop crying.
“Yamani, you must give him more shade.”
A woman handed her a large hat woven from leaves and vines. Yamani nodded and shaded the child. Still he whimpered. She held her son closer, shielding him from the sun.
“Yamani, we cannot travel only at night.”
Kalu spoke gravely, his forehead deeply furrowed with worry.
“Everyone is hungry and exhausted. We cannot all stop for this child.”
“I know, Kalu. But we have to protect him. He is our hope.”
Yamani’s eyes were filled with pleading. Yet with every member of the tribe in danger, Kalu, too, did not know how to help her.
At night the Isaru gathered beneath the trees for a brief rest. Yamani settled down, cradling the child carefully in her arms. Looking into his small white face, she whispered:
“You are special. You are a gift from the god. You must endure this pain and live. Farther north, there will be a land for you.”
But even at night the child’s crying did not subside. Small sores covered his skin, and the places exposed to the sun would not heal. Swallowing her tears, Yamani applied herbs and mud. Nothing helped.
A few days later, the crying stopped. Yamani looked down into her arms. The child did not move. Her fingertips touched cold skin. Without a word, she drew her son closer.
Kalu and the tribe gathered in a small clearing. Thick trees stood around them as if keeping guard. Kalu began to dig a small hollow beneath a tree. In silence, the people prepared the child’s farewell.
Yamani gently laid the child down. His body was wrapped in an animal hide. One last time, she kissed his forehead.
“White child… you have taught us so much. You are the star of our tribe. For you, we will keep going north.”
She whispered, wiping away her tears. Gathering small stones one by one to cover the hollow, Kalu said:
“This child’s sacrifice will not be in vain. The god wants us to go north. At the end of this road, there will be land where we can stay.”
Beneath the trees, the people bowed their heads and shared their grief. That night, seated by the fire, Yamani sang a song for the child for the first time. Everyone listened to her low voice.
<
Child who came from the sky, shining child.
Child who suffered beneath the sun.
For him we walk the road.
Northward we go, where the stars lead.
>

The people hummed along with Yamani. A bereaved mother’s song became the tribe’s song. Remembering the child, they walked north once more.
“For the white child, we go north.”
The song they sang upon the road became a myth, coming to life again on the lips of the next generation.

2. Ethiopia: Adaptation and Perseverance
46,000 Years Ago
	Kaluka: The slender, dark-skinned leader of the Imaru. Even in unfamiliar lands, he strives to preserve the tribe’s traditions and knowledge and pass them on to future generations.
	Amasani: Her name means “woman of the mountains,” symbolizing the strength that comes from adapting to the Ethiopian highlands.
	The Imaru tribe: Its name means “life in the high country,” reflecting the geography of the Ethiopian highlands.

Thousands of years had passed since the time of Kalu and Yamani. Through generation after generation, the song of the white child lived on in the mouths of their descendants. Kaluka now led the people known as the Imaru. Their ancestors’ route stretched northeast from the area around present-day Kisangani in the Congo Basin, passing near Kampala in Uganda. At the end of that road lay the Ethiopian plateau, the high country where Addis Ababa stands today.
They followed the rivers and grasslands of Uganda in search of water and food. With each encounter with a great beast, their ways of hunting changed a little.
A long road still lay between them and the highlands. Along it, the tribe would endure the cold with hides and fire, and place their lives in one another’s hands as they crossed ravines.
On their journey they came upon Lake Victoria. Today shared by Uganda, Tanzania, and Kenya, it is Africa’s largest freshwater lake, covering some 69,000 square kilometers. Its average depth is about forty meters, and it is one of the Nile’s principal sources. Its vast waters and abundant life offered the Imaru a new place to live.
The Last Ice Age
The last glacial period lasted from about 115,000 to about 12,000 years ago. Temperatures and the extent of the ice sheets varied greatly during that time. Vast ice sheets developed across large parts of North America and Eurasia.
When the glaciers were at their greatest extent, sea level was about 120 meters lower than it is today. Exposed shallow seabeds created new land routes. Changes in temperature and rainfall altered the distribution of forests and grasslands, affecting the movements of humans and animals as well.
This was followed by the Holocene, the present interglacial period.
Lake Victoria
Kaluka pushed through the last branches and stopped. One by one, those behind him halted, too. Water stretched before them, seemingly touching the sky. In the evening sunlight, its ripples shone gold. The soft sound of water seemed to announce the end of their long journey.
“This… is no river.”
Kaluka whispered in awe. Amasani approached slowly and stood beside him.
“There is no end to it, Kaluka. This is water spilled by the sky. Perhaps it is a sign leading us to the god’s land.”
Amasani watched the ripples with a quiet smile. In her eyes shone the hope they had found at the end of long hardship.
The people ran to the shore and scooped up water to drink. Some grew excited at the sight of fish moving in shoals near the bank; others spotted buffalo gathered in the shade of the trees. The children splashed through the water, laughing as though they had discovered a playground given to them by the god.
The tribe built shelters on level ground near the shore. The lake, the forest, and small hills formed a natural enclosure. The people wove wood and vines into round houses.
They covered the roofs with broad leaves and hides to keep out rain and sun. Some dug pit dwellings beneath the rocks. They drew water from the lake and caught shellfish and small fish in the shallows. Kaluka and the men took their spears into deeper water. Amasani and the women gathered seeds and roots, tending the stretches of shoreline where edible plants grew.
At the village’s center, the tribe cleared a place for a great fire. At night they gathered around it to roast and share fish from the lake and tell old legends. Near the fire was a place where the men made and repaired hunting tools, while the women dried fruit and prepared food.
A place beneath a tree a little way from the lakeshore was set aside as sacred ground. Kaluka piled small stones there, calling it “the god’s altar,” and began holding ceremonies to offer water and food.
With plentiful resources, the tribe’s life grew more settled. Yet Lake Victoria brought more than blessings. On rainy days it overflowed, flooding the village’s edges, and strong winds threatened their makeshift houses. Predators such as lions and leopards prowled near the shore. Drawn by buffalo or fish, they sometimes threatened the tribe.
As food became plentiful, the number of children in the village grew. Around this time, Amasani gave birth to a son, Ramani. Kaluka called the bright boy “the child who has inherited the lake’s wisdom.” The children played at catching fish and climbing trees, and learned gathering and cooking from the women.
At first they caught fish with their bare hands or with spears. As their stay at the lake lengthened, they began to think of better ways.
Kaluka and the men shaped wooden shafts and tipped them with stone to make spears. The women and children learned to read the ripples. Where “the water danced,” there were shoals of fish. The people aimed their spears, following that movement.
Amasani wove a net from tough forest vines. It was their first net, woven closely enough to keep even small fish from slipping through. In the shallows they found small fish such as cichlids, freshwater crabs, and shellfish.
Kaluka tied the net to wooden poles and spread it in the water. While the men held it, the women and children drove the fish toward it. No one could have done it alone.
Their tools gradually changed. They twisted animal sinew into lines and carved hooks from birds’ bones and the teeth of small animals. They baited them with fruit or insects to lure the fish. They also lashed together rafts to venture into deeper water.
The First Fishing Trip
His son had grown old enough to follow him to the water. Beneath the newly risen sun, the lake was still as a mirror. Kaluka stood holding a vine net. Beside him, Ramani looked from the waterbirds on the surface to the fish flashing below.
“Father, look at those shining fish. Can we catch fish that big?”
His son said, stretching both hands toward the lake.
“Today we will, my son.”
Kaluka answered with a smile. His hands held the vine net gently. He had spent days weaving it with the women of the tribe.
As they approached the shore, they noticed large animals nearby. Out in the lake, several hippopotamuses lounged in the water. Farther away, a herd of elephants called to one another as they drank.
“Father, why do those big animals live in the water?”
The child asked in amazement.
“Hippos spend much of their time in the water. The elephants come to drink and cool themselves.”
Kaluka answered carefully, looking around. The lake’s creatures seemed peaceful, but this place could turn dangerous at any moment.
Kaluka settled beside the water with his son. Slowly spreading the vine net beneath the surface, he said:
“My son, watch the ripples closely. The fish will sense our movements and try to escape. Keep watching, and tell me when the shoal moves.”
The child nodded and concentrated on the small movements beneath the surface. Suddenly the water stirred. He cried out in excitement:
“Father, there! The fish are gathering!”
Kaluka hauled up the net with all his strength. Several silver fish thrashed inside. The child cheered. They had missed the large fish they had hoped for, but there was a definite weight in their hands.
“We did it, Father! We caught fish!”
Kaluka smiled as he took the fish from the net.
“You and I did this together, my son. Tonight we will share them with our people.”
Back at the shelters, Amasani watched the two as she prepared the fire with the women. She set down the shell in her hand and smiled.
“Kaluka and Ramani have done it. Our family, too, may be able to make a life beside this lake.”
Amasani’s voice was quiet but full of hope. The other women beside her nodded and said:
“This lake will give us enough food. Surely the god has led us here.”
The whole tribe gathered around the fish Kaluka and his son had caught. By the fire, the women cleaned them and prepared the evening meal. Meanwhile, the children played at the water’s edge, imitating hippos and birds.
That night, the people gathered by the fire and began to sing. The song took its place as a new myth honoring the gifts of the fish and the lake. Moving to its rhythm, Amasani began carving a lake and fish into a small stone.
“This lake is a gift the god has given to keep us alive. Here we will eat our fill. Here we will grow strong.”
Kaluka looked beyond the firelight at the still lake. Food was not the only thing they had drawn from those waters. Stories that would be told for years were growing there, too.
The Imaru stayed beside the lake for several years. Their hands grew accustomed to the tools, and the lake’s stories became the children’s songs.
But Kaluka knew that they needed more resources, and that the journey north was not over.
The skills and stories they had learned at the lake would accompany them on the next road. But deciding when to leave and where to go was Kaluka’s burden.
The Highlands
To the northeast lay the Ethiopian highlands. The route from near present-day Kampala in Uganda to the Addis Ababa region passes through rivers and plains before climbing into the mountains. This was land that demanded a different life from the lakeshore.
The highlands had risen through long ages of movement in the earth’s crust and volcanic activity. Lava had spread across the fractured, uplifted ground, leaving its traces in the rocks and hot springs.
At elevations of two to three thousand meters, temperatures differed greatly between day and night. Air that was mild in the sunlight turned cold as ice after dark.
Occasional rains kept plants alive, but the high country’s cold winds held back the travelers.
The river gorges offered water even as they cut off the way. Thickets and shrubs grew on the lower slopes; higher up, the land became rougher. Antelope, hares, squirrels, and birds lived there, but they were hard to catch. In the thin air and cold, pursuing large animals was harder still.
To cross the highlands, they would have to find edible fruit and roots, stitch thick layers of hides together, and learn to keep a fire alive in the wind.
A Sacred Resolve
The lakeside forest and grassland reddened in the evening light. At the edge of the trees, Kaluka let out a deep breath. When darkness fell, the stars were unusually bright. The faint Milky Way flowing among them seemed to point toward a distant road.
Beside him, Amasani took his hand. The wind carried the smell of the drying forest. The grasslands were spreading, and hunting was growing harder. The trees that had given them fruit stood empty.
The rivers dwindled, exposing the lake’s shore. They had to travel farther to find the antelope and small animals they had once caught regularly. The children cried often, and the old gave up more and more to survive. Anxiety shadowed the people’s faces.
That night Kaluka called together the elders and the young hunters. As the fire burned, he spoke.
“The stars and the sun are showing us the way. We must go north. There will be a new land with flowing rivers, where we can eat and rest.”
The elders listened in silence. Some nodded; others watched the flames with doubtful eyes. One young hunter gathered his courage.
“Kaluka, the north is unknown land. Will all of us survive?”
Kaluka knelt and took a handful of earth before answering.
“This soil is drying out. But new soil waits for us in the north. I will entrust the lives of the Imaru to the god.”
His voice steadied their wavering hearts. At dawn the next day, the tribe gathered embers, water containers, hunting tools, and hide clothing. As they set out, Amasani looked back. The lakeside forest they had depended on for so long was receding.
Before leaving, Kaluka had immersed himself in the lake one last time. The water was cold. They could no longer stay simply by trusting those waters that had once promised them life. He whispered toward the sky:
“Stars, sun, lead us.”
Spear in hand, Kaluka took the lead. Leaving the forest, the tribe walked for days through grasslands and along rivers. Cracked earth and dry trees showed between the short grasses. The midday sun was fierce, and their throats burned with thirst. Watching the sun by day and the stars by night, Kaluka set a course northeast.
On the day they reached the foothills of the plateau, the fields darkened swiftly at sunset. The familiar lakeside sounds had vanished; only an unfamiliar wind circled their ears. Their first night in this place had begun.
The heat of the day vanished without a trace. Even with their hide garments drawn tight, the wind clawed at their flesh. The children shivered and burrowed into their mothers’ arms; the old curled in upon themselves.
Kaluka watched the fire in silence, then spoke to the hunters.
“Bring more branches. If the fire dies, so do we.”
The fire burned higher and spread a gentle warmth, but fear still lay in the people’s eyes. Kaluka sat beside it, stretching out his hands.
“This fire will keep us alive. As the stars guide us, the fire will keep us warm.”
Kaluka murmured again:
“Is it because this place is higher? The farther we climb, the colder the wind feels. It was warm down below. Shouldn’t we be warmer when we are closer to the stars? Why does it grow so cold as we go higher?”
Amasani tilted her head.
“Is it because the stars are cold? Or is there something in the sky that we cannot see?”
Kaluka grumbled:
“It is as though the sky is breathing. The higher we climb, the colder its breath becomes. Could it be because there are so few trees and so little grass? Did the forests below cover the ground and keep it warm? I would like to see how the animals here endure it.”
Someone spoke up.
“Look at the plants here. They are small and cling close to the ground. It seems that staying low helps them escape the wind.”
Kaluka answered:
“We must learn from them. Let us gather stones instead of wood to shelter our bodies. We must shield the fire from the wind, too. In a place like this, we cannot endure if even the fire goes out.”
Amasani joined in.
“It seems that the higher we climb, the more we must learn anew how to live. This is different from the land we knew.”
They walked a long way the next day, too. The few small animals they managed to catch were gone as soon as they were divided. They searched the dry grass for fruit, but often returned empty-handed.
Kaluka and Amasani gave their shares to the children. Amasani looked away from a child gulping down the food. She felt inside the sack, but her hand found only the bottom.
As night deepened again, distant cries made the people stiffen. It was as though the animals in the darkness were warning them. They could not see what lay hidden.
The hunters stood around the fire with spears in hand, keeping an intense watch. Holding the small children, Amasani whispered:
“We have the fire. We are safe. Nothing will hurt us.”
But her whisper was meant to soothe her own heart as well.
Kaluka stood at the edge of the firelight, holding his spear. Peering into the dark, he told the people:
“The fire will guard us. But where its light cannot reach, our spears will protect us.”
Whispers spread among the people.
“Is this the right road?”
“We may all die here.”
Sitting beside the fire, Kaluka heard the whispers. He fed the flames without speaking, then turned to the people.
“This night is testing us. We must trust our fire, our spears, and one another. The stars do not lie. When tomorrow comes, we will take another path. The god has not abandoned us.”
His words caught in their hearts like a small flame.
As the night deepened, the wind grew stronger, but the tribe held one another close and endured. The hunters stayed awake by the fire, keeping watch all night, while Amasani soothed the hungry children with lullabies.
Before dawn, Kaluka looked toward the distant eastern sky. The edge of its deep blue darkness was beginning to brighten faintly. In his heart he whispered:
“We have endured this night, too. Together we will endure the nights to come.”
The dawn light woke the people. Cold and hungry, they supported one another as they prepared to set out again. Covering the last embers with earth, Kaluka made a vow to himself.
“However long and harsh this road may be, we will follow it to the end.”
The Imaru took to the road once more. The long, dark night had passed, and before them an endless journey awaited.
Thin Air
As the sun rose, the way grew rougher. This was a different landscape from the grasslands of Uganda. Mountains rose as though to pierce the sky, and cold wind drove between the rocks. Jagged stones blocked the path over the hard ground.
At the head of the tribe, Kaluka placed his feet carefully. Amasani followed with their son on her back, and behind her came the other women, carrying food and hides.
“We must cross that mountain.”
Kaluka said, pointing ahead. His voice was certain, but no one knew what lay beyond the mountain.
By day they sweated as they walked, but at night the cold sank into their bones. Amasani wrapped the children in hides, trying through the night to keep them warm. Even so, one small child did not survive until morning.
“Watch over us.”
Amasani whispered to the night sky. Grief and a resolve to see the journey through lay together in her eyes. Kaluka did not stop walking, either. The higher he climbed, the heavier his shoulders grew.
“Listen to that sound, Kaluka.”
A white-haired elder pointed a trembling hand toward a distant gorge. The echoes rising from its depths sounded like thunder. His eyes were full of fear.
“This is the god’s wrath. The earth is crying out, trying to swallow us. We must leave this place.”
Kaluka was about to let the words pass, but caught his breath when he saw the people’s faces. Fear and exhaustion lay thick upon them. Someone was rubbing bare feet; someone else whispered agreement with the elder.
“What do you mean, the earth is angry? It is only the wind. Safer land will be waiting once we cross the gorge.”
He tried to remain calm, but even Kaluka’s voice wavered at the end. Just then, a man sank to the ground as though falling to his knees, gasping for breath.
“I can’t breathe. We are too high. We… may die here.”
The women and children crowded around in alarm. Amasani hurried to him and took hold of his shoulders.
“Breathe slowly. Try a little water. You must rest now.”
She spoke calmly, but anxiety flickered in her eyes.
Kaluka spoke urgently.
“He was well a moment ago. Why has this happened? Is it an illness? No—the air is different. It does not enter our lungs as it did before. The wind is so strong, yet it feels hollow.”
Amasani wondered:
“Do you mean the air has grown weak? Is that why he could not bear it? But the others are still standing. Does each body experience it differently?”
An elder spoke up.
“Yes. Before we leave this place, we must find a way to adapt to it. Not everyone is collapsing like this.”
Kaluka stepped forward.
“First, let him rest, and take him lower down. He may improve there. The rest of us must walk slowly and rest often, too. We pushed ourselves too hard on the climb.”
The elder added:
“Yes. Let us take our time and rest along the way. Build a fire for this man. His body is weak; he must feel the cold all the more.”
Supporting the man who had fallen, Kaluka said:
“There will be better land beyond this place. Land with water, with plants, where we can breathe. We must get through these highlands.”
But behind him the whispers grew louder.
“Kaluka is wrong. This road will only kill us.”
“We must go back. These highlands will not accept us.”
Several people lent their voices to another elder’s words.
“Hot breath is rising from the ground. What bursts from that geyser is the god’s angry breath. If we go any farther, we will all burn.”
Hot steam rose from the earth. To people who held fire sacred, it looked as though the fire within the ground were breathing. They were afraid to come any closer.
“We have angered the god. We must stop here!”
The elder raised his voice and glared at Kaluka. Kaluka knelt and looked into the people’s eyes, one by one. In them lay fear, exhaustion, and doubt. Slowly, he began to speak.
“Had we stayed beside the lake, we would have gone hungry and fallen ill. That is why we chose this road. Though this land may seem to reject us, I believe the god is testing us.”
He pointed beyond the gorge and continued:
“There we will find the water and food we need, and better land. It is hard now, but if we stop here, the children will die, and our story will end.”
The people were reluctant to move. The elder spoke again.
“But the god is plainly warning us to stop. You are wrong, Kaluka!”
Kaluka drew a deep breath and approached the elder.
“The god wishes us to grow stronger. Our ancestors endured roads like this. If we stop here, the Imaru will disappear.”
Amasani quietly stepped forward. In a calm voice she addressed the tribe.
“I know you are all exhausted. But Kaluka is right. If this is a land of trials, we must cross it. Beyond it, we must live again.”
She walked toward the children as she spoke.
“Look at these children. We cannot give them up because we are suffering. Your courage will make their future.”
The people fell silent. Her words steadied their wavering hearts once more.
Hope at the Summit
A few days later, the tribe reached a high ridge on the plateau. Unfamiliar land spread below the mountains. In the distance they could see a blue river and green growth.
The children cried out:
“There is a river over there!”
Kaluka turned to the people and said:
“That is the way we must go. The god has brought us this far.”
That night, the stars shone above the summit as though they might pour down upon it. The people lit a fire and embraced one another in relief. Holding her son, Amasani whispered:
“We have done it. The land where you will grow up is a little closer now.”
The next day, walking along the ridge, Kaluka stopped. Thick cloud and mist enclosed them on every side. The sky seemed close enough to touch. With the wind brushing his face, he let out a deep breath.
“Here… here is the place we have been seeking. This is land shaped by the god’s own hand.”
He turned to those following him and called out with strength.
Amasani came to his side and asked:
“How can you be so certain, Kaluka?”
“Look at that sky.”
He pointed upward. Sunlight streaming between the clouds was washing the surrounding rocks and trees in silver.
“This is the god’s place, where earth and sky meet. The god has led us here.”
As they moved farther into the high country, they saw animals below a hill. Brown-furred gelada baboons sat on high rocks, uttering short cries at the approaching people.
“What are those? Monkeys? Or messengers of the god?”
Kaluka spoke with wide eyes.
Beside him, Amasani smiled, holding the child.
“Perhaps they are mysterious friends we have never seen before. They must be part of this land, just as we are.”
Behind the baboons, Walia ibex leaped across the cliffs. They were large, goatlike beasts with long horns. They sprang lightly over rocks where a person could scarcely find room for a single foot.
Ramani cried out in excitement:
“Father, those horned animals move so fast! Could we hunt them?”
Kaluka shook his head and said:
“The moment we tried, we would be the first to fall from the rocks. They would not even have to fight us.”
The tribe began by searching for small animals. Spotting a hare at the forest’s edge, Kaluka crouched low. He whispered to those with him:
“This will be food for our children. Move quietly.”
As they were driving the hare, a red-furred animal emerged from the forest. It was an Ethiopian wolf. It stared at them, growling low.
“Do not move.”
Kaluka whispered to the people. The wolf shifted its lean body from side to side, looking ready to attack at any moment.
Slowly, Kaluka raised his spear. Without taking his eyes from the wolf, he shouted. He had to make it retreat rather than fight.
“Master of this land, we do not mean to steal your food. We ask you to withdraw!”
The wolf watched them for a long time, then slowly turned and vanished into the forest. The people relaxed and sighed with relief.
After the wolf had gone, Kaluka climbed to higher ground again. Heavy clouds enfolded the rocks. Each time the wind parted them, sunlight broke through and poured down.
“That is the god’s eye.”
Kaluka whispered as though entranced. His low, deep voice reached the people clearly.
“The god is watching us, waiting for us to pass the trial of this place.”
Just then, a woman approached with a newborn in her arms.
“Kaluka, look at this child. Is this the god’s trial you spoke of?”
Looking down at the child, Kaluka let out a deep breath. That small, fragile life upon the barren earth renewed his resolve.
“This child is a message from the god.”
He turned to the people and declared with force:
“This child is the reason we must survive. If we cannot raise this child, our tribe’s story ends here.”
That night, the people sat around the fire and listened to Kaluka’s stories. He told them of the encounter with the wolf, the gelada baboons and the ibex, and the god’s eye he had seen among the clouds.
“This is no land for us to fear. It is a place of trials the god has prepared so that we may grow strong.”

3. Egypt: Stability and Settlement
43,000 Years Ago
	Kalim: A leader who speaks of the sacredness of new lands and reflects on the meaning of settling and moving on. He has short, curly hair and lustrous skin. Plentiful water and food have brought greater vitality to his body.
	Namira: Her name means “goddess of the river” or “woman connected to water,” symbolizing a deep bond with the Nile.
	Inaru: “The people of the river.” A tribe that lives alongside the Nile.

Having crossed the Ethiopian highlands, the Inaru tribe followed the Nile north. Their route led from the northwestern edge of the plateau through present-day Khartoum in Sudan to the Cairo region of Egypt, and onward to the Mediterranean coast. The river offered water and food, but it did not teach them how to survive beside it.
The Nile
Days in the Nile Valley were hot and dry. Walking long under the sun left them gasping for breath, while at night the temperature fell and they had to endure the cold. The seasonal rise of the river left fertile soil behind, even as it threatened their shelters on the bank.
The river was a lifeline and a guide. It gave them drinking water and food, and water for making their tools. Along its fertile banks they gathered fruit and plants. But strong winds and sandstorms awaited in the deserts stretching away on either side. The tribe could not stray far from the water.
Along the banks they hunted antelope, gazelles, and small mammals; in the water they caught fish, shellfish, and small crocodiles. When large crocodiles and hippos appeared, however, it was a different matter. They looked about carefully even when fetching water, and had to learn to drive dangerous animals away with fire and spears.
Following the Nile into Egypt
Nine thousand years had passed since their ancestors left the Congo Basin. Fierce sunlight shattered upon the Nile’s ripples. Kalim led with his spear, and Namira walked beside him, carrying their son Neru on her back. The people divided the loads of water, hides, and food among them. The riverbanks, rich in water and vegetation, offered hope, but the wind from the desert beyond stung their skin.
“Kalim, how far does this river go?”
Namira asked.
Watching the flow of the river, Kalim answered:
“The stars said that our land lies at the end of this path. But only the god knows where that end may be.”
He remembered the day they first reached the river after crossing the Ethiopian highlands. The people had rushed to the water as though given new life. The children played in the clear water while the adults quenched their thirst and washed their sweat-soaked bodies.
“This water is a gift the god has given us.”
Kalim’s words reassured the people. But that night a hunter who went to drink was attacked by a crocodile. Kalim rushed in, swinging his spear, and the others joined him. They drove the crocodile off, but it left a deep wound in the hunter’s leg.
That night Kalim gathered the people by the fire and said:
“We have never seen a monster like this. There will be more. The river keeps us alive, but it can kill us, too. Always keep fire and spears close when you are near the water.”
Namira and the other women wove reeds into nets, making it much easier to catch fish. When the adults went hunting along the river, the children played at collecting shellfish.
Even on the plentiful riverbanks, disputes over resources could not be avoided. After a clash with another tribe, Kalim calmed his agitated people and proposed an exchange.
“We have fish and hides. By trading with them, all of us may live.”
Kalim held out stone points and hides. As the two sides exchanged tools and food, the tension eased. Before long, however, torrential rain fell through the night. The river rose suddenly and began to swallow their shelters. Kalim shouted:
“Get clear of the water! Everyone, to higher ground!”
The people gathered their belongings and ran for the hills. But the current swept away some of their food and possessions. From a high hill, the flooded river looked as though sky and earth had become mingled.
“The river must be angry.”
Namira spoke quietly by the fire. Kalim shook his head and answered:
“No. The river is testing us. We must learn how to live with it.”
Why They Followed the Nile
Kalim watched the ripples and let out a slow breath. The river flowed calmly like a vast serpent. A spear lay in his hand; on his feet were leather shoes worn by the long march. Farther away, Namira drank water with their son in her arms. A faint relief softened her tired face.
“Kalim.”
Namira called to him. She approached slowly and said:
“Is this the right road? We have already lost so much. If we go farther, what else will we lose?”
Kalim sank down by the river and grasped the wet earth. Small stones felt smooth in his hand. How long had the water flowed to wear them down? He looked up at Namira.
“Namira, we are here because this river keeps us alive.”
With one hand he pointed to the water.
“This river is a path. Its water feeds us, opens the way, and at least does not abandon us.”
Namira listened quietly. Lowering his voice, Kalim whispered:
“But that is not all. This is also the path the stars have shown us.”
That night Kalim gathered the tribe by the fire. He picked a small stone from the river and held it in the firelight.
“Look at this stone. The river has rolled it countless times and made it smooth. If we endure this road, we, too, will become stronger than we are now.”
The people listened in silence. Kalim pointed to the star-filled sky and spoke.
“The stars told me: in the north there is a new land for us. A land where our children will run and play, where our grandchildren will grow up laughing.”
He paused for a long time, then looked around at the people and continued.
“But to reach that land, we must follow the river. The river is our teacher and our trial. If we overcome it, a new life awaits us.”
“But, Kalim.”
A young hunter stood. There was fear in his voice.
“We have already lost too much. You say the river is testing us, but it has swallowed our families and our food. How long must we endure this trial?”
Kalim nodded, speaking as though he understood the young hunter’s words.
“I know your fear well. Every night, I, too, wonder whether our people can endure this road. But remember.”
He looked down at the stone in his hand and continued.
“This river is the god’s instrument. The god sends trials to make us strong, then keeps the promise when we overcome them. The moment we stop, we defy the god’s will.”
Namira spoke.
“It is strange. Before, the water flowed so slowly, but here it runs fiercely, as though it were angry. It is the same river. Why should it be so different?”
A woman added:
“The river cannot change its nature all by itself. There must be a reason we have not seen. Perhaps the land is different here.”
Namira thought of the river’s course.
“The land… Where the river runs fast, there are many rocks, and the channel has narrowed. Perhaps the water gains speed as it passes through the narrow gaps?”
Kalim nodded, too.
“Perhaps so. When the channel changes, the water must flow differently.”
Namira still wondered.
“Then why is the slow water slow? Those places are broad and deep. With more water, you would think it should flow faster, yet it moves more slowly.”
Kalim thought for a moment, then answered:
“The depth may have something to do with it. We do not know yet. But slow water seems to tell us to rest, while fast water urges us to leave.”
They learned little by little as they watched the river. Namira nodded.
“Fast water makes a frightening sound. It would be dangerous to follow that sound. But slow water seems to hold us in its arms. Perhaps the river is telling us where we are safe.”
She turned to the people.
“To give our children hope, we must find a safe way and keep walking. If we stop here, what becomes of all the suffering we have endured?”
Her voice was low, but the women looked at her with trust. These were the words of someone who had tended children and protected a family.
Kalim looked around the tribe one last time and said:
“This road is not easy. But if we cannot follow it to the end, we will return to the dark forest and meet our deaths. I believe we can go farther. I look to the stars and believe in that promise.”
In the rising firelight, the people nodded in silence. They were weary, but the embers of hope were burning again.
That night, watching the river flow into the distance, Kalim made his resolve.
“Nile, test us. We will follow you. And at your end, we will give our children hope.”
The First Encounter with the Sea
They had spent decades traveling north along the river. One day, the Mediterranean opened before them. Faced with its endless waves, the people stopped in their tracks.
“Is that… the end of the world, where we cannot go?”
At a child’s question, Namira stroked the child’s head and said:
“No. That is the god’s world.”
Kalim pointed toward the sea and spoke.
“This is the end of the path we have found. But we do not yet know whether this land will be our new home.”
The tribe spent several days in a cave near the sea. They carved pictures on its walls to express the awe they had felt at the sight of it.
“These are the waves, and those are the sun and the stars.”
Namira said, drawing with a branch.
“Those who come after us will remember what we saw.”
Outside the cave, Kalim looked up at the sky and whispered:
“The stars have led us this far. Now we will begin again here.”
The Story of Stars and Waves
Deep in the night, faint firelight flickered inside the cave. Kalim faced the wall with black charcoal and red earth in his hands. Far away, he could hear the waves. The forms of river, sea, and stars came to life again in the dark.
Kalim felt along the rough wall until he found a fairly even place. Cold stone touched his palm. Tightening his grip on the charcoal, he let out a deep breath.
“This will be our story.”
Namira watched beside him, holding a small child. She did not need to ask what he would draw; she could see it in his face.
Kalim drew the first line on the wall. A long black curve stretched across the cave. It was the Nile. As his wrist moved, ripples rose.
“This is the river.”
He murmured softly.
“The path that led us.”
He took red earth in his hand and drew a round circle above the waves. It was the sun.
“This is the sun. The light that brightened our days.”
Kalim picked up the charcoal again and marked round dots above the river. He moved carefully, as though finding each star’s place one by one.
“The stars showed us the way.”
He said.
“They led us north. Every night, I searched for their places in the sky.”
Namira came up behind Kalim and spoke quietly.
“And the sea? That vast water?”
Kalim nodded and began to cover a broad area with red earth. Adding curves to represent the sea’s waves, he said:
“The sea is a mirror for the stars. It told us where we must stop.”
In one corner of the wall, he drew the tribe. People rendered in simple lines marched along the riverbank. Above them stood his own figure, holding a spear, and Namira’s, holding a child. Kalim pointed to the picture and said:
“This is the road we have walked. Every moment we have endured.”
Namira took the hand of the child beside her and looked at the picture. She whispered:
“When our children see this, they will know how hard we fought, how hard we tried to survive.”
As Kalim drew, several members of the tribe came up behind him. At first they watched quietly, but soon each took stones and earth in hand and approached the wall. One woman began drawing the tracks of a small animal, and a man added a hunter holding a spear.
“This is a gazelle we hunted.”
One hunter said.
“And this is the crocodile we fought.”
Another spoke. The cave wall filled with memories. Their separate stories came together to become the history of the Inaru.
As the painting neared completion, Kalim stepped back to look. Sun and river, stars and sea, and the people of the tribe were gathered into one image. Letting out a long breath, he said:
“This is our story. What we saw, what we learned, and what we lived through.”
Namira took his hand and smiled.
“And the road ahead will stretch on, as long as this picture.”
Kalim looked up at the night sky filled with stars. The journey was not over, but on the wall remained the road they had walked.
“We will be remembered.”
He whispered.
“Like these stars, this river, this sea.”
Their story was inscribed in stone. Now it was for those who would follow to remember the path.
Figures from Legend
As Kalim drew the river and the sea, he recalled an encounter before they reached the coast. It had happened in the Nile Valley, in what is now Cairo, where water whispered between broad fields. There they had found unexpected people.
Rounding a bend in the river, Kalim stopped. A great many people were gathered in the fields and along the bank. Small houses and tents clustered into a large settlement.
“Is this the promised land we have been seeking?”
As he murmured, Kalim’s gaze came to rest on a group. Sunlight fell upon unusually pale skin, as though the light on the river had moved onto their faces. He thought of the white child in the tribe’s legends.
Namira watched them for a long time, then whispered:
“Who are they? They look nothing like us… Are they people from the north?”
The Inaru approached cautiously along the riverbank. Those who seemed to have come from the north mingled with people already settled there. Some had dark skin; others had faces as pale as figures from legend.
Kalim watched a man at the front of the group. He had dark brown hair, but his skin was white and his eyes were blue. He was smiling brightly and saying something, but the Inaru could not understand his words.
“Unlike ours, their eyes hold the color of the sky. Could it be… that our ancestors changed in this way?”
Conflicting emotions swept through Kalim. He recalled the legend of the ancestors who had gone north.
“Did we not say that we all came from one root? Have they returned in this form? Or are they entirely different beings?”
As Kalim swallowed his words, Namira took his arm.
“We cannot know for certain, but we must approach them. They may hold answers we have lost.”
Some of the Inaru were wary of these people with white skin.
“They look as though they have fallen from the sky. If we draw near them, we may anger the god!”
An elder cried out, fear in his eyes. To him they looked like the god’s emissaries. In a low voice Kalim asked Namira:
“When we stay in the sun, our skin grows hot and dark. How did theirs come to have that color? Have they lived far away from the sun?”
Lighter Skin
Human skin color is the result of factors such as ultraviolet exposure, diet, and genetic variation acting over many generations. Melanin protects the skin from ultraviolet radiation. In regions with weaker UV radiation, relatively light skin can offer an advantage in vitamin D synthesis, but changes in skin color differed by region and population.
The amount of vitamin D obtained through food also matters. Dietary changes accompanying the later spread of agriculture are likewise discussed in relation to changes in skin color. These explanations cannot be applied uniformly to all populations tens of thousands of years ago.
Genes involved in pigmentation, such as SLC24A5 and SLC45A2, have also been studied. Such variants acted together with migration, interbreeding, and natural selection, while clothing and ways of life also changed the degree of exposure to sunlight. Skin color alone cannot establish ancestry or a particular course of adaptation.
Namira tilted her head, too.
“Then where have they come from? Perhaps from a land with cloudy skies. Where the sun is weak, skin might remain as white as this.”
Kalim nodded. “Perhaps so. They, too, must have learned how to survive in unfamiliar lands.”
But one of the younger members of the tribe spoke with curiosity in his eyes.
“If we become their friends, we may learn new skills and hear new stories. Their eyes seem to know things we do not.”
Kalim studied the people’s faces. He could not yet tell whether this encounter would be an opportunity or a threat.
Kalim decided to approach carefully. He had his people put down their weapons, then went forward himself with his palms open. Seeing the gesture, one of the northerners smiled and opened his hands in the same way.
“They greet people as we do.”
Namira felt relieved. The northerners used gestures to explain who they were, and the Inaru struggled to tell their own story. Their words could not cross the divide, but their hands did not withdraw.
The northerners showed the Inaru new tools and objects: smoothly shaped stone knives, dyed cloth, and more. The Inaru felt wonder and, at the same time, inferiority.
“This is far more finely made than anything we have made.”
Namira murmured, touching the tools the northerners used. Yet some members of the tribe also felt threatened by these newcomers.
“They may take our resources. Can we trust them?”
Someone whispered. Were they descendants of the ancestors who had gone north? Behind those unfamiliar faces, did the same stories run?
Recording that day’s encounter on the cave wall, Kalim said:
“Let us remember this meeting. We do not yet know whether we share the same root. But there will be things we can learn from one another.”
Namira sat beside Kalim, clasped his hand, and whispered:
“The god led us here. Unless we become one, we will not pass this trial.”
The people called the encounter “the meeting point of sky and earth.” Strange tools and stories had entered their lives, but they could not forget the road they themselves had traveled.
Would they trust one another further, or seek their way while keeping their distance? Another fork in the road lay before the Inaru.

4. Israel: Confluence and Exchange
40,000 Years Ago
	Kail: A leader who mediates conflicts over resources and encourages cooperation. He has brown skin and a strong, muscular body. Beneath his short, curly hair, long years of travel have left their traces in the lines of his face.
	Anailla: “The woman who joins sky and earth.” Her name symbolizes migration and the opening of new lands.
	Iranil: “The meeting point of sky and earth.” A tribe that gathers myths as it passes through the regions of Israel and Iran.

Forty thousand years ago, in the dry cold of the Ice Age, the Iranil tribe left Egypt for the region of Israel. Whenever their path changed, they had to learn anew how to survive.
It was an age when vast northern lands lay beneath glaciers. In the Middle East, too, changes in climate altered the paths people took in search of water and food. Crossing the arid lands of Sinai and the Negev meant relying on rivers and oases. Watersides such as the Sea of Galilee were centers of survival. They hunted antelope, gazelles, and wild goats, pursued waterbirds and small mammals, and searched among the shrubs for edible roots.
As they traveled northeast from the Cairo region, they could sustain themselves by hunting and fishing. Once they left the Nile, however, the land quickly grew dry.
In Sinai, deserts, mountains, and ravines barred the way. The sun blazed by day, and bitter cold swept in at night. They had to find whatever they could—insects, grass roots, even small animals—to ease their hunger.
Things would improve once they crossed the Negev and reached the Sea of Galilee. But wherever there was water, others gathered, too. Along that road, the Iranil would encounter unfamiliar faces.
A New Encounter
“Kail, why does nothing grow when the ground is so soft? This does not look like living land.”
“Our feet sink into it. Grass and trees grew in the places we passed, but here there is nothing. It feels as though the earth might swallow us.”
Anailla did not know the reason, either.
“Was there water here long ago? Did a river or the sea cover it, then vanish, leaving only sand? If so, where did the water go?”
Kail looked toward the wind and spoke.
Neanderthals
Neanderthals were an ancient human population that lived in Europe, western Asia, and parts of Central Asia from about 400,000 to 40,000 years ago. They were generally short and stocky, with strong muscles and bones. This body shape is thought to have helped reduce heat loss in cold environments.
Their cranial capacity was similar to, or greater than, that of modern humans. The possibility that they used language is debated, and evidence of burial has also been found. Some interpretations connect pollen found in graves with funeral rituals, but its significance is difficult to establish with certainty.
Neanderthals disappeared about 40,000 years ago. Several factors have been discussed, including competition with Homo sapiens, climate change, small population sizes, and disease, but no single factor readily explains their disappearance.
Genetic research shows that Neanderthals and Homo sapiens met and produced offspring on multiple occasions. People of Eurasian ancestry today generally retain a small amount of Neanderthal genetic heritage, while traces resulting from migration and interbreeding have also been identified in populations of African ancestry. DNA alone, however, cannot reveal the emotions or precise forms of interaction involved at the time.
“The wind is constantly pushing the sand. Perhaps it changed the land after the water left. Is this dead ground? A place the god has forsaken?”
Anailla swallowed her fear.
“Perhaps the god has not forsaken it. Perhaps the land has changed. The water left, and the wind remained in its place.”
For a moment, the two fell silent before the vastness of a desert they had never seen before.
“Anailla, might there be water hidden beneath this sand? If we are to survive here, we must find it.”
“Let us look for places where trees grow. We could try digging in the sand. But first we must cover our faces. The sand is getting into our eyes and mouths.”
Kail said:
“Let us wrap hides around our heads and faces. This wind seems alive. If it is a trial sent by the god, there must be a path to life even in this sand.”
“Look… smoke rising in the distance.”
Kail raised his hand and pointed beyond a ravine. The rising smoke was a sign of people. Anailla came closer and asked softly:
“Will there be people like us there, too?”
“No, they… may not be like us. But perhaps we can live together.”
Hope and tension mingled in Kail’s words. The tribe moved cautiously toward the smoke.
It was a level stretch of high ground enclosed by rocky cliffs. The Neanderthals had made their homes in caves and clefts in the rock. Fires burned at the entrances; animal hides lay inside. Looking at simple pictures carved into the walls, Kail thought that these people, too, must have stories.
The deeper parts of the caves offered shelter from the wind. Large rocks at the entrances kept predators from approaching, and fur and twigs spread over the floor softened the cold.
Around the caves lay scattered bones and hides from animals the Neanderthals appeared to have hunted. They used every part of their prey, turning bones into tools and hides into clothing.
“You can feel the work of their hands. Everything here is carefully made and well ordered.”
Anailla examined a tool shaped from bone. Just then, an animal’s cry sounded in the distance. Kail gripped his spear. People draped in thick hides like cloaks were driving an animal toward them.
The Neanderthals hunted cooperatively, driving their prey toward a cliff. At the last moment they delivered fatal blows with short, powerful spears.
“They fight differently from us. They try to bring the animal down by strength.”
Kail murmured as he watched their hunt. They hung meat on branches to dry and cooked marrow and organs over the fire to share. Anailla saw that they wasted no part of the animal.
When Kail and his people drew near, one of the Neanderthals suddenly lifted a large stone and took a defensive stance. They said nothing, yet understood one another through glances and gestures. Kail laid down his spear and slowly opened his palms.
“We have not come to fight you.”
He slowly placed on the ground the hide of a small animal that Anailla had brought. The one who seemed to be the Neanderthals’ leader stared for a long time, then put down the stone and laid a weapon made of bone upon the ground.
They lived in small bands. Those with strength and experience took the lead, and the people also listened to the old. An animal’s head rested on a pile of stones at one side of the cave. There were traces, too, that seemed to suggest they had buried a dead companion and performed a rite.
Once they began sharing the caves, disputes arose over water and small game. Yet they could not simply turn their backs on one another. They had to find a way to live together.
Genetic Diversity
When reproduction in a small population occurs only among close relatives, the risk of certain inherited disorders can increase. Unions with other groups broaden genetic diversity. There is insufficient evidence, however, to conclude that early humans understood these principles and encouraged relationships on that basis.
Genetic diversity can affect a population’s ability to respond to disease or environmental change. Not every union, however, necessarily produces beneficial outcomes.
Encounters between groups likely involved both competition and cooperation. Forming relationships could also provide opportunities to share resources and build alliances.
Genetic traces confirm that offspring were born to Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. Genes alone cannot tell us whether these encounters involved love, or what kinds of relationships surrounded them.
The Iranil taught the Neanderthals more efficient ways of making fire and techniques for sharpening spears. In return, the Neanderthals shared their strategies for driving game and their methods of using hides as protection against the cold.
Marriage and Conflict
Anailla said:
“In this land, we must become one. Only then will we overcome these hardships.”
The people accepted this encounter as a trial sent by the god. Kail carved two figures holding hands into the wall. Beside them were the sun and an animal.
“We are different, but here we will become one. This land binds us together.”
A Neanderthal woman and a young Iranil man decided to make a life together.
“And yet we are so different.”
Kail murmured anxiously. As the two peoples looked at the couple awaiting their wedding, unease remained on their faces.
The two tribes prepared for the wedding in different ways. Following their marriage traditions, the Iranil made ornaments of flowers and hide for the young groom to wear, and placed a crown of leaves and birds’ feathers on his head. Anailla gave the bride an Iranil hide garment and took her hand.
“We hope you will become our family. You are no longer a stranger.”
The bride did not answer, but curiosity and caution mingled in her eyes. Her family prepared ornaments of stone and bone. Placing a necklace made from an animal’s jawbone around her neck, they said:
“Do not lose your strength. Wherever you are, you are part of our tribe.”
The wedding began with a ceremony in which the two tribes gathered to light a fire together. The Neanderthals beat out rhythms on bones and stones, and the Iranil answered with song and dance. But amid the celebration, tension stirred between the two peoples.
“Why do you not follow our tribe’s traditions?”
One of the Neanderthals demanded harshly of Kail. He resented the bride attending the wedding in Iranil clothing.
Kail spoke calmly.
“We have different traditions. But today is a day of union. Both traditions must be respected.”
Some remained dissatisfied, afraid that their customs would disappear. The Iranil shrank from the harsh voices. Kail paused the ceremony and gathered the people.
“If we are to survive here, we must accept one another. This marriage is our hope. If we cannot trust each other, both our tribes will perish.”
At last the bride and groom joined hands at the cave’s entrance and lit a new fire. The eyes of both tribes turned toward its flames.
Kail joined the bride’s and groom’s hands and called out:
“This fire is the strength of two tribes. We are now one family.”
Anailla stepped forward and gave the bride’s family Iranil hunting spears and hide clothing as gifts.
“This is our promise to protect one another.”
The bride’s family accepted the gifts and offered stone tools and bone ornaments from their hunts. As the objects passed between them, their hands touched.
After the wedding, food passed around the fire all night. The Neanderthals shared roasted meat, and the Iranil added fruit and fragrant herbs. The bride and groom sat side by side.
“Today we have become one.”
Kail spoke to those gathered by the fire.
“We have understood and accepted one another. To keep this fire alive, we must protect each other.”
The songs and stories of that day passed down to the descendants of both tribes. The gifts exchanged by the fire and the clasped hands were remembered together.
The Road to Decline
Setting out once more, the Iranil reached caves beyond a deep valley. Neanderthals lived here, too. But coughing sounded everywhere. Faces were pale; the children were thin. Even the adults lacked the strength of the people they had met before.
Anailla entered a cave to examine someone who was ill. Placing her hand on the forehead, she felt a slight fever.
“This person has grown so weak. What has happened to their bodies?”
The Neanderthals’ leader spoke. His voice was hoarse, and his eyes were filled with weariness.
“An unknown sickness has spread among us. Is this proof that our god has abandoned us?”
After listening, Kail answered carefully.
“On our journey north, we saw an unfamiliar sickness. Have people from the south passed through this place?”
At Kail’s words he sighed deeply and nodded.
“The sickness began after strangers from the south came to us. The wind spreading from their bodies made us ill. Our children fell first, and our women began to suffer.”
He said another group had come from the south a few months earlier. They had different faces and slender, agile bodies. At first the two groups had been wary, but exchanging goods had brought them closer.
“They taught us the secret of making bones stronger. But their breath made us weak.”
With clouded eyes he looked at the ceiling. Beside him lay stone knives and sharp spear points the strangers had left. Yet with every passing day, they had less strength to take them up and pursue game.
Kail and Anailla examined the traces left by the strangers and listened to the Neanderthals’ accounts. Anailla murmured:
“This is unlike the sicknesses we know. Does it come from somewhere deeper? Is this, too, a trial sent by the god?”
The two stayed in the caves and tended the sick. Coughing, high fever, weakness, and trembling hands and feet persisted. Once one person fell ill, those nearby collapsed within weeks. Children and the old weakened first. Anailla cared for them with water and herbs, but the illness would not easily relent.
Within Kail’s tribe, some began to fear that the sickness would spread to them. Certain members argued that they should cut off contact with the Neanderthals.
“If we stay close to them, we will fall ill, too. We must leave this place!”
One of the Iranil shouted fiercely. But Kail answered firmly.
“We cannot abandon them. They, too, are children of the earth. We must learn what causes this sickness. It may be another trial we will meet on the road ahead.”
The Neanderthals saw the sickness as their god’s wrath. They believed that their god was punishing them for contact with another people. A Neanderthal woman said through her sobs:
“When we joined hands with strangers, the god left us. Our children are the proof.”
Anailla took her hand and comforted her.
“No. The god is testing us, and will give us greater strength to overcome this.”
The sickness did not subside among that group, and the number of survivors dwindled sharply. The Iranil would later call this event “the god’s wrath and a new beginning.” Carving into the wall a scene of people tending the sick, Kail said:
“Remember this story. If we cannot understand and help one another, one day we will meet the same fate.”
They called the sickness “the southern wind.” The story passed down to their descendants: even the strong could not escape nature’s trials. In time, the Neanderthals disappeared, but traces of the lives joined with theirs remained within other people.
Tehran
The Zagros Mountains lay across the road to Iran. Rugged peaks and bitter cold awaited Kail, Anailla, and the tribe.
Kail stopped before a sheer gorge. From the darkness, whose bottom he could not see, only the roar of rushing water echoed upward. Anailla, one step behind him, looked around.
“This is a tear in the earth. It is as though the god has ripped the land apart with both hands.”
Anailla’s voice trembled. She was afraid, yet could not look away. The people began crossing the gorge on a narrow wooden bridge and the rocks. Cold rising from below stung their skin. Some froze where they stood.
“Do not stop! The god’s breath is testing us. We must reach the other side!”
Kail shouted to give the people courage. But a child lost balance, missed a step, and almost fell. He reached out swiftly and caught the child.
“The god does not test us with death. We must keep walking.”
With the child in his arms, he advanced one step at a time. Crossing the gorge took several hours. When everyone had reached the far side safely, Anailla let out a deep breath and whispered:
“It is a miracle that we have come this far at all. Perhaps the god really is leading us.”
Worn down by the cold, the people headed toward a nearby cave. Even shelter from the wind seemed enough to save them. Entering first, Kail hesitated at an unfamiliar smell.
“Something is here. Everyone, step back.”
Kail raised his spear and took a step. A huge shadow moved deep in the darkness. A bear. As the cave bear growled, Kail steadied his breathing and tightened his grip on the spear.
“Prepare fire, all of you. Only fire can overcome this beast!”
The people gathered dry branches at the entrance and lit them. As Kail edged forward with a burning branch, the bear backed away. At last it fled outside. The people rolled rocks into place to narrow the entrance. Once they had blocked the bear from returning, Kail said:
“This is our shelter now. Let us guard this sacred cave together.”
Examining the cave, Anailla found marks on a wall. Deer and bison the size of a hand, and people holding spears, had been finely carved into it. The people gathered before the pictures.
“These were here before we came. They are the traces of people who lived in this place.”
Anailla’s voice trembled with awe. Kail reached toward the wall and said:
“They must be the ancestors who went north. They endured these trials before us and left their stories here. Perhaps it is their blessing that has brought us to this place.”
The people sat around the wall paintings and began to shape a new myth.
“The god led us to this land to test us, then joined us to the ancestors of this place.”
Kail traced the figures with his finger. Anailla spread out a hide she had brought, sat down, and told the children a story.
“This bear represents the god’s judgment. It tested whether we deserved to remain in this land. And we survived.”
The people called the cave “the god’s breath.” The figures on the wall and the bear that had emerged from the dark entered their stories. As they warmed themselves and prepared for the next stage of the journey, the children heard those stories again and again.
As they drew nearer to Tehran, the cold and snow grew harsher. Animals departed in search of food or vanished from sight. Water froze, and food ran out. They had to risk their lives against the mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses they rarely encountered. Fish were hard to find; they gathered even frozen fruit. Cold and illness sometimes killed several small children at once. Hides and fur to wrap around their bodies became ever more essential, yet game was dwindling.

5. Kazakhstan: Resilience and Resolve
30,000 Years Ago
	Kaal: A leader who has learned to survive bitter cold and the hunting of great beasts. He has a solid build and thick hair, and the cold wind has roughened his skin.
	Kamisa: Her name means “woman who protects the cold lands.” She symbolizes the vitality and devotion needed to endure a harsh environment.
	The Ikaru tribe: “Survivors on the frozen earth.” A people seeking their way through the cold of Kazakhstan.

Leaving Tehran behind, the Ikaru turned north. Cold and hunger followed them all the way to the grasslands near Almaty in Kazakhstan. There were many days when they had to face great beasts. As they crossed the windswept earth, they learned, one by one, the ways of surviving.
When snow covered the grasslands and tundra, the fierce winds and blizzards made it hard even to keep their eyes open. Along the routes connecting the scattered rivers and lakes, caves and clefts in the rock were precious shelters. The people followed the migration routes of large animals. Mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses gave them not only food, but hides to wrap around their bodies and materials for shoes. Each improvement to their stone-tipped spears gave them a slightly better chance in the hunt.
As generations passed, differences accumulated in the people’s appearance. These changes were bound up not only with climate but with food, migration, and encounters with other groups. The Ikaru called this “the god’s touch.” “The god has changed us to suit the cold lands.”
As the cold deepened, they moved farther into the caves. Keeping a fire alive for a long time became as important as hunting.
Mammoths
Mammoths (Mammuthus) were enormous plant-eating animals that shared a common ancestor with modern elephants. Among them, the woolly mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius) ranged widely across the grasslands and tundra of Ice Age Europe and Asia. Wrapped in thick fur, this animal was both a source of food and an object of fear for humans.
Woolly mammoths stood roughly three meters at the shoulder and weighed several tonnes. A thick layer of fat, brown fur, and ears smaller than those of modern elephants helped reduce heat loss. Beneath the long outer hair grew a dense undercoat.
Woolly mammoths moved in herds and ate great quantities of grass. They may also have used their long tusks to find food beneath the snow. The people following these herds had to judge when to hunt and when to retreat.
Toward the end of the Ice Age, mammoth habitats shrank. Climate change and human hunting were among the factors contributing to their decline, but the timing of their disappearance varied from region to region.
A concentration of bones in one place may have many explanations. Natural deaths and the accumulation of sediment may have overlapped, or people may have gathered the bones of animals they hunted. It is not easy to tell whether such a place was a grave or a site of ritual.
The Grave of Bones
Kaal walked across a plain exposed by melting snow and ice. Cold wind brushed his ears, and birds flew low in the distance. Enormous bones rose from the ground. At first he saw only the remains of animals, but as he looked around, he stopped.
The bones lay in an order that suggested someone had arranged them. At the center, a great tusk rose toward the sky, surrounded by several rings of bones.
“This is more than an animal’s grave.”
Kaal rested a hand on a skull. It seemed that a trace of the enormous life still lingered within the cold bone. He looked around.
“There is a story here. Someone placed these bones this way. People who came long before us…”
Kamisa followed cautiously. Her eyes traveled over the heaps of bone.
“Is this where the mammoths’ spirits remain? Or did people who walked this road, as we do, leave them behind?”
Instead of answering, Kaal walked between the bones and ran his hand along a tusk. Its chill seeped into his fingertips.
“Let us rest here. There is something in this land. It feels as though the god is speaking to us.”
At Kaal’s call, the people gathered one by one. The children wandered among the enormous bones, looking at them with mingled fear and curiosity. One of the elders sat beside a skull, stroked the surface of the bone, and murmured.
“Perhaps this is a place the mammoths once sought out for themselves. The land where they met their end… Perhaps it was their home.”
A young hunter spoke.
“They must have come here as we did. To survive, and to meet their end…”
Kamisa rested a hand on the tusk at the center of the grave.
“It feels like a place where their story meets ours. A place that asks why we live…”
The people stood around the grave of bones, silently waiting for something. Kaal stepped forward and spoke.
“The mammoths died on this land, but they also gave us life. Their meat, their fur, their hides… All these things kept us alive. We must thank them.”
With a small stone knife, Kaal began digging a hole beneath the tusk.
“Let us remember here what has kept us alive.”
Kamisa found small stones among the bones, gathered them in her hands, and handed them out to the people.
“These stones will help us remember this place. Let us carry the mammoths’ strength and wisdom with us.”
A low song began and gradually gathered strength. The children quietly joined the voices honoring the mammoths’ lives and power. That night they sat around the fire and spoke of the grave of bones. An elder began to speak.
“If the mammoths came here of their own accord, we too must have come for a reason. This may be another of the god’s trials.”
Another member of the tribe asked.
“What does the god want of us?”
Kaal gazed deep into the fire before answering.
“Perhaps the god wants us to remember. To remember how the mammoths and we are connected. The lives they gave allow us to walk farther.”
The story of that day became a legend. However far they traveled, the people remembered the land where a tusk pointed toward the sky.
A Struggle on the Ice
Kaal watched a herd of mammoths walking along the snow-covered riverbank. Their heavy footsteps echoed across the frozen river. They moved slowly, like kings no one dared touch. To the hungry Ikaru, those animals were their hope of survival.
“We must begin. Let us draw the mammoths onto the ice and bring them down.”
Kaal’s voice trembled with tension, but it was firm. The people nodded and tightened their grip on their spears and torches.
The tribe surrounded the herd, waving burning branches. The mammoths swung their great tusks in warning, but the firelight and shrill cries gradually drove them onto the ice. Working as one, the people forced the herd toward the middle of the river.
“Keep pushing! We must drive them farther out onto the ice!”
Kaal shouted to the people. But one of the mammoths suddenly turned and tried to escape.
“Stop that one!”
Taro stepped into its path with his bare hands, while the others swung their spears. The mammoth shook its head and shoved the people aside. A hunter struck by a tusk flew into the air and was hurled onto the ice. As everyone flinched, the herd was driven farther toward the middle of the river.
“Look out!”
Kamisa cried out and tried to run onto the ice, but Kaal caught hold of her.
“We cannot save him now. We must not let his sacrifice be in vain.”
The fallen hunter did not move. The ice beneath his body turned red. The people clenched their teeth and turned back toward the beasts. Kaal raised a hand.
“Threaten them! Make the mammoths gather in one place on the ice!”
“A little longer… Wait just a little longer!”
Kaal whispered. At last the ice split. The first mammoth plunged into the water with a long cry. Alarmed by its struggles, the herd crowded inward, and another at the front sank. The people surrounded one of those that remained. Spears pierced the thick hide, and the enormous body collapsed onto the ice. A heavy tremor passed beneath their feet.
The hunt was over. Yet sorrow, more than joy, marked their faces. They had won food, but one person who should have returned with them was gone.
With heavy steps, Kaal walked to where the hunter had fallen. He gently raised the man’s head and closed his eyes.
“He gave everything for our tribe. The god will remember his sacrifice.”
In the cold, the people prepared to gather the meat and hide. Kamisa spoke.
“He helped us survive on this land. We will remember his name as we go forward.”
Butchering the Mammoth
Kaal looked at the mammoth lying on the ice. Spears protruded from its thick hide. Now they had to turn this enormous body into food and clothing.
“We have done it!”
At Kaal’s cry, the hunters raised their spears and cheered. Joy at having survived stood beside grief for the person they had lost.
Kamisa, the women, and the children approached cautiously. The children could not take their eyes off the enormous body. It frightened them, yet it was the food that would keep them alive.
Kaal set down his spear and spoke.
“Be careful, everyone. We must handle this meat well. It is a gift from the god.”
Stone knives and bone tools were made ready. The women spread out leaves and hides to carry the meat. Kamisa spoke to the young hunters.
“Drain the blood first. We must divide it quickly, without leaving it too long. An animal this large is difficult to handle.”
A hunter began cutting through the thick hide. Blood followed the knife’s point. Working together, the people carefully divided the meat.
“Keep the hide separate. We can make clothing and shelters from it.”
Kaal spoke.
The heart and liver were carefully removed for the ritual. The bones were gathered separately, too. They would be used to make tools or carve pictures into walls. A young man lifted a tusk and shouted.
“This is the symbol of our victory!”
When night came, they built a great fire. Kamisa placed the cleaned liver over the flames. As its smell spread, the children smacked their lips. Beneath the cold night sky, the feast began.
“We offer the first piece of this meat to the god.”
Kamisa threw a piece of meat into the fire. The people bowed their heads in reverence. After a moment of silence, voices spread around the fire again.
The young children laughed as they played with toys made from the mammoth’s small bones. The hunters boasted of their courage and told exaggerated tales of the day’s hunt. The elders sat by the fire and recounted old myths of mammoths and humans.
“The mammoths are sacred beings who keep us alive. Through their sacrifice, we can go on living.”
Kaal placed the mammoth’s heart over the fire and spoke.
“This heart is the mammoth’s life. Their strength and spirits will be with us.”
Kamisa stepped forward.
“This meat and these bones have kept us alive. Let us share them, and survive together.”
The people joined hands and sang. Their voices spread into the night sky. They buried their dead companion and raised a mammoth tusk before the cave to honor his sacrifice. It was a symbol linking the god and the tribe.
The Eastern Tribe
Kaal and the Ikaru traveled beside the Caspian Sea, along the western edge of Kazakhstan’s grasslands. It was an inland salt lake as vast as a sea.
“Kaal, look at this white ground. It shines like ice, but up close it feels soft.”
“It crumbles when I rub it. Kamisa, what is this?”
Kamisa touched her fingertip to her tongue and tasted it.
“Salt! The salt they said they found by the sea.”
“I thought it came only from the shore, but here it is on dry land. Could this place have been underwater long ago? Did the water dry up and leave only the salt?”
Kamisa answered.
“We have seen rivers that dried up. Perhaps when water disappears, something like this can remain. Is the land giving us a gift in place of water? As though the god had hidden it away, then shown it to us.”
They gathered the precious salt and set out again. The wind was still cold. Seeing dark smoke rising in the distance, the people slowed their steps. Unease and curiosity stirred together.
“It looks like another tribe.”
Kamisa spoke cautiously.
“If we do not approach them first, they may take us for enemies.”
Kaal considered for a moment, then slowly stepped forward with his spear in his hand.
“Let us show them we seek friends. Whoever they are, we must first try to speak with them.”
Seen up close, the settlement was unfamiliar. The people were short, with strong legs. Their long, narrow eyes shone with life in pale yellow-brown faces. Their hide tents looked simple, but were firmly anchored with finely twisted ropes and wood. Kaal’s gaze lingered on the knots.
“Their tents look as though they would keep the wind out well. We have never seen anything like them.”
An elderly leader appeared. Beneath his thick clothing, his body was sturdy. As the Ikaru approached, he raised his spear high.
“Who are you?”
His voice was sharp and firm. Kaal raised both hands and answered.
“We are a tribe traveling east. We have come looking for friends. We mean you no harm.”
Neither side lowered its guard as they studied one another. Kaal paid close attention to the unfamiliar tools and hide clothing. The leader asked again.
“What do you seek in this land? Whatever you want, you must not threaten our people.”
Kaal nodded and spoke.
“We seek a way to live. If we can share what we have, we may all live more safely.”
A woman raised her head. She had a small, agile body and a deep gaze. After watching Kaal for a moment, she whispered to the leader. The two exchanged a few words, and then the leader spoke.
“We need proof before we can trust you. You must show that you are survivors like us.”
At Kaal’s signal, Kamisa and the women stepped forward carrying mammoth meat. Children caught the scent and peered out of the tents. Kaal set down the meat.
“This is what we have hunted. By sharing it, we may become friends.”
The leader of the unfamiliar tribe touched the meat cautiously, then nodded.
“If you are hunters, we are gatherers. If you provide meat, we will share the resources of the land with you.”
That night the two tribes built a great fire. As they spoke of their skills and the roads they had traveled, the woman from earlier burst into laughter. Guarded faces slowly softened.
By the fire, a young Ikaru woman exchanged glances with a man from the unfamiliar tribe. With his small, sturdy body, he was unlike the men she had known.
Northeast Asians
The fold of skin at the inner corner of the eye, common among Northeast Asian people, is generally known as the epicanthic fold. It is difficult to equate this with the fat layer of the eyelid or to conclude that cold made the eyes smaller. The shape of the area around the eyes involves multiple genetic and developmental factors, and a group’s migration route cannot be read from appearance alone.
In cold environments, a body with a small surface area relative to its volume may retain heat more effectively. The length of parts extending from the torso, such as the arms and legs, is also related to heat loss. In reality, however, human body shape is influenced not only by climate but also by genetics, nutrition, and ways of life.
“You really do look different.”
She spoke to him cautiously.
“What do you mean when you say you came from the east?”
The man looked at her and smiled faintly.
“Our land lies where the sun rises. We came from there, and we have lost much on the way here. But we are still alive.”
Their conversation lengthened as the night grew deeper. Sharing their cultures and ways of surviving, they gradually grew closer.
The next day the two tribes went hunting and gathering together. They learned one another’s skills and shared what they had. Looking east toward the rising sun, Kaal murmured.
“These new friends may become companions on our journey. A day will come when our story and theirs become one.”
<
Our tribe presses through the cold wind toward the distant north.
Across rivers and grasslands, we shall meet unfamiliar faces.
Though our faces and our words may differ, we all stand beneath the same stars.
Their blood will become our blood, and new life will make us strong.
Through sickness yet to come and lands of cold, new blood will guard us.
When we survive as one, our song will live forever.
Mingle the blood, mingle the blood, mingle the blood in the name of life.
Dancing together beneath the stars, we shall become one tribe.
>

The Ikaru sang this song around their fires. The same song sounded when they welcomed strangers into their families. It was a pledge to overcome fear and survive together.
The Road East
Kaal sat facing the chief who had come from the east. Firelight danced across their faces. The chief told him of the journey from the Mongolian grasslands to this place. Now he intended to return east.
“Why do you want to go east?”
The chief asked.
“We know there is danger. But the east is our only hope. We have heard that grasslands and forests are returning there. They say the rivers are thawing and new game is plentiful.”
Kaal’s voice was firm, but he could not hide his unease. With a branch, the chief traced a route on the ground.
“To reach the Mongolian grasslands, you must cross great mountain ranges more than once. The wind is fierce, and it is bitterly cold. But we know the way.”
He looked at Kaal and continued.
“The most important thing is to follow the waterways. Even as we cross the mountains, we must find places where the rivers are not frozen. There will be animals near the rivers, and they will keep us alive.”
Preserving Food
Keeping meat for an extended period required ways to slow spoilage. Drying reduces moisture, while smoking uses smoke and heat. Preservation methods varied with the conditions available nearby, such as sunlight, wind, and fuel.
Cold storage slows microbial activity. Salt reduces available moisture and inhibits spoilage, while fermentation can aid preservation by changing acidity and other conditions when circumstances are suitable. The effectiveness of these methods depends on temperature, moisture, and processing. When and where each method began must be considered separately.
Pemmican, known from much later examples, is a preserved food made by finely breaking up dried meat and mixing it with animal fat. It provides many calories in a small volume. Such examples of preserved food cannot be applied directly to life in this region tens of thousands of years ago.
Kaal nodded and asked.
“But how did your tribe survive in such a cold place?”
The chief began to tell their story.
“We built homes below the hills to shelter from the wind and wrapped ourselves in fur and hides. We burned animal fat to warm ourselves. We came this far because we believed forests and rivers waited in the west. But the farther we go, the fewer animals we see. That belief, too, has begun to fade.”
Listening to the chief, Kaal sank into thought. Was going east the right choice? Or should they choose another direction?
“Could we travel with you?”
Kaal asked. The chief watched him for a moment and smiled.
“If you truly wish to go east, we can guide you. But if you are not prepared, the wind and cold there will swallow you.”

Darkening Skin
Skin color in Asia did not change in a single direction. Strong ultraviolet radiation in tropical and subtropical regions, low sunlight levels in northern regions, diet, and population movements acted in different ways over many generations.
Melanin helps reduce damage from ultraviolet radiation and plays a part in protecting folate. Ultraviolet radiation, meanwhile, is also necessary for the synthesis of vitamin D in the skin. The relationship between these processes in different environments is not simple.
Many genes contribute to skin color, and similar shades can emerge through different histories. Present-day skin color should not be linked directly to any single climate or migration route in the distant past.
Kaal looked around at his people. They all looked tired and hungry, but the will to survive flashed in their eyes.
“The east is a new land we have never known. We cannot know what we will find there, but with you, we may be able to make it.”
That night the two tribes shared water and food and prepared to travel east. They learned from one another how to drive animals during a hunt and how to protect themselves in a blizzard. The chief spoke to Kaal.
“The eastern grasslands are vast and beautiful. We can begin again there. But first there are mountains and rivers we must cross together. It is no easy road.”
Kaal turned those words over in his mind for a long time. Hope and fear traveled together in his eastward steps.

6. Mongolia and Shenyang: Development and Integration
20,000 Years Ago
	Karo: A leader who learns the cultures of unfamiliar tribes and brings new values to his community. He has light skin, a lean but strong body, and thick, straight hair. After the long journey, East Asian features are apparent in his face.
	Kanoa: Her name means “woman who walks with the wind,” symbolizing life and harmony in windy Northeast Asia.
	Ikana: A tribal name meaning “harmony of wind and earth.”

The plains and plateaus of Mongolia stretched without end. Moss and shrubs grew in the northern tundra, grasses and thickets on the southern steppe. Even the land now called the Gobi Desert bore scattered patches of grass. Strong winds blew between high and low ground, and melting ice gathered into small rivers and lakes. Traces of the long winter remained, but in summer the steppe awoke. Mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses, bison, deer, and wolves moved across the land. There were hares, small rodents, birds, and fish as well. Hide clothing and windbreaks were still essential to survival.
The landscape changed as they descended toward Shenyang. Forests thickened around rivers and small lakes, and wild grain grew in the rich soil of the low plains. Spring and summer rains nourished the grass and trees. Deer, wild boar, foxes, and bears lived in the forest, while fish and shellfish filled the rivers. People built shelters of wood and mud beside the water, returning to them over long periods as they gathered food.
Conflict on the Steppe
Beyond Kazakhstan’s endless grasslands, the land of Mongolia opened before the Ikana. The wind was still cold and fierce. Herds of bison and deer ran across the steppe; fish and shellfish were plentiful along the rivers. Abundance eased their hunger, but others sought that abundance, too.
From a high hill, Karo looked down at a herd of bison.
“If we catch them, everyone will eat well for days.”
Just then, another tribe appeared in the distance. They, too, were after the bison. Karo crouched and signaled to those following him.
“We must act first. If we lose the bison, we will go hungry, too.”
The other tribe had seen the Ikana as well. Men carrying spears and axes approached, shouting:
“Those bison are ours! Go elsewhere!”
Karo stood his ground.
“This steppe belongs to everyone. We began the hunt first. If you will not share, then you must leave.”
Before the words were finished, both sides charged. Spears and stones flew across the grassland. The Ikana moved in an organized way, but their opponents outnumbered them two to one. Karo did not hold out any longer; he ordered a retreat.
“There is no need to be hurt here. We will find another hunting ground!”
Retreating east, they found their path blocked by a frozen river. Karo tapped the ice with his spear point.
“It may be thin. Cross carefully.”
When they were about halfway across, the ice cracked. Children screamed, and several people fell into the black water. Karo immediately threw them a rope and hauled them out.
Even after they had crossed safely, their fear lingered through the night. Beside the fire, Kanoa comforted those who had been soaked.
“We have crossed the river. And we did not let go of one another. We will survive.”
On the steppe beyond the river, they hunted and gathered again. They pursued deer and bison, caught fish, and harvested wild grain beside the water. Yet as their hunger eased, quarrels over the land grew more frequent.
One night, a strange group descended upon them, seeking their food. Spears and axes flashed in the firelight. Karo called the people together.
“This time we do not retreat! Protect your families. Form a circle and hold them back!”
Those carrying spears formed a ring. Their enemies were short and solidly built, darting forward to swing sharp weapons. The Ikana hunters moved together. With the cooperation learned through long years of hunting, they brought their opponents down one by one.
Finding gaps in the enemy’s defenses, Karo gradually tightened the encirclement. A few hours later, the fighting ended. Human blood mingled with the blood of bison, soaking into the grassland. They had won, but many were dead or wounded.
Three or four survivors of the defeated force were brought in as captives. Karo studied them. Short stature, agile legs, narrow eyes. They looked different from the people he had met before. He took a step closer.
“Who are you? Why did you attack us?”
The captive who seemed oldest raised his head. His speech was unfamiliar, but some words could be understood. Karo questioned him slowly, asking again when needed, and listened to his story.
“Our tribe came from the heart of the eastern grasslands. Our ancestors split into two groups in search of game. One went east. We went west.”
“We needed food. The bison are the key to our survival. You are strong, and we have almost nothing.”
Karo tilted his head.
“The east? Then why do you look so different from us?”
The man managed a weary smile.
“We have crossed fierce winds and cold mountains. Our bodies are small, but strong.”
Karo met Kanoa’s eyes. She, too, could not look away from the captives.
“Could they be our ancestors? Or other people shaped by the god?”
Kanoa added cautiously:
“Though they look different, perhaps they walk the same road.”
Karo looked at the captives’ hungry faces. They, too, had fought to survive.
“If I spare you, where will you go?”
“Onward to the west. Where there are more bison.”
Karo decided to free the captives.
“They come from a world we do not know. Like us, they live by hunting and struggling to survive. We will not join our bloodlines, but let us remember the road they have described.”
Given small shares of food, the captives followed the bison west and disappeared. Karo watched them go.
“We came from the west, following the animals, while they are heading west. What is the god trying to show us?”
That night, a new story was born beside the fire.
“The people with small eyes who came from the east. They crossed wind and cold, walking after the western stars.”
Meeting the Earth
After crossing grasslands and mountains and nearing Shenyang, Karo’s party saw a village beside a river. People moved among houses built of wood and earth. Some fetched water; others ground grain. In the fields, people bent to tend the soil. To the Ikana, who had lived by wandering, it was a strange sight.
Karo’s son whispered:
“Those people eat the earth.”
“No,” Kanoa said softly. “They get their food from it.”
The village’s hunters approached. The Ikana noticed their light tawny skin, long, narrow eyes, and prominent cheekbones. Their bodies were rounder and larger than the Ikana’s as well. They, too, carried weapons. After a brief standoff, Karo was the first to lower his spear and show his empty hands.
“We are not enemies. We seek only friends with whom to share food.”
An elder stepped forward.
“We are the people of the plains. Have you come from the steppe?”
Karo nodded.
“We are the Ikana. We followed the stars east.”
The elder thought for a moment, then held out his hand.
“If the stars sent you, you must be the god’s guests. Let us share our food.”
In the evening, food was brought together in the village. There was porridge made from grain stored in jars, flatbread, and pork. The Ikana offered bison meat. As they tasted one another’s food, the wariness in their eyes gradually softened.
Kanoa lifted a piece of bread and asked:
“What is this made from?”
A village woman smiled and pointed to the grain.
“A gift from the earth. We remember when it ripens and tend the places where it grows well.”
They harvested and stored wild grain, watching the places where fallen seeds sprouted again. A life of tending one place and waiting, instead of leaving to follow food. To the Ikana, that waiting was a marvel.
Karo also took an interest in their finely shaped spears and arrowheads. Hunting alongside them, he learned how to make their weapons and shared the Ikana’s techniques for driving and catching bison.
Illness and Medicinal Herbs
Communities that remained in one place for long periods would have learned the properties of nearby plants and accumulated knowledge of treating wounds and fever. Knowledge gained through observation and experience was passed to the next generation.
However, the effectiveness and toxicity of medicinal herbs vary by plant and method of use. The treatment in this novel is an imagined scene of people relying on nature as they struggled through illness.
When people live together and interact with other groups, their opportunities for exposure to pathogens also change. Settlement offered a chance to accumulate knowledge, but it could also bring encounters with new diseases.
Brushing soil from his hands, the elder said:
“We know when food will return. That is why we come back here every year.”
Karo looked at the heavy piece of bread.
“To wait for food to return. That is different from the way we have lived.”
The elder smiled.
“Hunting is always dangerous. If you learn what the woods and fields offer, you will have fewer hungry days. Stay and learn.”
Karo whispered to Kanoa:
“If we grow used to this place, will we be able to take to the road again?”
That night, the elder offered them an unfamiliar liquid. It had been made by leaving grain to soak in water.
Kanoa brought her nose close to the bowl.
“The smell is strong. How grain changes after a few days in water.”
Karo took a sip, too.
“Grain we once had to chew has turned to water. They say drinking it changes how you feel?”
“Could it be the grain’s last gift as it dies?”
“Has it died? Or has the water awakened something inside it? How strange that it only happens with time.”
Kanoa looked into the bowl.
“I think it has been born again. The water has opened the heart of the grain.”
“We, too, travel far in search of a new life. Perhaps grain does the same.” Karo looked at the people laughing and dancing. “Look at them. A little while ago, they all seemed exhausted.”
Kanoa nodded.
“Their bodies and hearts seem lighter. If that power was hidden in the grain, perhaps we can learn it, too.”
An elder listening beside them added:
“It must be water given by the god. Water that brings joy when drunk in measure, and punishment when drunk to excess.”
Karo studied the faces around the fire. They were different from the people they had met on the steppe as well.
“Could they, too, be people left by distant ancestors?”
Kanoa answered gently.
“Perhaps here we can learn something of our own future. How to live without always leaving.”
The tribe was divided.
“We are hunters. We cannot spend our lives looking only at the ground.”
But young men who had grown close to the village women hesitated to leave.
“There is food here, and someone to share a life with. Why must we go again?”
A few days later, Karo gathered the people.
“For now, let us stay. Let us learn to harvest and store grain, and to tend animals. It will take time. But do not think our road ends here.”
Several years passed in this way. One day, a small child of the tribe suddenly collapsed. The child shook with a high fever, and even the healers could do nothing. Kanoa felt the child’s forehead.
“The herbs we know are not helping.”
A village woman who had been watching stepped forward.
“There is a herb we can try. I will fetch it.”
As she headed into the forest, the woman said:
“I have lived here a long time, so I know something of the plants. Even so, there are many illnesses I do not understand. Whenever people arrive from far away, I feel both joy and fear.”
Karo asked:
“Even knowing this land so well, are there illnesses you cannot prevent?”
The woman stopped and sighed.
“Faced with a new illness, what we know is sometimes of no use.”
The woman dug up a small herb with short roots and brought it back.
“We use this plant to bring down fever. We will have to wait and see whether it helps this child.”
A day after the child was given the boiled infusion, the fever began to fall. Kanoa held the small hand and wept.
“Thank you. You have saved the child.”
The woman smiled faintly.
“I have learned much from this land. But I have lost many people, too. Living a long time in one place does not teach you every illness.”
Karo thought for a long time. Even a plentiful land held dangers. They had learned what they needed to learn, but he felt that the time had come to set out again.
When the child recovered, Karo said:
“We have gained much here. Even so, we must go farther. Abundance cannot protect our future for us.”
Some were reluctant to leave. Looking at them, Kanoa said:
“We have come this far through unfamiliar lands. We are afraid, but we will find a path again.”

7. The Korean Peninsula: The Final Ice Age
16,000 Years Ago
	Kara: A leader who has established a new home after a long migration. He has light brown skin, a well-proportioned body, and straight, deep black hair.
	Asara: Her name means “woman who guards the sea,” symbolizing life on the coast of the Korean Peninsula.
	Isara: A tribe whose name means “people of the sea and mountains.” They settled on the coast and in the mountains around Ulsan.

During the long journey, the tribe split into many branches. Some groups went north; others sought warmer lands to the south. The story of those who went north continued beyond Siberia, across the Bering land bridge, and into the Americas. The Isara, who turned south, reached the Korean Peninsula. Hunting and fishing from caves near Ulsan, they encountered traces of people who had passed through the land before them.
The Younger Dryas
Many generations had passed since the Isara settled in the south. Into a world gradually regaining its warmth came another long cold. This was the period that would later be called the Younger Dryas. As the climate changed rapidly, food dwindled, and familiar ways of life were shaken.
This cold began about 12,900 years ago and lasted roughly 1,200 years. Many regions of the Northern Hemisphere cooled rapidly. Although the scale and character of the changes differed from place to place, what people experienced was shorter summers, dry land, and game moving farther away.
The name comes from Dryas octopetala, a plant widespread in northern regions at the time. Several explanations for the abrupt climate change involve changes in ocean circulation and other factors. But its causes were invisible to the people who lived through it. Reading the signals sent by sky and earth, they had to endure from day to day.
The First Steps
Long before that cold arrived, the Isara traveled down the coast to Ulsan. Dense forests, fields where wild boar ran, and a gentle wind carrying the scent of salt welcomed them. Leading the way, Kara saw smoke rising among the trees.
“Is someone there?”
Kara motioned for the people to approach quietly. Beyond the trees stood people who were short, with narrow eyes, broad cheeks, and light skin. Their straight, soft hair was not unfamiliar, but their faces had a different look.
They, too, drew back at the sight of the Isara. Slowly, Asara raised her empty hands.
“We are not enemies.”
A man who seemed to be their leader stepped forward. He carried a wooden spear but did not aim it. Wariness and curiosity mingled in his eyes.
Their words could not be understood. The two tribes groped for meaning through gestures. The young soon showed interest in one another’s possessions. The villagers displayed small, finely made stone knives and leather pouches.
Examining a stone knife, Kara murmured:
“These people have lived in this land a long time.”
The man pointed to a cave near the sea. His gesture told them to follow.
The cave opened its mouth, deep and dark. Wind brushing its walls sounded like the breath of ancestors. Kara led his people inside. Old animal bones and broken fragments of stone lay scattered beneath their feet, and the walls were damp.
Asara ran her fingers over marks on the wall.
“Someone has lived here.”
Traces of the Ancestors
Deeper inside, old pictures emerged beneath the torchlight. Kara brought the flame closer.
Great deer, wild boar, and sea turtles seemed to dance upon the wall. Above them were constellations marked in dots and lines, and a round sun. Beside a wavering line, a person drew a bow.
Asara stopped before the pictures.
“They are like us. People who came before us lived here.”
They did not know how old the traces were. Asara pointed to the stars.
“Those are the stars that led us here. They seem to be telling us to stay.”
Kara nodded.
“Yes. Let us make this place our home.”
Deeper within lay long stone-tipped spears, bone knives, and tools made of horn, covered in dust. Kara picked up a spear and laid it across his palm.
“It feels as though our own hands made this. Long, long ago.”
Asara held up a bone knife marked with fine lines and dots.
“This is wisdom left for us. A story for us to inherit.”
Even after they lit a fire at the cave’s entrance, talk of the wall paintings continued. Kara stood before the people.
“We follow in their footsteps. We will learn the wisdom they have left and begin again here.”
Looking at the wall paintings, Asara sang. Her voice spread deep into the cave.
“Beneath the blessing of stars and sea, we become one. Within the messages of earth and sky, our lives shall continue.”
At the cave’s entrance, they piled stones into an altar to honor their ancestors. Kara and Asara joined hands before it.
“Let us put down roots here, where we, the god, and our ancestors are joined.”
From that day, the wall paintings became stories that bound the tribe together. Before the same pictures, each person read a new meaning.
“The deer are a blessing that gives us food,” Asara said.
A young person pointed to the stars.
“That is the road we have traveled.”
Kara looked at the figure drawing a bow.
“That person must have struggled to survive, too. Just as we do.”
Asara traced the painted sun with her finger.
“We, too, will live beneath this light.”
The deer became peace and plenty; the wild boar, courage. The stars meant a path, the sun the force of life. The waves held the sea and life’s return; the hunter held the wisdom to endure trials. In their words, the ancient pictures came alive as new myths.
That night Kara, a descendant of Karo, turned to the children and said:
“One day, you, too, will stand before these pictures and tell our story.”
Asara taught the children a song.
“Beneath the sun the deer run, and the stars lead us. Sea and earth become one, and our lives shall continue forever.”
Afterward, hunters prayed before the paintings for a safe return, and newborn children received their names there. Every year they held ceremonies to thank those who had come before and ask for the next generation’s well-being. The paintings became more than ancient images: they were a place where the tribe remembered itself.
The two tribes visited each other often, sharing hunting and fishing skills. Some began living together, and children were born. The belief that “the stars and the sea join us” passed across generations as well.
In the forests they pursued wild boar and deer; from the sea they took fish and shellfish. Reeds and sea plants in the coastal shallows also proved useful. Leading the people, Kara said:
“Now the mountains and the sea feed us.”
Asara gathered fruit and medicinal herbs with the women. Learning the uses of unfamiliar plants, they prepared food and remedies.
“We could live here a long time.”
With food and safe shelter, the number of children grew. Laughter filled the cave. As they grew, the children learned the adults’ songs and stories. Kara said:
“We who wandered have found a home. Let us raise our children here.”
One morning, as she watched the coast, Asara pointed to the sea.
“Kara, the whales rise and breathe out. Can they not live only beneath the water, as fish do?”
“How strange. The way they breathe above the water is like us.”
A fisherman joined in.
“I have heard that they give birth to young and care for them. They seem more like enormous beasts than fish.”
Asara’s eyes brightened.
“Could they once have lived on land? Is that why they still need the air outside?”
The fisherman looked out to sea.
“I do not know. But they certainly come up to breathe. It is remarkable that they can move those great bodies through the water.”
Kara’s thoughts turned to hunting.
“What if we waited for the moment they surface? With a long line tied to a strong spear, we might keep hold of them even when they flee beneath the water.”
The fisherman nodded.
“We must first watch where they rise. Then we can approach by boat along their route.”
“Let several of us throw our spears together. Even if we cannot take one at once, we can tire it out. But remember: what the sea gives is never easily won. We must use all our wisdom and strength.”
And so the tribe’s whaling began.
As the population grew, work became divided. Strong men and women hunted in the forests and fields, while experienced hunters taught the young.
“If the hunt fails, everyone goes hungry,” the hunting leader said.
Those who worked beside the water improved their nets and harpoons and learned to preserve food with salt obtained from seawater.
One fisherman always said:
“To receive from the sea, first you must learn its laws.”
Someone also took charge of the rites before the wall paintings. He read the god’s will and brought people together when they quarreled. He also led the ceremony by which young people were recognized as adults.
“Respect this land and honor the traces of those who came before,” the elder instructed.
Those who worked stone, wood, and bone made hunting tools and objects for ceremonies. They passed their practiced skills on to the young.
The older people cared for the small children, telling stories and singing songs. Each person’s work sustained the lives of the others.
The Southern Land
Thousands of years passed after they settled in Ulsan. The descendants of Kara and Asara continued their lives beside the sea. Their stories, too, were handed down under the names of those two ancestors. At one time, the neighboring Haimoru tribe came and told them a legend of the southern sea.
An elder of the Haimoru gazed beyond the water.
“Long ago, our ancestors went farther south. Following the stars and the sun, they crossed islands in search of a plentiful land. But when the weather warmed and the water rose, the route was cut off. Those who had been following remained here.”
Kara looked out to sea for a long time.
“Could we cross, too?”
That question led to a debate inside the cave that night.
A fisherman objected.
“It is only a land from legend. How could we cross this sea? We must stay here.”
The young hunters felt differently.
“If our ancestors went, so can we. If there is better land, why should we stay?”
Asara, who had been listening, spoke.
“We have found food here and raised our children. The traces of those before us remain here, too. We could lose everything trying to cross the sea.”
All night, hope for the south collided with the desire to protect the life they had.
Having heard them all, Kara stood before the sea the next day. He watched the rolling waves, then turned to the people.
“For now, this is our place. Let us remember the stories of the south, but build our lives on this land.”
Before the cave, the tribe raised their hands toward the sea. Asara was the first to pray.
“We will carry on the life you have left us and make this land our home.”
The dream of crossing the sea was set aside for a time. Even so, the sea remained a path joining them to their ancestors.
New pictures were added to the wall: people in boats, people catching fish beneath the stars, land embracing mountains and rivers. Kara looked at them.
“Our story, too, will remain here.”
The Cruel Sky
About 12,900 years ago, the cold of the Younger Dryas began. The sky over Ulsan closed in a deep gray, and a bitter wind clawed at flesh. The Asara of that age looked up from the cave’s entrance.
“The sun has hidden itself. What is happening?”
The children pressed close to her. Kara called the people together.
“We will take refuge in the mountains. Find a place where warm springs flow. There will be a cave nearby where we can shelter.”
Rivers and lakes froze. Chunks of ice drifted on the sea, and fishing grew difficult. Deer and wild boar vanished. Their stored food dwindled rapidly.
A young hunter shouted:
“We cannot endure any longer! The other tribes are falling apart, too. We cannot die like this!”
Kara could not answer. Even among those who had already sought shelter in caves, some had frozen to death. A wandering group came asking for food, but the Isara themselves could scarcely survive another day.
At last they found a cave high in the mountains with warm water flowing through it. Kara and Asara led the people there. When they lit a fire in the darkness, the wet walls shone faintly. To them, it was a refuge opened by the god.
Asara comforted the shivering people.
“We can keep out the wind. Let us wait here together.”
There were pictures on the walls of this cave as well. Kara laid his hand upon them.
“Those who came before endured. We will endure, too.”
One day, a strange group appeared at the cave entrance, where a fire was burning. Their steps faltered as they climbed the snow-covered slope.
“Please, share just a little food.”
Kara consulted his people. Everyone shook their heads. They had almost nothing left themselves. As the group turned away and descended the slope, a mass of snow collapsed. In an instant, white snow covered the people. Kara and Asara stared at the place without a word.
At last Kara managed to speak.
“If we had gone out, we would have been buried with them.”
His words lingered inside the cave. Before the wall paintings, Asara brought her hands together.
“God of the mountains who led us here, help us not to let go of one another.”
Every day the people sat before the paintings, resting their hearts upon the animals and stars within them. Deep inside the cave, Kara found a stream that did not freeze.
“There is water.”
They drank the water and shared the remaining herbs and roots. With hunting cut off, they caught mice and small animals to stay alive. They tended the fire and pressed close to share their warmth.
News of neighboring tribes ceased. Some must have vanished; others may have left for different lands. Within the small world they could reach, the Isara protected one another.
“One day the cold will end,” Kara said. “We will return to the sea.”
Those words passed from children to grandchildren. The cold endured for some twelve hundred years, and names and faces changed. What remained at last were hands tending the fire, and the story that they would go back to the sea.

8. The Japanese Archipelago: A Journey into Myth
12,000 Years Ago
	Nagi: His name means “the moment the wind falls still.” He has pale, yellowish-brown skin, an agile body, and long, soft black hair. Reading the sea and the wind, he leads the tribe. He is the leader who encounters the Jōmon people and opens the way to a new life.
	Saya: Her name means “night upon the sand.” She has strong legs, a well-proportioned body, long black hair, and a deep gaze. Skilled in gathering and healing, she learns the plants of the forests, rivers, and coast and uses that knowledge to care for the people.
	Nagisa: The name means “the tribe that travels along the shore.” A little over a hundred people settle among the forests and coasts of Japan, building pit dwellings and living by fishing and gathering.

Jōmon Culture
Between the southern Korean Peninsula and Kyushu lie islands including Tsushima and Iki. People may have guessed that land lay beyond and crossed the sea from island to island. Yet land they could see was not always land they could reach. Wind, currents, and the capabilities of their boats could open the way or bar it.
Jōmon culture in the Japanese archipelago dates back some fifteen thousand years. People lived by hunting, fishing, and gathering, sometimes remaining in one place for a long time. Shell middens left along coasts and rivers bear traces of food taken from the sea and of lives built beside it.
How people moved between the two sides of the sea is being studied through pottery, tools, and genetic traces. Similar artifacts do not, by themselves, establish a single migration route. This story places the voyage of the Nagisa tribe within the possibility of those ancient exchanges.

Island Hopping
This means traveling by way of a series of islands rather than crossing the open sea in a single voyage. Islands offered places to rest and vantage points from which to look for the next land. Even a short passage, however, could not escape the dangers of wind and ocean currents.
Islands also served as stepping-stones for voyages in Polynesia, the North Atlantic, and other regions. Voyages made in different periods with different technologies cannot be treated as the same journey, but they share the impulse to move toward the next land.
Sea levels during the Ice Age differed from those of today, and coastlines and islands have changed over time. The islands that appear and disappear in this novel are an imaginative response to those changes, not a reconstruction of the precise routes or arrangement of islands at the time.
The Vanishing Islands
The cold had swallowed the lives of generations. Toward the end of an ordeal that had lasted some twelve hundred years, the people tending the cave fire were distant descendants of Kalu and Yamani. Shadows stirred whenever the flames flickered between the cold, dark walls. The ancient refuge had become both a divine trial and a bond from which it was difficult to break free.
Nagi looked out in silence. Gray snow and ice still lay across the fields, and birds were scarce in the sky. He thought of the words handed down through the ages, the promise that they would return to the sea.
One evening, an old man began to speak beside the fire.
“You will not have seen them. But the stories remember. Before our ancestors entered this cave, there were islands in the sea. Some people followed those islands south.”
The young people listened. Firelight wavered in the old man’s eyes.
“Islands we could not see for a time have begun to show themselves again.”
Nagi’s heart quickened. He, too, remembered days when the small islands far out at sea had stood out clearly. It was as though the sea were revealing a forgotten path.
The old man lowered his voice.
“We do not know how long that path will remain visible. The land changes, and so does the sea. If we delay, we may find ourselves trapped again.”
Hope and fear passed among the people. None of them had ever crossed the sea. Nagi stood.
“For generations, we have held on in here. Now a way is visible.”
He pointed toward the sea.
“Let us set out again. Toward somewhere warmer. Toward land where there is food.”
A child asked hesitantly,
“Where are we going?”
Nagi looked in the direction from which the wind was blowing.
“South. Across the sea, following the path of those who went before us.”
And so the Nagisa tribe prepared for its final journey. Across the sea, the Japanese archipelago awaited them.
The Sea God
The people climbed aboard. They left Ulsan behind and headed south, but mist veiled their view. Low waves pressed against the boat’s sides. No one knew how far they would have to travel before they reached land.
“Hold our course!” Nagi shouted, gripping the mast.
The sea wind tossed his black hair. The pictures and songs of their ancestors spoke of a new life on the far side. Nagi looked beyond the mist.
Just as land came into view in the distance, the sky darkened. Black clouds swept in, and lightning split the sea. The boat reared up, then plunged.
Crash!
A wave slammed into the boat. Someone slipped and almost fell into the sea. “Grab the rope!”
Nagi shouted. The people clung to one another, to the sail and the oars. The surging water fought to tear their hands loose.
“The god means to swallow us!” an old man cried.
Nagi clenched his teeth. “The god may test us, but will never abandon us!”
Little by little, the boat made headway. Then a still larger wave bore down on them.
Crash!
The boat heeled over, almost capsizing. Several people vanished into the water. “Hold on!”
Nagi jumped in. Groping through the water, he caught hold of an arm and pushed with all his strength toward the boat. A bloodied hand just managed to grasp an oar. As they hauled someone aboard, the boat kept listing to the right.
As the storm subsided, black land appeared: a shore strewn with dark red volcanic ash. They had reached land in the shadow of a volcano.
“The earth is breathing,” Nagi murmured.
They were near Uenoyama, in a land that would one day be called Saga Prefecture. The ridge of Mount Fugen rose in the distance. The Ariake Sea, into which wind and waves had driven them, was enclosed by land. Across the water, low hills were visible in the direction of Nagasaki.
The wind blew. Neither cold nor hot, it was the breath of an unfamiliar land.
The God’s Garden
Nagi knelt and touched the earth. It was soft and damp. Forest stretched endlessly before him, with unfamiliar life hidden in its depths. A herd of deer appeared in the distance and lifted their heads to look at the newcomers.
Only then did the tension ease from Nagi’s shoulders. “There should be food here.”
Saya pointed into the trees. Monkeys darted among the green branches. Birds took wing, and from a deep valley came the sound of water.
Someone who had followed the sound returned with clear water cupped in both hands. “Water we can drink!”
It was warm water, welling up from the earth. It flowed beneath a mountain that held fire within. To them, Kyushu was a land watched over by the gods of fire and water together.
Nagi turned to the others. “Let us stay here.”
Cautiously, the people laid their hands on the ground. Quiet words passed their lips, as though they were asking permission. Sunlight spread beyond the forest. At the end of the long sea crossing, they were touching the soil of a new home.
That night, lying beside the campfire, they slept peacefully for the first time in a long while. Above them shone the stars of their ancestors.
Strangers
On the second day of exploring the forest, Nagi and the others went farther in to look for fruit. Nagi touched the bark of a tree.
“This forest is alive. It seems to welcome us.”
Then they heard unfamiliar voices beyond the leaves. Nagi gripped his spear. People emerged through the foliage.
Curly hair and dark skin, firm jaws and prominent cheekbones. Deep, round eyes studied the Nagisa party. These were Jōmon people, dressed in rough hides and garments woven from bark. When Nagi raised his hands, they too took a step back.
“Who are you?”
Nagi answered slowly.
“We have crossed the sea. We are looking for land where we can stay.”
Whispers passed among them. One of them held a wooden spear upright.
“Why have you come here? Did the god send you?”
The two groups sat facing each other across a fire. To the Nagisa people, fire was a blessing that protected their bodies and cooked their food. The villagers used fire too, but their attitude toward it was different. They believed that handling it carelessly defied the god. Nagi spread his hands toward the firelight.
“We use this fire to warm ourselves and cook meat.”
An old man drew back, muttering,
“Play with fire, and the god will be angered.”
Saya spoke cautiously.
“We have never thought of it as a curse. It has been a gift that kept us alive.”
The chief narrowed his eyes.
“We serve the god of the sea. We must handle with care what the god has allowed us to use.”
That evening, the Nagisa people roasted meat, while the villagers brought out salted fish. When Nagi offered the chief some roasted meat, the man’s face hardened.
“Meat is like the blood of the god. Is it right to burn it that way?”
Nagi was taken aback.
“We have always cooked our food. Without this fire, we would never even have reached the sea.”
Some tore off a little meat and ate it; others shook their heads. The chief rose.
“Then you must stand before the god of this place as well.”
He raised a hand and pointed toward the moonlit sea passage.
“We drink the god’s water and listen to the god’s voice. You must come with us.”
Great stone pillars stood beside the sea. The Nagisa people slowed as they approached. Saya stroked the stone.
“Were these left by the people who lived here before?”
The chief shook his head.
“This is a place for the god. Every morning, when the sun rises, we pray here.”
Nagi looked from the pillars to the sea. Their ways were different, but their fears and hopes were not unfamiliar.
“We, too, have prayed all the way here.”
He turned to his people.
“We have much to learn.”
Deep into the night they shared food and exchanged stories. Nagi took the chief’s hand.
“If we are to live on the same land, we must also learn how to live together.”
After a long silence, the chief nodded.
“We will see whether you can live in harmony with this land.”
Together, the two tribes painted that day’s meeting on a cave wall: people who had crossed the sea with the sun at their backs, a dragon in the storm, and warriors who had survived. To the village children, they seemed like beings who had descended from the sky. Looking at the painting, Saya said,
“We are not gods. We have simply lived our lives calling upon them.”
The children pointed to the painting.
“It has become our story.”
Nagi smiled at those words. Little by little, they were becoming people of this land.
Becoming Myth
The years passed. The two tribes hunted together and learned each other’s language. Children were born and grew up. A few generations later, those who had crossed the sea came to be called “the people who followed the sun.” Stories of their leader also overlapped with legends of Amaterasu’s ancestors. The life of a wanderer had entered the lineage of the gods.
The words of a Jōmon leader were also handed down.
“The descendants of those who crossed the sea will one day become gods and rule this land.”
As hundreds more years passed, memories of the voyage seeped into stories of creation. Descendants passed on to their children the words they had heard from their parents. Names and appearances changed, but the tale of crossing the sea remained. Now the wind whispered softly.
<
We have crossed the sea.
We followed the stars in the sky all the way here.
This land has welcomed us.
And now, with the gods, we must protect it.
>

And so the journey of the Nagisa tribe came to an end. The lives of those who had lived on this land before them and those who crossed over later gradually mingled. The footprints of the sea crossing were erased, but the story remained.
The End

Author’s Note
Ever since childhood, I have wondered where humankind came from and how we arrived here. I wanted to follow the paths our ancestors had walked: from Africa, through the Korean Peninsula, and on to Japan. On a map it is a slender line, but along it must lie layer upon layer of cold and heat, hunger and love, departures and places of rest. I opened books and maps and searched for materials, walking in my imagination through the gaps the records could not reach.
The journey in this novel begins some 52,000 years ago and ends some 12,000 years ago. I have joined forty thousand years into a single thread of story. Actual human migration must have been far more complex. Different groups would have set out and returned at different times, taking different routes and making their homes in different places. The path of the Isaru tribe is not a historical map that stands for all those movements. It is one imagined journey I chose as a way of looking into that immense span of time. In this book, “years ago” refers to approximate intervals counted back from the present; these are not intended as equivalent dates in BCE.
I have portrayed lives spent resting in places left by those who had gone before, then setting out again. At times I have layered the lives of several generations within a single name. Bodily changes and the passing on of culture, settlement and the management of grain, and the skills of tending animals are also compressed in time within the story. In particular, the encounters in Mongolia and Shenyang are not precise reconstructions of farming and animal husbandry in that period. They were choices made to portray the moment of seeing and learning from other ways of life.
What held my thoughts longest was the Younger Dryas. If cold returned to a world people had believed was growing warmer, what would they lose, and what would they preserve? I have turned the climatic change that began about 12,900 years ago and lasted roughly 1,200 years into an ordeal that a community in Ulsan must endure. Although the actual pattern of change differed from region to region, the people in the novel had to find a way through each day as their game disappeared and the water froze.
The southern coast and caves warmed by hot springs become their last refuge. When food from the forest dwindles, they look to the sea; when even the sea grows rough, they depend on small animals and roots. The brief warmth of summer and the fire they take turns tending carry them through the next winter. Rather than reproduce the ancient temperatures of Ulsan precisely, I wanted to write about people who, having lost their familiar surroundings, rely on one another’s bodies and knowledge.
The life that continues in the caves, and the disappearance of neighboring tribes, are also fictional elements. Losing contact does not mean we can conclude that everyone has died. But we can imagine the loneliness and fear of people who feel they may be the last. I wanted to ask what the prayers and songs born of that fear might leave to the next generation.
At last they leave the land they know and cross the sea. I have portrayed the warmth that follows the long cold as the threshold of a new life. Yet those ancient changes in climate neither explain nor disprove today’s global warming. The cycles of the distant past and the changes we are experiencing now must be considered separately.
I hope this story will not be read as a reconstruction of archaeological fact. A scarcity of surviving traces does not, by itself, mean that no people lived in a place. What has not been discovered is not the same as what never existed. I hope the route I have imagined does not obscure the countless paths our ancestors actually took.
At the end of the Ice Age, animal life and human ways of living changed profoundly. Reading about the changes in North America and Europe, I thought about the weight of what had vanished. Yet changes in one region cannot simply be transferred to another as an explanation. In this novel, those materials are starting points for imagining the characters’ lives, not evidence proving every event.
Traces of life from different periods and regions remain on the Korean Peninsula as well. The wonder I felt looking at the images at Bangudae, and the emotions I experienced before ancient tools, found their way into the cave scenes. The paintings and rituals in the novel do not reproduce the precise dates of those sites. They imagine a moment of connection between people of the distant past and myself in the present.
Japan’s Jōmon culture was a world of human life that had existed long before the Nagisa people arrived. I did not seek to represent that world through a single belief or custom. The conflicts over fire and food, the prayers shared before stones, and the voyage to Saga and Uenoyama were constructed for the novel. They do not faithfully reproduce the dates of actual sites or the full range of the culture, nor do I intend to claim that any particular migrant group was the historical origin of Japanese mythology.
Those who arrived first and those who came later fear unfamiliar faces, quarrel, and at last learn. I wanted to portray the birth of myth within those encounters. Love and conflict are things that artifacts and genes alone cannot fully reveal; they are the places into which the novel has ventured.
The story of Kalu and Yamani, who left the Eden of Africa, reaches Nagi and Saya, who crossed the sea. Forty thousand years, and thirty thousand kilometers along the route I have traced. It is a span in which a blink of the eye is a year and a single footstep is a decade. We are here because there were people who lived that journey. How precious their lives were, and how deserving of respect. I want to live each day in gratitude to them. All remaining errors and shortcomings are my responsibility. I ask my readers for their generous understanding.
Seongil Kim
The Migration Route
Over some forty thousand years, the people in the novel travel from Kisangani in Congo, through Ulsan, to Saga in Japan. The distances between the points marked on the map add up to roughly fifteen thousand kilometers. Their actual footsteps would have taken a much longer course around mountains, rivers, and deserts. I imagined that winding path as some thirty thousand kilometers. The distances and modern place names below are signposts to help readers grasp the scale and location of the journey. They are not a reconstruction of an actual prehistoric migration route.
[image: The original migration route map, from the Congo Basin to Saga Prefecture, Japan.]The Korean labels on the original map identify the Congo Basin (콩고 분지) and Saga Prefecture, Japan (일본사가현).
The migration map from the original work. Modern place names on the map are provided to help readers understand the locations.	From
	To
	Distance (approx.)

	Congo
	Uganda (Kampala)
	800 km

	Uganda (Kampala)
	Ethiopia
(Addis Ababa)
	1,300 km

	Ethiopia
(Addis Ababa)
	Sudan (Khartoum)
	1,100 km

	Sudan (Khartoum)
	Egypt (Cairo)
	1,600 km

	Egypt (Cairo)
	Israel (Galilee)
	500 km

	Israel (Galilee)
	Iraq (Baghdad)
	850 km

	Iraq (Baghdad)
	Iran (Tehran)
	700 km

	Iran (Tehran)
	Kazakhstan (Almaty)
	2,400 km

	Kazakhstan (Almaty)
	Mongolia (Ulaanbaatar)
	2,400 km

	Mongolia (Ulaanbaatar)
	China (Shenyang)
	1,500 km

	China (Shenyang)
	Korea (Ulsan)
	850 km

	Korea (Ulsan)
	Japan (Saga Prefecture)
	400 km
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