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  Chapter 1




  Trembling with fear, Ayla clung to the tall man beside her as she watched the strangers approach. Jondalar put his arm around her protectively, but she still shook.




  He’s so big! Ayla thought, gaping at the man in the lead, the one with hair and beard the colour of fire. She had never seen anyone so big. He even made Jondalar seem small, though the man who held her towered over most men. The red-haired man coming towards them was more than tall; he was huge, a bear of a man. His neck bulged, his chest could have filled out two ordinary men, his massive biceps matched most men’s thighs.




  Ayla glanced at Jondalar and saw no fear in his face, but his smile was guarded. They were strangers, and in his long travels he had learned to be wary of strangers.




  ‘I don’t recall seeing you before,’ the big man said without preamble. ‘What Camp are you from?’ He did not speak Jondalar’s language, Ayla noticed, but one of the others he had been teaching her.




  ‘No Camp,’ Jondalar said. ‘We are not Mamutoi.’ He unclasped Ayla and took a step forward, holding out both hands, palms upwards showing he was hiding nothing, in the greeting of friendliness. ‘I am Jondalar of the Zelandonii.’




  The hands were not accepted. ‘Zelandonii? That’s a strange . . . Wait, weren’t there two foreign men staying with those river people that live to the west? It seems to me the name I heard was something like that.’




  ‘Yes, my brother and I lived with them,’ Jondalar conceded.




  The man with the flaming beard looked thoughtful for a while, then, unexpectedly, he lunged for Jondalar and grabbed the tall blond man in a bone-crunching bear hug.




  ‘Then we are related!’ he boomed, a broad smile warming his face. ‘Tholie is the daughter of my cousin!’




  Jondalar’s smile returned, a little shaken. ‘Tholie! A Mamutoi woman named Tholie was my brother’s crossmate! She taught me your language.’




  ‘Of course! I told you. We are related.’ He grasped the hands that Jondalar had extended in friendship, which he had rejected before. ‘I am Talut, headman of the Lion Camp.’




  Everyone was smiling, Ayla noticed. Talut beamed a grin at her, then eyed her appreciatively. ‘I see you are not travelling with a brother now,’ he said to Jondalar.




  Jondalar put his arm around her again, and she noticed a fleeting look of pain wrinkle his brow before he spoke. ‘This is Ayla.’




  ‘It’s an unusual name. Is she of the river people?’




  Jondalar was taken aback by the abruptness of his questioning, then, remembering Tholie, he smiled inwardly. The short, stocky woman he knew bore little resemblance to the great hulk of a man standing there on the river bank, but they were chipped from the same flint. They both had the same direct approach, the same unselfconscious – almost ingenuous – candour. He didn’t know what to say. Ayla was not going to be easy to explain.




  ‘No, she has been living in a valley some days’ journey from here.’




  Talut looked puzzled. ‘I have not heard of a woman with her name living nearby. Are you sure she is Mamutoi?’




  ‘I’m sure she is not.’




  ‘Then who are her people? Only we who hunt mammoth live in this region.’




  ‘I have no people,’ Ayla said, lifting her chin with a touch of defiance.




  Talut appraised her shrewdly. She had spoken the words in his language, but the quality of her voice and the way she made the sounds were . . . strange. Not unpleasant, but unusual. Jondalar spoke with the accent of a language foreign to him; the difference in the way she spoke went beyond accent. Talut’s interest was piqued.




  ‘Well, this is no place to talk,’ Talut said, finally. ‘Nezzie will give me the Mother’s own wrath if I don’t invite you to visit. Visitors always bring a little excitement, and we haven’t had visitors for a while. The Lion Camp would welcome you, Jondalar of the Zelandonii, and Ayla of No People. Will you come?’




  ‘What do you say, Ayla? Would you like to visit?’ Jondalar asked, switching to Zelandonii so she could answer truthfully without fear of offending. ‘Isn’t it time you met your own kind? Isn’t that what Iza told you to do? Find your own people?’ He didn’t want to seem too eager, but after so long without anyone else to talk to, he was anxious to visit.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said, frowning with indecision. ‘What will they think of me? He wanted to know who my people were. I don’t have any people any more. What if they don’t like me?’




  ‘They will like you, Ayla, believe me. I know they will. Talut invited you, didn’t he? It didn’t matter to him that you have no people. Besides, you’ll never know if they will accept you – or if you will like them – if you don’t give them a chance. These are the kind of people you should have grown up with, you know. We don’t have to stay long. We can leave any time.’




  ‘We can leave any time?’




  ‘Of course.’




  Ayla looked down at the ground, trying to make up her mind. She wanted to go with them; she felt an attraction to these people, and a curiosity to know more about them, but she felt a tight knot of fear in her stomach. She glanced up and saw two shaggy steppe horses grazing on the rich grass of the plain near the river, and her fear intensified.




  ‘What about Whinney! What will we do with her? What if they want to kill her? I can’t let anyone hurt Whinney!’




  Jondalar hadn’t thought about Whinney. What would they think? he wondered. ‘I don’t know what they will do, Ayla, but I don’t think they would kill her if we tell them she is special and not meant for food.’ He remembered his surprise, and his initial feeling of awe over Ayla’s relationship with the horse. It would be interesting to see their reaction. ‘I have an idea.’




  Talut did not understand what Ayla and Jondalar said to each other, but he knew the woman was reluctant, and the man was trying to coax her. He also noticed that she spoke with the same unusual accent, even in his language. His language, the headman realised, but not hers.




  He was pondering the enigma of the woman with a certain relish – he enjoyed the new and unusual; the inexplicable challenged him. But then the mystery took on an entirely new dimension. Ayla whistled, loud and shrill. Suddenly, a hay-coloured mare and a colt of an unusually deep shade of brown galloped into their midst, directly to the woman, and stood quietly while she touched them! The big man suppressed a shudder of awe. This was beyond anything he had ever known.




  Was she Mamut? he wondered, with growing apprehension. One with special powers? Many of Those Who Served the Mother claimed magic to call animals and direct the hunt, but he had never seen anyone with such control over animals that they would come at a signal. She had a unique talent. It was a little frightening – but think how much a Camp could benefit from such talent. Kills could be so easy!




  Just as Talut was getting over the shock, the young woman gave him another. Holding on to the mare’s stiff stand-up mane, she sprang up on the back of the horse and sat astride her. The big man’s mouth gaped open in astonishment as the horse with Ayla on her back galloped along the edge of the river. With the colt following behind, they raced up the slope to the steppes beyond. The wonder in Talut’s eyes was shared by the rest of the band, particularly a young girl of twelve years. She edged towards the headman and leaned against him as though for support.




  ‘How did she do that, Talut?’ the girl asked, in a small voice that held surprise and awe, and a tinge of yearning. ‘That little horse, he was so close, I could almost have touched him.’




  Talut’s expression softened. ‘You’ll have to ask her, Latie. Or, perhaps, Jondalar,’ he said, turning to the tall stranger.




  ‘I’m not sure myself,’ he replied. ‘Ayla has a special way with animals. She raised Whinney from a foal.’




  ‘Whinney?’




  ‘That’s as close as I can say the name she has given the mare. When she says it, you’d think she was a horse. The colt is Racer. I named him – she asked me to. That’s Zelandonii for someone who runs fast. It also means someone who tries hard to be best. The first time I saw Ayla, she was helping the mare deliver the colt.’




  ‘That must have been a sight! I wouldn’t think a mare would let anyone get close to her at that time,’ one of the other men said.




  The riding demonstration had the effect Jondalar had hoped for, and he thought the time was right to bring up Ayla’s concern. ‘I think she’d like to come and visit your Camp, Talut, but she’s afraid you may think the horses are just any horses to be hunted, and since they are not afraid of people, they would be too easy to kill.’




  ‘They would at that. You must have known what I was thinking, but who could help it?’




  Talut watched Ayla riding back into view, looking like some strange animal, half-human and half-horse. He was glad he had not come upon them unknowing. It would have been . . . unnerving. He wondered for a moment what it would be like to ride on the back of a horse, and if it would make him appear so startling. And then, picturing himself sitting astride one of the rather short, though sturdy, steppe horses like Whinney, he laughed out loud.




  ‘I could carry that horse easier than she could carry me!’ he said.




  Jondalar chuckled. It hadn’t been hard to follow Talut’s line of thought. Several people smiled, or chuckled, and Jondalar realised they must all have been thinking about riding a horse. It was not so strange. It had occurred to him when he first saw Ayla on Whinney’s back.




   




  Ayla had seen the shocked surprise on the faces of the small band of people and, if Jondalar had not been waiting for her, she would have kept on going right back to her valley. She’d had enough of disapproval during her younger years for actions that were not acceptable. And enough freedom since, while she was living alone, not to want to subject herself to criticism for following her own inclinations. She was ready to tell Jondalar he could visit these people if he wanted; she was going back.




  But when she returned, and saw Talut still chuckling over his mental picture of himself riding the horse, she reconsidered. Laughter had become precious to her. She had not been allowed to laugh when she lived with the Clan; it made them nervous and uncomfortable. Only with Durc, in secret, had she laughed out loud. It was Baby, and Whinney, who had taught her to enjoy the feeling of laughter, but Jondalar was the first person to openly share it with her.




  She watched the man, laughing easily with Talut. He looked up and smiled, and the magic of his impossibly vivid blue eyes touched a deep place inside that resonated with a warm tingling glow, and she felt a great welling up of love for him. She couldn’t go back to the valley, not without him. Just the thought of living without him brought a strangling constriction to her throat, and the burning ache of tears held back.




  As she rode towards them, she noticed that, though Jondalar wasn’t as big as the red-haired man in size, he was nearly as tall, and bigger than the other three men. No, one was a boy, she realised. And was that a girl with them? She found herself observing the group of people surreptitiously, not wanting to stare.




  Her body movements signalled Whinney to a stop, then, swinging her leg over, she slid off. Both horses seemed nervous as Talut approached, and she stroked Whinney and put an arm around Racer’s neck. She was as much in need of the familiar reassurance of their presence as they were of hers.




  ‘Ayla, of No People,’ he said, not sure if it was a proper way to address her, though for this woman of uncanny talent, it well might be; ‘Jondalar says you fear harm will come to these horses if you visit with us. I say here, as long as Talut is headman of the Lion Camp, no harm will come to that mare or her young one. I would like you to visit, and bring the horses.’ His smile broadened with a chuckle. ‘No one will believe us otherwise!’




  She was feeling more relaxed about it now, and she knew Jondalar wanted to visit. She had no real excuse to refuse, and she was drawn to the easy, friendly laughter of the huge red-haired man.




  ‘Yes, I come,’ she said. Talut nodded, smiling, and wondered about her, her intriguing accent, her awesome way with horses. Who was Ayla of No People?




   




  Ayla and Jondalar had camped beside the rushing river and had decided that morning, before they met the band from the Lion Camp, that it was time to turn back. The waterway was too large to cross without difficulty, and not worth the effort if they were going to turn around and retrace their route. The steppeland east of the valley where Ayla had lived alone for three years had been more accessible, and the young woman hadn’t bothered to take the difficult roundabout way to the west out of the valley very often, and was largely unfamiliar with that area. Though they had started out towards the west, they had no particular destination in mind, and ended up travelling north, and then east instead, but much further than Ayla had ever travelled on her hunting forays.




  Jondalar had convinced her to make the exploratory trip to get her used to travelling. He wanted to take her home with him, but his home was far to the west. She had been reluctant, and scared, to leave her secure valley to live with unknown people in an unknown place. Though he was eager to return after travelling for many years, he had reconciled himself to spending the winter with her in the valley. It would be a long trek back – likely to take a full year – and it would be better to start in late spring, anyway. By then, he was sure he could convince her to come with him. He didn’t even want to consider any other alternative.




  Ayla had found him, badly mauled and nearly dead, at the beginning of the warm season that was now seeing its last days, and she knew the tragedy he had suffered. They fell in love while she was nursing him back to health, though they were long in overcoming the barriers of their vastly different backgrounds. They were still learning each other’s ways and moods.




  Ayla and Jondalar finished breaking camp and much to the surprise – and interest – of the waiting people, packed their supplies and equipment on the horse, rather than in backframes or haversacks which they would have carried themselves. Though they had sometimes ridden double on the sturdy horse, Ayla thought Whinney and her colt would be less nervous if they saw her. The two of them walked behind the band of people, Jondalar leading Racer by a long rope attached to a halter, which he had devised. Whinney followed Ayla with no visible guidance.




  They followed the course of the river for several miles through a broad valley that sloped down from the surrounding grassy plains. Chest-high standing hay, seed heads nodding ripe and heavy, billowed in golden waves on the near slopes matching the cold rhythm of frigid air that blew in fitful bursts from the massive glaciers to the north. On the open steppes, a few bent and gnarled pine and birch trees huddled along watercourses, their roots seeking the moisture given up to the desiccating winds. Near the river, reeds and sedges were still green, though a chill wind rattled through deciduous branches, bereft of leaves.




  Latie hung back, glancing now and then at the horses and the woman, until they sighted several people around a bend in the river. Then she ran ahead, wanting to be the first to tell of the visitors. At her shouts, people turned and gawked.




  Other people were coming out of what appeared to Ayla to be a large hole in the river bank, a cave of some sort, perhaps, but like none she had ever seen before. It seemed to have grown out of the slope facing the river, but it did not have the random shape of rock or earthen banks. Grass grew on the sod roof, but the opening was too even, too regular, and felt strangely unnatural. It was a perfectly symmetrical arch.




  Suddenly, at a deep emotional level, it struck her. It was not a cave, and these people were not Clan! They did not look like Iza, who was the only mother she remembered, or like Creb or Brun, short and muscular, with large eyes shadowed by heavy brow ridges, a forehead that sloped back, and a chinless jaw that jutted forward. These people looked like her. They were like the ones she had been born to. Her mother, her real mother, must have looked like one of these women. These were the Others! This was their place! The realisation brought a rush of excitement and a tingle of fear.




  Stunned silence greeted the strangers – and their even stranger horses – as they arrived at the permanent winter site of the Lion Camp. Then everyone seemed to talk at once.




  ‘Talut! What have you brought this time?’ ‘Where did you get those horses?’ ‘What did you do to them?’ Someone addressed Ayla: ‘How do you make them stay?’ ‘What Camp are they from, Talut?’




  The noisy, gregarious people crowded forward, eager to see and touch both the people and the horses. Ayla was overwhelmed, confused. She wasn’t used to so many people. She wasn’t used to people talking, particularly all of them talking at once. Whinney was side-stepping, flicking her ears, head high, neck arched, trying to protect her frightened colt and shy away from the people closing in.




  Jondalar could see Ayla’s confusion, and the nervousness of the horses, but he couldn’t make Talut or the rest of the people understand. The mare was sweating, swishing her tail, dancing in circles. Suddenly, she could stand it no longer. She reared up, neighing in fear, and lashed out with hard hooves, driving the people back.




  Whinney’s distress focused Ayla’s attention. She called her name with a sound like a comforting nicker, and signalled with gestures she had used to communicate before Jondalar had taught her to speak.




  ‘Talut! No one must touch the horses unless Ayla allows it! Only she can control them. They are gentle, but the mare can be dangerous if she is provoked or feels her colt is threatened. Someone could get hurt,’ Jondalar said.




  ‘Stay back! You heard him,’ Talut shouted with a booming voice that silenced everyone. When the people and horses settled down, Talut continued in a more normal tone. ‘The woman is Ayla. I promised her that no harm would come to the horses if they came to visit. I promised as headman of the Lion Camp. This is Jondalar of the Zelandonii, and a kinsman, brother of Tholie’s cross-mate.’ Then, with a grin of self-satisfaction, he added, ‘Talut has brought some visitors!’




  There were nods of agreement. The people stood around, staring with unfeigned curiosity, but far enough away to avoid the horse’s kicking hooves. Even if the strangers had left that moment, they had brought enough interest and gossip to last for years to come. News that two foreign men were in the region, living with the river people to the southwest, had been talked about at Summer Meetings. The Mamutoi traded with the Sharamudoi, and since Tholie, who was a kinswoman, had chosen a river man, the Lion Camp had been even more interested. But they never expected one of the foreign men to walk into their Camp, particularly not with a woman who had some magic control over horses.




  ‘Are you all right?’ Jondalar asked Ayla.




  ‘They frightened Whinney and Racer, too. Do people always talk at once like that? Women and men at the same time? It’s confusing, and they are so loud, how do you know who is saying what? Maybe we should have gone back to the valley.’ She was hugging the mare’s neck, leaning against her, drawing comfort as well as giving it.




  Jondalar knew Ayla was almost as distressed as the horses. The noisy press of people had been a shock for her. Maybe they shouldn’t stay too long. Perhaps it would be better to start with just two or three people at a time, until she became accustomed to her kind of people again, but he wondered what he’d do if she never really did. Well, they were here now. He could wait and see.




  ‘Sometimes people are loud, and talk all at once, but mostly one person talks at a time. And I think they’ll be careful around the horses now, Ayla,’ he said, as she started to unload the pack baskets tied on both sides of the animal by a harness she had made out of leather thongs.




  While she was busy, Jondalar took Talut aside and quietly told him the horses, and Ayla, were a little nervous, and needed some time to get used to everyone. ‘It would be better if they could be left alone for a while.’




  Talut understood, and moved among the people of the Camp, talking to each one. They dispersed, turning to other tasks, preparing food, working on hides or tools, so they could watch without being so obvious about it. They were uneasy, too. Strangers were interesting, but a woman with such compelling magic might do something unexpected.




  Only a few children stayed to watch with avid interest while the man and woman unpacked, but Ayla didn’t mind them. She hadn’t seen children for years, not since she’d left the Clan, and was as curious about them as they were about her. She took off the harness and Racer’s halter, then patted and stroked Whinney, then Racer. After giving the colt a good scratching and an affectionate hug, she looked up to see Latie staring at the young animal with longing.




  ‘You like touch horse?’ Ayla asked.




  ‘Could I?’




  ‘Come. Give hand. I show.’ She took Latie’s hand and held it to the shaggy winter coat of the half-grown horse. Racer turned his head to sniff and nuzzle the girl.




  The girl’s smile of gratitude was a gift. ‘He likes me!’




  ‘He like scratch, too. Like this,’ Ayla said, showing the child the colt’s special itchy places.




  Racer was delighted with the attention, and showed it, and Latie was beside herself with joy. The colt had attracted her from the beginning. Ayla turned her back on the two to help Jondalar, and didn’t notice another child approach. When she turned around, she gasped and felt the blood drain from her face.




  ‘Is it all right if Rydag touches the horse?’ Latie said. ‘He can’t talk, but I know he wants to.’ Rydag always caused people to react with surprise. Latie was used to it.




  ‘Jondalar!’ Ayla cried in a hoarse whisper. ‘That child, he could be my son! He looks like Durc!’




  He turned, and opened his eyes in stunned surprise. It was a child of mixed spirits.




  Flatheads – the ones Ayla always referred to as Clan – were animals to most people, and children like this were thought of by many as ‘abominations’, half-animal, half-human. He had been shocked when he first understood that Ayla had given birth to a mixed son. The mother of such a child was usually a pariah, cast out for fear she would draw the evil animal spirit again and cause other women to give birth to such abominations. Some people didn’t even want to admit they existed, and to find one here living with people was more than unexpected. It was a shock. Where had the boy come from?




  Ayla and the child were gazing at each other, oblivious to everything around them. He’s thin for one who is half-Clan, Ayla thought. They are usually big-boned and muscular. Even Durc wasn’t this thin. He’s sickly, Ayla’s trained medicine woman’s eye told her. A problem since birth, with the strong muscle in the chest that pulsed and throbbed and made the blood move, she guessed. But those facts she stored without thinking; she was looking more closely at his face, and his head, for the similarities, and the differences, between this child and her son.




  His large, brown, intelligent eyes were like Durc’s, even to the look of ancient wisdom far beyond his years – she felt a pang of longing and a lump in her throat – but there was also pain and suffering, not all of it physical, which Durc had never known. She was filled with compassion. This child’s brows were not as pronounced, she decided after careful study. Even at just three years old, when she left, the bony ridges above Durc’s eyes had been well developed. Durc’s eyes and protruding brow ridges were all Clan, but his forehead was like this child’s. Neither was pushed back and flattened like the Clan, but high and vaulted, like hers.




  Her thoughts strayed. Durc would be six years now, she recalled, old enough to go with the men when they practised with their hunting weapons. But Brun will be teaching him to hunt, not Broud. She felt a flush of anger remembering Broud. She would never forget how the son of Brun’s mate had nursed his hatred of her until he could take her baby away, out of spite, and force her out of the Clan. She closed her eyes as the pain of remembering tore through her like a knife. She didn’t want to believe that she would never see her son again.




  She opened her eyes to Rydag, and took a deep breath.




  I wonder how old this boy is? He’s small, but he must be close to Durc’s age, she thought, comparing the two again. Rydag’s skin was fair, and his hair was dark and curly, but lighter and softer than the bushy brown hair more common to the Clan. The biggest difference between this child and her son, Ayla noted, was his chin and neck. Her son had a long neck like hers – he had choked on his food sometimes, which the other Clan babies never did – and a receding but distinct chin. This boy had the Clan’s short neck, and forward-thrusting jaw. Then she remembered Latie said he couldn’t talk.




  Suddenly, in a moment of understanding, she knew what this child’s life must be like. It was one thing for a girl of five, who had lost her family in an earthquake and who had been found by a clan of people not capable of fully articulate speech, to learn the sign language they used to communicate. It was quite another to live with speaking people, and not be able to talk. She remembered her early frustration because she had been unable to communicate with the people who took her in, but even worse, how difficult it had been to make Jondalar understand her before she learned to speak again. What if she had not been able to learn?




  She made a sign to the boy, a simple greeting gesture, one of the first she had learned so long ago. There was a moment of excitement in his eyes, then he shook his head and looked puzzled. He had never learned the Clan way of speaking with gestures, she realised, but must have retained some vestige of the Clan memories. He had recognised the signal for an instant, she was sure of it.




  ‘Can Rydag touch the little horse?’ Latie asked again.




  ‘Yes,’ Ayla said, taking his hand. He is so slight, so frail, she thought, and then understood the rest. He could not run, like other children. He could not play normal rough-and-tumble games. He could only watch – and wish.




  With a tenderness of feeling Jondalar had never seen on her face before, Ayla picked the boy up and put him on Whinney’s back. Signalling the horse to follow, she walked them slowly around the Camp. There was a lull in conversation as everyone stopped to stare at Rydag sitting on the horse. Although they had been talking about it, except for Talut and the people who had met them by the river, no one had ever seen anyone ride a horse before. No one had ever thought of such a thing.




  A large, motherly woman emerged from the strange dwelling, and seeing Rydag on the horse, which had kicked perilously close to her head, her first reaction was to rush to his aid. But as she neared, she became aware of the silent drama of the scene.




  The child’s face was filled with wonder and delight. How many times had he watched with wishful eyes, prevented by his weakness, or his difference, from doing what other children did? How many times had he wished he could do something to be admired or envied for? Now, for the first time, as he sat on the back of a horse, all the children of the Camp, and all the adults, were watching him with wishful eyes.




  The woman from the dwelling saw and wondered. Had this stranger truly understood the boy so quickly? Accepted him so easily? She saw the way Ayla was looking at Rydag, and knew it was so.




  Ayla saw the woman studying her, then smile at her. She smiled back and stopped beside her.




  ‘You have made Rydag very happy,’ the woman said, holding out her arms to the youngster Ayla lifted off the horse.




  ‘It is little,’ Ayla said.




  The woman nodded. ‘My name is Nezzie,’ she said.




  ‘I am named Ayla.’




  The two women looked at each other, considered each other ­carefully, not with hostility, but testing the ground for a future relationship.




  Questions she wanted to ask about Rydag spun through Ayla’s mind, but she hesitated, not sure if it was proper to ask. Was Nezzie the boy’s mother? If so, how had she come to give birth to a child of mixed spirits? Ayla was puzzled again about a question that had bothered her since Durc was born. How did life begin? A woman only knew it was there when her body changed as the baby grew. How did it get inside a woman?




  Creb and Iza had believed that a new life began when women ­swallowed the totem spirits of men. Jondalar thought the Great Earth Mother mixed the spirits of a man and a woman together and put them inside the woman when she became pregnant. But Ayla had formed her own opinion. When she noticed that her son had some of her characteristics, and some of the Clan’s, she realised that no life started to grow inside her until after Broud forced his penetration into her.




  She shuddered at the memory, but because it was so painful she could not forget it, and she had come to believe it was something about a man putting his organ inside the place where babies were born from that caused life to start inside a woman. Jondalar thought it was a strange idea when she told him, and tried to convince her it was the Mother who created life. She didn’t quite believe him, now she wondered. Ayla had grown up with the Clan, she was one of them, for all that she looked different. Though she had hated it when he did it, Broud was only exercising his rights. But how could a man of the Clan have forced Nezzie?




  Her thoughts were interrupted by the commotion of another small hunting band arriving. As one man approached, he pulled back his hood, and both Ayla and Jondalar gaped with surprise. The man was brown! The colour of his skin was a rich deep brown. He was nearly the colour of Racer, which was rare enough for a horse. Neither of them had ever seen a person with brown skin before.




  His hair was black, tight wiry curls that formed a woolly cap like the fur of a black mouflon. His eyes were black, too, and they sparkled with delight as he smiled, showing gleaming white teeth and a pink tongue in contrast to his dark skin. He knew the stir he created when strangers first saw him, and rather enjoyed it.




  He was a perfectly ordinary man in other respects, medium height, hardly more than an inch or so taller than Ayla, and medium build. But a compact vitality, an economy of movement, and an easy self-confidence created an impression of someone who knew what he wanted and wouldn’t waste any time going after it. His eyes took on an added gleam when he saw Ayla.




  Jondalar recognised the look as attraction. His brow furrowed into a frown, but neither the blonde woman nor the brown-skinned man noticed. She was captivated by the novelty of the man’s unusual colouring, and stared with the unabashed wonder of a child. He was attracted as much by the aura of naïve innocence her response projected, as by her beauty.




  Suddenly Ayla realised she had been staring, and blushed crimson as she looked down at the ground. From Jondalar she had learned that it was perfectly proper for men and women to look directly at each other, but to the people of the Clan it was not only discourteous, it was offensive to stare, particularly for a woman. It was her upbringing, the customs of the Clan, reinforced again and again by Creb and Iza so she would be more acceptable, that caused her such embarrassment.




  But her obvious distress only fired the interest of the dark man. He was often the object of unusual attention by women. The initial surprise of his appearance seemed to arouse curiosity about what other differences he might have. He sometimes wondered if every woman at the Summer Meetings had to find out for herself that he was, indeed, a man like every other man. Not that he objected, but Ayla’s reaction was as intriguing to him as his colour was to her. He wasn’t used to seeing a strikingly beautiful adult woman blushing as modestly as a girl.




  ‘Ranec, have you met our visitors?’ Talut called out, coming towards them.




  ‘Not yet, but I’m waiting . . . eagerly.’




  At the tone in his voice Ayla looked up into deep black eyes full of desire – and subtle humour. They reached inside her and touched a spot only Jondalar had touched before. Her body responded with an unexpected tingle that brought a faint gasp to her lips, and widened her grey-blue eyes. The man leaned forward, preparing to take her hands, but before customary introductions could be made, the tall stranger stepped between them, and with a deep scowl on his face, thrust both hands forward.




  ‘I am Jondalar of the Zelandonii,’ he said. ‘The woman I am travelling with is Ayla.’




  Something was bothering Jondalar, Ayla was sure, something about the dark man. She was used to reading meaning from posture and stance, and she had been watching Jondalar closely for cues upon which to base her own behaviour. But the body language of people who depended on words was so much less purposeful than that of the Clan, who used gestures to communicate, that she didn’t trust her perceptions yet. These people seemed to be both easier and more difficult to read, as with this sudden shift in Jondalar’s attitude. She knew he was angry, but she didn’t know why.




  The man took both of Jondalar’s hands, and shook them firmly. ‘I am Ranec, my friend, the best, if only, carver of the Lion Camp of the Mamutoi,’ he said with a self-deprecating smile, then added, ‘When you travel with such a beautiful companion, you must expect her to attract attention.’




  Now it was Jondalar’s turn to be embarrassed. Ranec’s friendliness and candour made him feel like an oaf, and, with a familiar pain, brought to mind his brother. Thonolan had had the same friendly self-confidence, and had always made the first moves when they encountered people on their Journey. It upset Jondalar when he did something foolish – it always had – and he didn’t like starting out a relationship with new people in the wrong way. He had displayed bad manners, at best.




  But his instant anger had surprised him, and caught him off guard. The hot stab of jealousy was a new emotion to him, or at least one he hadn’t experienced in so long it was unexpected. He would have been quick to deny it, but the tall and handsome man, with an unconscious charisma, and a sensitive skill in the furs, was more accustomed to women being jealous over his attentions.




  Why should it bother him that some man looked at Ayla? Jondalar thought. Ranec was right, as beautiful as she was, he should expect it. And she had the right to make her own choice. Just because he was the first man of her kind she had met didn’t mean he would be the only one she would ever find attractive. Ayla saw him smile at Ranec, but noticed that the tension across his shoulders had not eased.




  ‘Ranec always speaks lightly of it, though he isn’t in the habit of denying any of his other skills,’ Talut was saying as he led the way to the unusual cave which seemed to be made of earth growing out of the bank. ‘He and Wymez are alike in that way, if not many others. Wymez is as reluctant to admit to his skill as a maker of tools as the son of his hearth is to speak of his carving. Ranec is the best carver of all the Mamutoi.’




  ‘You have a skilled toolmaker? A flint knapper?’ Jondalar asked with pleased expectation, his hot flash of jealousy gone with the thought of meeting another person knowledgeable in his craft.




  ‘Yes, and he is the best, too. The Lion Camp is well known. We have the best carver, the best toolmaker, and the oldest Mamut,’ the headman declared.




  ‘And a headman big enough to make everyone agree, whether they believe it or not,’ Ranec said, with a wry grin.




  Talut grinned back, knowing Ranec’s tendency to turn aside praise of his carving skill with a quip. It didn’t stop Talut from bragging, however. He was proud of his Camp, and didn’t hesitate to let everyone know.




  Ayla watched the subtle interaction of the two men – the older one a massive giant with flaming red hair and pale blue eyes, the other dark and compact – and understood the deep bond of affection and loyalty they shared though they were as different as any two men could be. They were both Mammoth Hunters, both members of the Lion Camp of the Mamutoi.




  They walked towards the archway Ayla had noticed earlier. It seemed to open into a hillock or perhaps a series of them, tucked into the slope that faced the large river. Ayla had seen people enter and leave. She knew it must be a cave or a dwelling of some kind, but one which seemed to be made entirely of dirt; hard-packed but with grass growing in patches out of it, particularly around the bottom and up the sides. It blended into the background so well that, except for the entrance, it was hard to distinguish the dwelling from its surroundings.




  On closer inspection she noticed that the rounded top of the mound was the repository of several curious implements and objects. Then she saw a particular one just above the archway, and caught her breath.




  It was the skull of a cave lion!




  Chapter 2




  Ayla was hiding in a tiny cleft of a sheer rock wall watching a huge cave lion’s claw reach in to get her. She screamed in pain and fear when it found her bare thigh and raked it with four parallel gashes. The Spirit of the Great Cave Lion himself had chosen her, and caused her to be marked to show he was her totem, Creb had explained, after a testing far beyond that which even a man had to endure, though she had been a girl of only five years. A sensation of quivering earth beneath her feet brought a rush of nausea.




  She shook her head to dispel the vivid memory.




  ‘What’s wrong, Ayla?’ Jondalar asked, noticing her distress.




  ‘I saw that skull,’ she said, pointing to the decoration above the door, ‘and remembered when I was chosen when the Cave Lion became my totem!’




  ‘We are the Lion Camp,’ Talut announced, with pride, though he had said it before. He didn’t understand them when they spoke Jondalar’s language, but he saw the interest they were showing in the Camp’s talisman.




  ‘The cave lion holds strong meaning for Ayla,’ Jondalar explained. ‘She says the spirit of the great cat guides and protects her.’




  ‘Then you should be comfortable here,’ Talut said, beaming a smile at her, feeling pleased.




  She noticed Nezzie carrying Rydag and thought again of her son. ‘I think so,’ she said.




  Before they started in, the young woman stopped to examine the entrance arch, and smiled when she saw how its perfect symmetry had been achieved. It was simple, but she would not have thought of it. Two large mammoth tusks, from the same animal or at least animals of the same size, had been anchored firmly in the ground with the tips facing each other and joined together at the top of the arch in a sleeve made from a hollow short section of a mammoth leg bone.




  A heavy curtain of mammoth hide covered the opening, which was high enough so that even Talut, moving the drape aside, could enter without ducking his head. The arch led to a roomy entrance area, with another symmetrical arch of mammoth tusks hung with leather directly across. They stepped down into a circular foyer whose thick walls curved up to a shallow domed ceiling.




  As they walked through, Ayla noticed the side walls, which seemed to be a mosaic of mammoth bones, were lined with outer clothes hung on pegs and racks with storage containers and implements. Talut pulled back the inner drape, went on through and held it back for the guests.




  Ayla stepped down again. Then stopped, and stared in amazement, overwhelmed by bewildering impressions of unknown objects, unfamiliar sights, and strong colours. Much of what she saw was incomprehensible to her and she grasped at that which she could make sense of.




  The space they were in had a large fireplace near the centre. A massive haunch of meat was cooking over it, spitted on a long pole. Each end was resting in a groove cut in the knee joint of an upright leg bone of a mammoth calf, sunk into the ground. A fork from a large branching antler of a deer had been fashioned into a crank and a boy was turning it. He was one of the children who had stayed to watch her and Whinney. Ayla recognised him and smiled. He grinned back.




  She was surprised by the spaciousness of the neat and comfortable earthlodge, as her eyes became accustomed to the dimmer light indoors. The fireplace was only the first of a row of hearths extending down the middle of the longhouse, a dwelling that was over eighty feet in length and almost twenty feet wide.




  Seven fires, Ayla counted to herself, pressing her fingers against her leg inconspicuously and thinking the counting words Jondalar had taught her.




  It was warm inside, she realised. The fires warmed the interior of the semi-subterranean dwelling more than fires usually warmed the caves she was accustomed to. It was quite warm, in fact, and she noticed several people farther back who were very lightly clad.




  But it wasn’t any darker at the back. The ceiling was about the same height throughout, twelve feet or so, and had smoke holes above each fireplace that let in light as well. Mammoth bone rafters, hung with clothing, implements, and food, extended across, but the centre section of the ceiling was made of many reindeer antlers entwined together.




  Suddenly Ayla became aware of a smell that made her mouth water. It’s mammoth meat! she thought. She hadn’t tasted rich, tender mammoth meat since she left the cave of the Clan. There were other delicious cooking odours, too. Some familiar, some not, but they combined to remind her that she was hungry.




  As they were led along a well-trodden passageway that ran down the middle of the longhouse next to several hearths, she noticed wide benches with furs piled on them, extending out from the walls. Some people were sitting on them, relaxing or talking. She felt them looking at her as she walked past. She saw more of the mammoth tusk archways along the sides, and wondered where they led, but she hesitated to ask.




  It is like a cave, she thought, a large comfortable cave. But the arching tusks and large, long mammoth bones used as posts, supports, and walls made her realise it was not a cave that someone had found. It was one they had built!




  The first area, in which the roast was cooking, was larger than the rest, and so was the fourth, where Talut led them. Several bare sleeping benches along the walls, apparently unused, showed how they were constructed.




  When they had excavated the lower floor, wide platforms of dirt were left just below ground level along both sides and braced with strategically placed mammoth bones. More mammoth bones were placed across the top of the platforms, filled in with matted grass between the spaces, to raise and support pallets of soft leather stuffed with mammoth wool and other downy materials. With several layers of furs added, the dirt platforms became warm and comfortable beds or couches.




  Jondalar wondered if the hearth to which they were led was unoccupied. It seemed bare, but for all its empty spaces, it had a lived-in feeling. Coals glowed in the fireplace, furs and skins were piled up on some of the benches, and dried herbs hung from racks.




  ‘Visitors usually stay at the Mammoth Hearth,’ Talut explained, ‘if Mamut doesn’t object. I will ask.’




  ‘Of course they may stay, Talut.’




  The voice came from an empty bench. Jondalar spun around and stared as one of the piles of furs moved. Then two eyes gleamed out of a face marked, high on the right cheek, with tattooed chevrons that fell into the seams and stitched across the wrinkles of incredible age. What he had thought was the fur of a winter animal turned out to be a white beard. Two long thin shanks unwound from a cross-legged position and dropped over the edge of the raised platform to the floor.




  ‘Don’t look so surprised, man of the Zelandonii. The woman knew I was here,’ the old man said in a strong voice that carried little hint of his advanced years.




  ‘Did you, Ayla?’ Jondalar asked, but she didn’t seem to hear him. Ayla and the old man were locked in the grip of each other’s eyes, staring as though they would see into each other’s soul. Then, the young woman dropped to the ground in front of the old Mamut, crossing her legs and bowing her head.




  Jondalar was puzzled, and embarrassed. She was using the sign language which she had told him the people of the Clan used to communicate. That way of sitting was the posture of deference and respect a Clan woman assumed when she was asking permission to express herself. The only other time he’d seen her in that pose was when she was trying to tell him something very important, something she could not communicate in any other way; when the words he had taught her were not enough to tell him how she felt. He wondered how something could be expressed more clearly in a language in which gestures and actions were used more than words, but he had been surprised to know those people communicated at all.




  But he wished she hadn’t done that here. His face reddened at seeing her use flathead signals in public like that, and he wanted to rush to tell her to get up, before someone else saw her. The posture made him feel uncomfortable anyway, as though she were offering to him the reverence and homage that was due to Doni, the Great Earth Mother. He had thought of it as something private between them, personal, not something to show someone else. It was one thing to do that with him, when they were alone, but he wanted her to make a good impression on these people. He wanted them to like her. He didn’t want them to know her background.




  The Mamut levelled a sharp look at him, then turned back to Ayla. He studied her for a moment, then leaned over and tapped her shoulder.




  Ayla looked up and saw wise, gentle eyes in a face striated with fine creases and soft puckers. The tattoo under his right eye gave her a fleeting impression of a darkened eye socket and missing eye, and for a heartbeat she thought it was Creb. But the old holy man of the Clan, who, with Iza, had raised her and cared for her, was dead, and so was Iza. Then who was this man who had evoked such strong feelings in her? Why was she sitting at his feet like a woman of the Clan? And how had he known the proper Clan response?




  ‘Get up, my dear. We will talk later,’ the Mamut said. ‘You need time to rest and eat. These are beds – sleeping places,’ he explained, indicating the benches, as though he knew she might need to be told. ‘There are extra furs and bedding over there.’




  Ayla rose gracefully to her feet. The observant old man saw years of practice in the movement, and added that bit of information to his growing knowledge of the woman. In their short meeting, he already knew more about Ayla and Jondalar than anyone else in the Camp. But then he had an advantage. He knew more about where Ayla came from than anyone else in the Camp.




   




  The mammoth roast had been carried outside on a large pelvic bone platter along with various roots, vegetables and fruits so as to enjoy the meal in the late afternoon sun. Mammoth meat was just as rich and tender as Ayla remembered, but she’d had a difficult moment when the meal was served. She didn’t know the protocol. On certain occasions, usually more formal ones, the women of the Clan ate separately from the men. Usually, though, they sat in family groups together, but even then, the men were served first.




  Ayla didn’t know that the Mamutoi honoured guests by offering them the first and choicest piece, or that custom dictated, in deference to the Mother, that a woman take the first bite. Ayla hung back when the food was brought out, keeping behind Jondalar, trying to watch the others unobtrusively. There was a moment of confused shuffling while everyone stood back waiting for her to start, and she kept trying to get behind them.




  Some members of the Camp became aware of the action, and with mischievous grins began to make a game of it. But it didn’t seem funny to Ayla. She knew she was doing something wrong, and watching Jondalar didn’t help. He was trying to urge her forward, too.




  Mamut came to her aid. He took her arm and led her to the large bone platter of thick-sliced mammoth roast. ‘You are expected to eat first, Ayla,’ he explained.




  ‘But I am a woman!’ she protested.




  ‘That is why you are expected to eat first. It is our offering to the Mother, and it is better if a woman accepts it in Her place. Take the best piece, not for your sake, but to honour Mut,’ the old man explained.




  She looked at him, first with surprise, and then with gratitude. She picked up a plate, a slightly curved piece of ivory flaked off a tusk, and with great seriousness carefully chose the best slice. Jondalar smiled at her, nodding approval, then others crowded forward to serve themselves. When she had finished, Ayla put the plate on the ground where she had seen others put theirs.




  ‘I wondered if you were showing us a new dance earlier,’ said a voice from close behind her.




  Ayla turned to see the dark eyes of the man with brown skin. She didn’t understand the word ‘dance’, but his wide smile was friendly. She smiled back.




  ‘Did anyone ever tell you how beautiful you are when you smile?’ he said.




  ‘Beautiful? Me?’ She laughed and shook her head in disbelief.




  Jondalar had said almost the same words to her once, but Ayla did not think of herself that way. Since long before she reached womanhood, she had been thinner and taller than the people who had raised her. She’d looked so different, with her bulging forehead and the funny bone beneath her mouth, that Jondalar said was a chin, she always thought of herself as big and ugly.




  Ranec watched her, intrigued. She laughed with childlike abandon, as though she genuinely thought he’d said something funny. It was not the response he had expected. A coy smile, perhaps, or a knowing, laughing invitation, but Ayla’s grey-blue eyes held no guile, and there was nothing coy or self-conscious about the way she tossed her head back or pushed her long hair out of her way.




  Rather, she moved with the natural fluid grace of an animal, a horse perhaps, or a lion. She had an aura about her, a quality that he couldn’t quite define, but it had elements of complete candour and honesty, and yet some deep mystery. She seemed innocent, like a baby, open to everything, but she was every bit a woman, a tall, stunning, uncompromisingly beautiful woman.




  He looked her over with interest and curiosity. Her hair, thick and long with a natural wave, was a lustrous deep gold, like a field of hay blowing in the wind; her eyes were large and wide-spaced and framed with lashes a shade darker than her hair. With a sculptor’s knowing sense he examined the clean elegant structure of her face, the muscled grace of her body, and when his eyes reached her full breasts and inviting hips, they took on a look that disconcerted her.




  She flushed and looked away. Though Jondalar had told her it was proper, she wasn’t sure if she liked this looking straight at someone. It made her feel defenceless, vulnerable. Jondalar’s back was turned to her when she looked in his direction, but his stance told her more than words. He was angry. Why was he angry? Had she done anything to make him angry?




  ‘Talut! Ranec! Barzec! Look who’s here!’ a voice called out.




  Everyone turned to look. Several people were coming over the rise at the top of the slope. Nezzie and Talut both started up the hill as a young man broke away and ran towards them. They met midway and embraced enthusiastically. Ranec rushed to meet one of those approaching, too, and though the greeting was more restrained, it was still with warm affection that he hugged an older man.




  Ayla watched with a strangely empty feeling as the rest of the people of the Camp deserted the visitors in their eagerness to greet returning relatives and friends, all talking and laughing at the same time. She was Ayla of No People. She had no place to go, no home to return to, no clan to welcome her with hugs and kisses. Iza and Creb, who had loved her, were dead, and she was dead to the ones she loved.




  Uba, Iza’s daughter, had been as much a sister as anyone could be; they were related by love if not by blood. But Uba would shut her heart and her mind to her if she saw Ayla now; would refuse to believe her eyes; would not believe her eyes; would not see her. Broud had cursed her with death. She was, therefore, dead.




  And would Durc even remember her? She’d had to leave him with Brun’s clan. Even if she could have stolen him away, there would have been just the two of them. If something had happened to her, he would have been left alone. It was best to leave him with the Clan. Uba loved him and would take care of him. Everyone loved him – except Broud. Brun would protect him, though, and would teach him to hunt. And he would grow up strong and brave, and be as good with a sling as she was, and be a fast runner, and . . .




  Suddenly she noticed one member of the Camp who had not run up the slope. Rydag was standing by the earthlodge, one hand on a tusk, gazing round-eyed at the band of happy laughing people walking back down. She saw them, then, through his eyes, arms around each other, holding children, while other children were jumping up and down begging to be held. He was breathing too hard, she thought, feeling too much excitement.




  She started towards him, and saw Jondalar moving in the same direction. ‘I was going to take him up there,’ he said. He had noticed the child, too, and they’d both had the same thought.




  ‘Yes, do it,’ she said. ‘Whinney and Racer may get nervous again around all the new people. I’ll go and stay with them.’




  Ayla watched Jondalar pick up the dark-haired child, put him on his shoulders, and stride up the slope towards the people of the Lion Camp. The young man, nearly Jondalar’s match in height, whom Talut and Nezzie had welcomed so warmly, held out his arms to the youngster and greeting him with obvious delight, then lifted Rydag to his shoulders for the walk back down to the lodge. He is loved, she thought, and remembered that she, too, had been loved, in spite of her difference.




  Jondalar saw her watching them and smiled at her. She felt such a warm rush of feeling for the caring, sensitive man, she was embarrassed to think she had been feeling so sorry for herself only moments before. She wasn’t alone any more. She had Jondalar. She loved the sound of his name, and her thoughts filled with him and her feeling for him.




  Jondalar. The first one of the Others she had ever seen, that she could remember; the first with a face like hers; blue eyes like hers – only more so; his eyes were so blue it was hard to believe they were real.




  Jondalar. The first man she’d ever met who was taller than she; the first one who ever laughed with her, and the first to cry tears of grief – for the brother he had lost.




  Jondalar. The man who had been brought as a gift from her totem, she was sure, to the valley where she had settled after she left the Clan when she grew weary of searching for the Others like herself.




  Jondalar. The man who had taught her to speak again, with words, not just the sign language of the Clan. Jondalar, whose sensitive hands could shape a tool, or scratch a young horse, or pick up a child and put him on his back. Jondalar, who taught her the joys of her body – and his – and who loved her, and whom she loved more than she ever thought it was possible to love anyone.




  She walked towards the river and around a bend, where Racer was tied to a stunted tree by a long rope. She wiped wet eyes with the back of her hand, overcome with the emotion that was still so new to her. She reached for her amulet, a small leather pouch attached to a thong around her neck. She felt the lumpy objects it contained, and made a thought to her totem.




  ‘Spirit of the Cave Lion, Creb always said a powerful totem was hard to live with. He was right. Always the testing has been difficult, but always it has been worth it. This woman is grateful for the protection, and for the gifts of her powerful totem. The gifts inside, of things learned, and the gifts of those to care about like Whinney and Racer, and Baby, and most of all, for Jondalar.’




  Whinney came to her when she reached the colt and blew a soft greeting. She laid her head on the mare’s neck. The woman felt tired, drained. She wasn’t used to so many people, so much going on, and people who spoke a language were so noisy. She had a headache, her temples were pounding, and her neck and shoulders hurt. Whinney was leaning on her, and Racer, joining them, added pressure from his side, until she was feeling squeezed between them, but she didn’t mind.




  ‘Enough!’ she said, finally, slapping the colt’s flank. ‘You’re getting too big, Racer, to get me in the middle like that. Look at you! Look how big you are. You’re almost as big as your dam!’ She scratched him, then rubbed and patted Whinney, noticing dried sweat. ‘It’s hard for you, too, isn’t it? I’ll give you a good rub-down and brush you with a teasel later, but many people are coming now so you’re probably going to get more attention. It won’t be so bad once they get used to you.’




  Ayla didn’t notice that she had slipped into the private language she had developed during her years alone with only animals for company. It was composed partly of Clan gestures, partly of verbalisations of some of the few words the Clan spoke, imitations of animals, and the nonsense words she and her son had begun to use. To anyone else, it was likely the hand signals would not have been noticed, and she would have seemed to be murmuring a most peculiar set of sounds: grunts and growls and repetitive syllables. It might not have been thought of as a language.




  ‘Maybe Jondalar will brush Racer, too.’ Suddenly she stopped as a troubling thought occurred to her. She reached for her amulet again and tried to frame her thoughts. ‘Great Cave Lion, Jondalar is now your chosen, too, he bears the scars on his leg of your marking, just as I do.’ She shifted her thoughts into the ancient silent language spoken only with hands; the proper language for addressing the spirit world.




  ‘Spirit of the Great Cave Lion, that man who has been chosen has not a knowledge of totems. That man knows not of testing, knows not the trials of a powerful totem, or the gifts and the learning. Even this woman who knows has found them difficult. This woman would beg the Spirit of the Cave Lion . . . would beg for that man . . .’




  Ayla stopped. She wasn’t sure what she was asking for. She didn’t want to ask the spirit not to test Jondalar – she did not want him to forfeit the benefits such trials would most assuredly bring – and not even to go easy on him. Since she had suffered great ordeals and gained unique skills and insights, she had come to believe benefits came in proportion to the severity of the test. She gathered her thoughts and continued.




  ‘This woman would beg the Spirit of the Great Cave Lion to help that man who has been chosen to know the value of his powerful totem; to know that no matter how difficult it may seem, the testing is necessary.’ She finally finished and let her hands drop.




  ‘Ayla?’




  She turned around and saw Latie. ‘Yes.’




  ‘You seemed to be . . . busy. I didn’t want to interrupt you.’




  ‘I have finished.’




  ‘Talut would like you to come and bring the horses. He has already told everyone they should do nothing that you don’t say. Not to frighten them or make them nervous . . . I think he made some people nervous.’




  ‘I will come,’ Ayla said, then she smiled. ‘You like ride horse back?’ she asked.




  Latie’s face split into a wide grin. ‘Could I? Really?’ When she smiled like that, she resembled Talut, Ayla thought.




  ‘Maybe people not be nervous when see you on Whinney. Come. Here is rock. Help you get on.’




  As Ayla came back around the bend, followed by a full-grown mare with the girl on her back, and a frisky colt behind, all conversation stopped. Those who had seen it before, though still awed themselves, were enjoying the expressions of stunned disbelief on the faces of those who hadn’t.




  ‘See, Tulie. I told you!’ Talut said to a dark-haired woman who resembled him in size, if not in colouring. She towered over Barzec, the man from the last hearth, who stood beside her with his arm around her waist. Near them were the two boys of that hearth, thirteen and eight years, and their sister of six, whom Ayla had recently met.




  When they reached the earthlodge, Ayla lifted Latie down, then stroked and patted Whinney, whose nostrils were flaring as she picked up the scent of unfamiliar people again. The girl ran to a gangly, red-haired young man of, perhaps, fourteen years, nearly as tall as Talut and, except for age and a body not yet as filled out, almost identical.




  ‘Come and meet Ayla,’ Latie said, pulling him towards the woman with the horses. He allowed himself to be pulled. Jondalar had strolled over to keep Racer settled down.




  ‘This is my brother, Danug,’ Latie explained. ‘He’s been gone a long time, but he’s going to stay home now that he knows all about mining flint. Aren’t you, Danug?’




  ‘I don’t know all about it, Latie,’ he said, a bit embarrassed.




  Ayla smiled. ‘I greet you,’ she said, holding out her hands.




  It made him even more embarrassed. He was the son of the Lion Hearth, he should have greeted the visitor first, but he was overwhelmed by the beautiful stranger who had such power over animals. He took her proffered hands and mumbled a greeting. Whinney chose that moment to snort and prance away, and he quickly let her hands go, feeling, for some reason, that the horse disapproved.




  ‘Whinney would learn to know you faster if you patted her and let her get your scent,’ Jondalar said, sensing the young man’s discomfort. It was a difficult age; no longer child but not quite man. ‘Have you been learning the craft of mining flint?’ he asked conversationally, trying to put the boy at ease as he showed him how to stroke the horse.




  ‘I am a worker of flint. Wymez has been teaching me since I was young,’ the young man said with pride. ‘He’s the best, but he wanted me to learn some other techniques, and how to judge the raw stone.’ With the conversation turned to more familiar topics, Danug’s natural enthusiasm surfaced.




  Jondalar’s eyes lit up with sincere interest. ‘I, too, am a worker of flint, and learned my craft from a man who is the best. When I was about your age, I lived with him near the flint mine he found. I’d like to meet your teacher sometime.’




  ‘Then let me introduce you, since I am the son of his hearth – and the first, though not the only, user of his tools.’




  Jondalar turned at the sound of Ranec’s voice, and noticed the whole Camp was circled around. Standing beside the man with brown skin was the man he had greeted so warmly. Though they were the same height, Jondalar could see no further resemblance. The older man’s hair was straight and light brown shot with grey, his eyes were an ordinary blue, and there was no similarity between his and Ranec’s distinctly exotic features. The Mother must have chosen the spirit of another man for the child of his hearth, Jondalar thought, but why did She select one of such unusual colouring?




  ‘Wymez of the Fox Hearth of the Lion Camp, Flint Master of the Mamutoi,’ Ranec said with exaggerated formality, ‘meet our visitors, Jondalar of the Zelandonii, another of your ilk, it would seem.’ Jondalar felt an undercurrent of . . . he wasn’t sure. Humour? Sarcasm? Something. ‘And, his beautiful companion, Ayla, a woman of No People, but great charm – and mystery.’ His smile drew Ayla’s eyes, with the contrast between white teeth and dark skin, and his dark eyes sparkled with a knowing look.




  ‘Greetings,’ Wymez said, as simple and direct as Ranec had been elaborate. ‘You work the stone?’




  ‘Yes, I’m a flint knapper,’ Jondalar replied.




  ‘I have some excellent stone with me. It’s fresh from the source, hasn’t dried out at all.’




  ‘I’ve got a hammerstone, and a good punch in my pack,’ Jondalar said, immediately interested. ‘Do you use a punch?’




  Ranec gave Ayla a pained look as their conversation quickly turned to their mutual skill. ‘I could have told you this would happen,’ he said. ‘Do you know what the worst part of living at the hearth of a master toolmaker is? It’s not always having stone chips in your furs, it’s always having stone talk in your ears. And after Danug showed an interest . . . stone, stone, stone . . . that’s all I heard.’ Ranec’s warm smile belied his complaint, and everyone had obviously heard it before, since no one paid much attention, except Danug.




  ‘I didn’t know it bothered you so much,’ the young man said.




  ‘It didn’t,’ Wymez said to the youngster. ‘Can’t you tell when Ranec is trying to impress a pretty woman?’




  ‘Actually, I’m grateful to you, Danug. Until you came along, I think he was hoping to turn me into a flint worker,’ Ranec said to relieve Danug’s concern.




  ‘Not after I realised your only interest in my tools was to carve ivory with them, and that wasn’t long after we got here,’ Wymez said, then he smiled and added, ‘And if you think chips of flint in your bed are bad, you ought to try ivory dust in your food.’




  The two dissimilar men were smiling at each other, and Ayla realised with relief that they were joking, teasing each other verbally, in a friendly way. She also noticed that for all their difference in colour and Ranec’s exotic features, their smile was similar, and their bodies moved the same way.




  Suddenly shouting could be heard coming from inside the longhouse. ‘Keep out of it, old woman! This is between Fralie and me.’ It was a man’s voice, the man of the sixth hearth, next to the last one. Ayla recalled meeting him.




  ‘I don’t know why she chose you, Frebec! I should never have allowed it!’ a woman screeched back at the man. Suddenly an older woman burst out through the archway, dragging a crying young woman with her. Two bewildered boys followed, one about seven, the other a toddler of two with a bare bottom and a thumb in his mouth.




  ‘It’s all your fault. She listens to you too much. Why don’t you stop interfering?’




  Everyone turned away – they had heard it all before, too many times. But Ayla stared in amazement. No woman of the Clan would have argued with any man like that.




  ‘Frebec and Crozie are at it again, don’t mind them,’ said Tronie. She was the woman from the fifth hearth – the Reindeer Hearth, Ayla recalled. It was the next after the Mammoth Hearth, where she and Jondalar were staying. The woman was holding a baby boy to her breast.




  Ayla had met the young mother from the neighbouring hearth earlier and was drawn to her. Tornec, her mate, picked up the three-year-old who was clinging to her mother, still not accepting of the new baby who had usurped her place at her mother’s breast. They were a warm and loving young couple, and Ayla was glad they were the ones who lived at the next hearth rather than the ones who squabbled. Manuv, who lived with them, had come to talk to her while they were eating, and told her that he had been the man of the hearth when Tornec was young, and was the son of a cousin of Mamut. He said he often spent time at the fourth hearth, which pleased her. She always did have a special fondness for older people.




  She wasn’t as comfortable with the neighbouring hearth on the other side, the third one. Ranec lived there – he had called it the Fox Hearth. She did not dislike him, but Jondalar acted so strangely around him. It was a smaller hearth, though, with only two men and took less space in the longhouse so she felt closer to Nezzie and Talut, at the second hearth, and to Rydag. She liked the other children of Talut’s Lion Hearth, too, Latie and Rugie, Nezzie’s younger daughter, close in age to Rydag. Now that she’d met Danug, she liked him, too.




  Talut approached with the big woman. Barzec and the children were with them and Ayla assumed they were mated.




  ‘Ayla, I would like you to meet my sister, Tulie of the Aurochs Hearth, headwoman of the Lion Camp.’




  ‘Greetings,’ the woman said, holding out both hands in the formal way. ‘In Mut’s name, I welcome you.’ As sister to the headman, she was his equal, and conscious of her responsibilities.




  ‘I greet you, Tulie,’ Ayla replied, trying not to stare.




  The first time Jondalar was able to stand, it had been a shock to discover that he was taller than she was, but to see a woman who was taller was even more surprising. Ayla had always towered over everyone in the Clan. But the headwoman was more than tall, she was muscular and powerful-looking. The only one who exceeded her in size was her brother. She carried herself with the presence that only sheer height and mass can convey, and the undeniable self-assurance of a woman, mother, and leader completely confident and in control of her life.




  Tulie wondered about the visitor’s strange accent, but another problem concerned her more, and with the directness typical of her people, she did not hesitate to bring it up.




  ‘I didn’t know the Mammoth Hearth would be occupied when I invited Branag to return with us. He and Deegie will be joined this summer. He will only stay a few days, and I know she had hoped they could spend those days off by themselves a little, away from her brothers and sister. Since you are a guest, she would not ask, but Deegie would like to stay at the Mammoth Hearth with Branag, if you do not object.’




  ‘Is large hearth. Many beds. I do not object,’ Ayla said, feeling uncomfortable to be asked. It wasn’t her home.




  As they were talking, a young woman came out of the earthlodge, followed by a young man. Ayla looked twice. She was close to Ayla’s age, stocky and a fraction taller! She had deep chestnut hair and a friendly face that many would have said was pretty, and it was evident that the young man with her thought she was quite attractive. But Ayla wasn’t paying much attention to her physical appearance, she was staring with awe at the young woman’s clothing.




  She was dressed in leggings, and a tunic of leather of a colour that almost matched her hair – a long, profusely decorated, dark ochre red tunic that opened in front, belted to hold it closed. Red was a colour sacred to the Clan. Iza’s pouch was the only object Ayla owned that had been dyed red. It held the special roots used to make the drink for the special ceremonies. She still had it, carefully tucked away in her medicine bag in which she carried various dried herbs used in the healing magic. A whole tunic made of red leather? It was hard to believe.




  ‘It is so beautiful!’ Ayla said, even before she could be properly introduced.




  ‘Do you like it? It’s for my Matrimonial, when we are joined. Branag’s mother gave it to me, and I just had to put it on to show everyone.’




  ‘I not ever see anything like it!’ Ayla said, her eyes open wide.




  The young woman was delighted. ‘You’re the one called Ayla, aren’t you? My name is Deegie, and this is Branag. He has to go back in a few days,’ she said, looking disappointed, ‘but after next summer we’ll be together. We’re going to move in with my brother, Tarneg. He’s living with his woman and her family now, but he wants to set up a new Camp and he’s been after me to take a mate so he’ll have a headwoman.’




  Ayla saw Tulie smiling and nodding at her daughter and remembered the request. ‘Hearth have much room, many empty beds, Deegie. You stay at Mammoth Hearth with Branag? He is visitor, too . . . if Mamut not mind. Is hearth of Mamut.’




  ‘His first woman was the mother of my grandmother. I’ve slept at his hearth many times. Mamut won’t mind, will you?’ Deegie asked, seeing him.




  ‘Of course you and Branag can stay, Deegie,’ the old man said, ‘but remember, you may not get much sleep.’ Deegie smiled with expectation as Mamut continued, ‘With visitors, Danug returning after being away for a whole year, your Matrimonial, and Wymez’s success on his trading mission, I think there is reason to gather at the Mammoth Hearth tonight and tell the stories.’




  Everyone smiled. They expected the announcement, but that didn’t diminish their anticipation. They knew that a gathering at the Mammoth Hearth meant recounting of experiences, storytelling, and perhaps other entertainment, and they looked forward to the evening with enjoyment. They were eager to hear news of other Camps, and to listen again to stories they knew. And they were as interested in seeing the reactions of the strangers to the lives and adventures of members of their own Camp as to hearing the stories they had to share.




  Jondalar also knew what such a gathering meant, and it bothered him. Would Ayla tell much of her story? Would the Lion Camp be as welcoming afterwards? He thought about taking her aside to caution her, but he knew it would just make her angry and upset. In many ways she was like the Mamutoi, direct and honest in the expression of her feelings. It wouldn’t do any good anyway. She didn’t know how to lie. At best, she might refrain from speaking.




  Chapter 3




  Ayla spent time in the afternoon rubbing down and currying Whinney with a soft piece of leather and the dried spiny head of a teasel. It was as relaxing for her as it was for the horse.




  Jondalar worked companionably beside her using a teasel on Racer to soothe his itchy places while he smoothed the colt’s shaggy winter coat, though the young animal wanted to play more than stand still. Racer’s warm and soft inner layer had grown in much thicker, reminding the man how soon the cold would be upon them, which set him to thinking about where they would spend the winter. He still wasn’t sure how Ayla felt about the Mamutoi, but at least the horses and the people of the Camp were getting used to each other.




  Ayla noticed the easing of tensions, too, but she was worried about where the horses would spend the night when she was inside the earthlodge. They were used to sharing a cave with her. Jondalar kept assuring her they would be fine, horses were used to being outside. She finally decided to tether Racer near the entrance, knowing Whinney wouldn’t wander far afield without her colt, and that the mare would wake her if any danger presented itself.




  The wind turned cold as darkness fell, and there was a breath of snow in the air when Ayla and Jondalar went in, but the Mammoth Hearth in the middle of the semi-subterranean dwelling was snug and warm as people gathered. Many had stopped to pick at cold leftovers from the earlier meal which had been brought in: small white starchy groundnuts, wild carrots, blueberries, and slices of mammoth roast. They picked up the vegetables and fruit with fingers or a pair of sticks used as tongs, but Ayla noticed that each person, except for the youngest of children, had an eating knife for the meat. It intrigued her to watch someone take hold of a large slice with the teeth, then cut off a small bite with an upward flick of the knife – without losing a nose.




  Small brown waterbags – the preserved waterproof bladders and stomachs of various animals – were passed around and people drank from them with great relish. Talut offered her a drink. It smelled fermented and somewhat unpleasant, and filled her mouth with a slightly sweet but strong burning taste. She declined a second offer. She didn’t like it, though Jondalar seemed to enjoy it.




  People were talking and laughing as they found places on platforms or on furs or mats on the floor. Ayla’s head was turned, listening to a conversation, when the level of noise dropped off noticeably. She turned around and saw the old Mamut standing quietly behind the fireplace in which a small fire burned. When all conversation ceased, and he had everyone’s attention, he picked up a small unlit torch and held it to the hot flames until it caught. In the expectant hush of held breaths he brought the flame to a small stone lamp that was in a niche in the wall behind him. The dried lichen wick sputtered in the mammoth fat, then flared up, revealing a small ivory carving of an ample, well-endowed woman behind the lamp.




  Ayla felt a prickle of recognition, though she had never seen one like it before. That’s what Jondalar calls a donii, she thought. He says it holds the Spirit of the Great Earth Mother. Or a part of it, maybe. It seems too small to hold all of it. But then how big is a spirit?




  Her mind wandered back to another ceremony, the time when she was given the black stone which she carried in the amulet bag around her neck. The small lump of black manganese dioxide held a piece of the spirit of everyone in the entire Clan, not just her clan. The stone had been given to her when she was made a medicine woman, and she had given up a part of her own spirit in exchange, so that if she saved someone’s life, that person incurred no obligation to give her something of like kind and value in return. It had already been done.




  It still bothered her when she recalled that the spirits had not been returned after she was death-cursed. Creb had taken them back from Iza, after the old medicine woman died, so they would not go with her to the spirit world, but no one had taken them from Ayla. If she had a piece of the spirit of every member of the Clan, had Broud caused them to be cursed with death, too?




  Am I dead? she wondered as she had wondered many times before. She didn’t think so. She had learned that the power of the death curse was in the believing, and that when loved ones no longer acknowledged your existence, and you had no place to go, you might as well die. But why hadn’t she died? What had kept her from giving up? And more important, what would happen to the Clan when she really did die? Might her death cause harm to those she loved? Perhaps to all the Clan? The small leather pouch felt heavy with the weight of the responsibility, as though the fate of the entire Clan hung around her neck.




  Ayla was brought out of her musing by a rhythmic sound. With a hammer-shaped section of an antler, Mamut was beating on the skull of a mammoth, painted with geometric lines and symbols. Ayla thought she detected a quality beyond rhythm and she watched and listened carefully. The hollow cavity intensified the sound with rich vibrations, but it was more than the simple resonance of the instrument. When the old shaman played on the different areas marked on the bone drum, the pitch and tone changed with such complex and subtle variations, it seemed as though Mamut was drawing speech from the drum, making the old mammoth skull talk.




  Low and deep in his chest, the old man began intoning a chant in closely modulated minor tones. As drum and voice interwove an intricate pattern of sound, other voices joined in from here and there around the room, fitting into the established mode, yet varying it independently. The drum rhythm was picked up by a similar sound across the room. Ayla looked over and saw Deegie playing another skull drum. Then Tornec began tapping with an antler hammer on another mammoth bone, a shoulder bone covered with evenly spaced lines and chevrons painted in red. The deep tonal resonances of the skull drums, and the higher-pitched tones of the scapula, filled the earthlodge with a beautiful haunting sound. Ayla’s body pulsed with movement and she noticed others moving their bodies in time to the sound. Suddenly it stopped.




  The silence was filled with expectancy, but it was left to fade away. No formal ceremony was planned, only an informal gathering of the Camp to spend a pleasant evening in one another’s company, doing what people do best – talking.




  Tulie began by announcing that agreement had been reached, and the nuptials of Deegie and Branag would be formalised the next summer. Words of approval and congratulations were spoken out, though everyone expected it. The young couple beamed their pleasure. Then Talut asked Wymez to tell them about his trading mission, and they learned that it involved exchanges of salt, amber, and flint. Several people asked questions or made comments, while Jondalar listened with interest, but Ayla did not comprehend and resolved to ask him later. Following that, Talut asked about Danug’s progress, to the young man’s discomfiture.




  ‘He has talent, a deft touch. A few more years of experience, and he’ll be very good. They were sorry to see him leave. He’s learned well, it was worth the year away,’ Wymez reported. More words of approval were spoken out by the group. Then there was a lull filled with small private conversations before Talut turned to Jondalar, which caused rustlings of excitement.




  ‘Tell us, man of the Zelandonii, how do you come to be sitting in the lodge of the Lion Camp of the Mamutoi?’ he asked.




  Jondalar took a swallow from one of the small brown waterbags of fermented drink, looked around at the people waiting expectantly, then smiled at Ayla. He’s done this before! she thought, a little surprised, understanding that he was setting the pace and the tone to tell his story. She settled down to listen as well.




  ‘It is a long story,’ he began. People were nodding. That’s what they wanted to hear. ‘My people live a long way from here, far, far to the west, even beyond the source of the Great Mother River that empties into Beran Sea. We live near a river, too, as you do, but our river flows into the Great Waters of the west.




  ‘The Zelandonii are a great people. Like you, we are Earth’s Children; the one you call Mut, we call Doni, but She is still the Great Earth Mother. We hunt and trade, and sometimes make long Journeys. My brother and I decided to make such a Journey.’ For a moment, Jondalar closed his eyes and his forehead knotted with pain. ‘Thonolan . . . my brother . . . was full of laughter and loved adventure. He was a favourite of the Mother.’




  The pain was too real. Everyone knew it was not an affectation for the sake of the story. Even without his saying so, they guessed the cause. They also had a saying about the Mother taking the ones She favoured early. Jondalar hadn’t planned to show his feelings like that. The grief caught him by surprise and left him somewhat embarrassed. But such loss is universally understood. His unintended demonstration drew their sympathy and caused them to feel for him a warmth that went beyond the normal curiosity and courtesy they usually extended to non-threatening strangers.




  He took a deep breath and tried to pick up the thread of his tale. ‘The Journey was Thonolan’s in the beginning. I planned to accompany him only a short way, only as far as the home of some relatives, but then I decided to go with him. We crossed over a small glacier, which is the source of Donau – the Great Mother River – and said we would follow her to the end. No one believed we would do it, I’m not sure if we did, but we kept going, crossing many tributaries and meeting many people.




  ‘Once, during the first summer, we stopped to hunt, and while we were drying the meat, we found ourselves surrounded by men pointing spears at us . . .’




  Jondalar had found his stride again, and held the camp enthralled as he recounted his adventures. He was a good storyteller, with a flair for drawing out the suspense. There were nods and murmurs of approval and words of encouragement, often shouts of excitement. Even when they listen, people who speak with words are not silent, Ayla thought.




  She was as fascinated as the rest, but found herself for a moment watching the people who were listening to him. Adults held young children in their laps while the older children sat together watching the charismatic stranger with glistening eyes. Danug, in particular, seemed captured. He was leaning forward, in rapt attention.




  ‘Thonolan went into the canyon, thinking he was safe with the lioness gone. Then we heard the roar of a lion . . .’




  ‘What happened then?’ Danug asked.




  ‘Ayla will have to tell you the rest. I don’t remember much after that.’




  All eyes turned towards her. Ayla was stunned. She didn’t expect it; she had never spoken to a crowd of people before. Jondalar was smiling at her. He’d had the sudden thought that the best way to get her used to talking to people was to make her do it. It wouldn’t be the last time she’d be expected to recount some experience, and with her control over the horses still fresh in everyone’s mind, the story of the lion would be more believable. It was an exciting story, he knew, and one that would add to her mystery – and perhaps, if she satisfied them with this story, she wouldn’t have to bring up her background.




  ‘What happened, Ayla?’ Danug said, still caught up in the tale. Rugie had been feeling shy and reticent around her big brother who had been gone for so long, but remembering former times when they sat around telling stories, she decided at that moment to climb into his lap. He welcomed her with an absentminded smile and hug, but looked at Ayla expectantly.




  Ayla looked around at all the faces turned towards her, tried to speak, but her mouth was dry, though her palms were sweaty.




  ‘Yes, what happened?’ Latie repeated. She was sitting near Danug, with Rydag in her lap.




  The boy’s big brown eyes were filled with excitement. He opened his mouth to ask, too, but no one understood the sound he made – except Ayla. Not the word itself, but its intent. She had heard similar sounds before, had even learned to speak them. The people of the Clan were not mute, but they were limited in their ability to articulate. They had instead evolved a rich and comprehensive sign language to communicate, and used words only for emphasis. She knew the child was asking her to continue the story, and that to him the words had that meaning. Ayla smiled, and directed her words to him.




  ‘I was with Whinney,’ Ayla began. Her way of saying the mare’s name had always been an imitation of the soft nicker of a horse. The people in the lodge didn’t realise she was saying the animal’s name. Instead, they thought it was a wonderful embellishment to the story. They smiled, and spoke words of approval, encouraging her to continue in the same vein.




  ‘She soon have small horse. Very big,’ Ayla said, holding her hands out in front of her stomach to indicate that the horse was very pregnant. There were smiles of understanding. ‘Every day we ride, Whinney need go out. Not far, not fast. Always go east, easy to go east. Too easy, nothing new. One day, we go west, not east. See new place,’ Ayla continued, directing her words to Rydag.




  Jondalar had been teaching her Mamutoi, as well as the other languages he knew, but she wasn’t as fluent as she was in his language, the one she’d first learned to speak. Her manner of speaking was odd, different in a way that was hard to explain, and she struggled to find words, feeling shy about it. But when she thought of the boy who couldn’t make himself understood at all, she had to try. Because he had asked.




  ‘I hear lion.’ She wasn’t sure why she did it. Perhaps it was the expectant look on Rydag’s face, or the way he turned his head to hear, or an instinct for it, but she followed the word ‘lion’ with a menacing growl, that sounded for all the world like a real lion. She heard little gasps of fear, then nervous chuckles, then smiling words of approval from the assembled group. Her ability to mimic the sounds of animals was uncanny. It added unexpected excitement to her story. Jondalar was nodding and smiling his approval, too.




  ‘I hear man scream.’ She looked at Jondalar and her eyes filled with sorrow. ‘I stop, what to do? Whinney is big with baby.’ She made the little squealing sounds of a foal, and was rewarded with a beaming smile from Latie. ‘I worry for horse, but man scream. I hear lion again. I listen.’ She managed, somehow, to make a lion’s roar sound playful. ‘It is Baby. I go in canyon then, I know horse not be hurt.’




  Ayla saw puzzled looks. The word she spoke was unfamiliar, although Rydag might have known it if his circumstances had been different. She had told Jondalar it was the Clan word for infant.




  ‘Baby is lion,’ she said, trying to explain. ‘Baby is lion I know, Baby is . . . like son. I go in canyon, make lion go away. I find one man dead. Other man, Jondalar, hurt very bad. Whinney take back to valley.’




  ‘Ha!’ a voice said derisively. Ayla looked up and saw that it was Frebec, the man who had been arguing with the old woman earlier. ‘Are you trying to tell me you told a lion to go away from a wounded man?’




  ‘Not any lion. Baby,’ Ayla said.




  ‘What is that . . . whatever you are saying?’




  ‘Baby is Clan word. Mean child, infant. Name I give lion when he live with me. Baby is lion I know. Horse know, too. Not afraid.’ Ayla was upset, something was wrong, but she wasn’t sure what.




  ‘You lived with a lion? I don’t believe that,’ he sneered.




  ‘You don’t believe it?’ Jondalar said, sounding angry. The man was accusing Ayla of lying, and he knew only too well how true her story was. ‘Ayla does not lie,’ he said, standing up to untie the thong that was gathered around the waist of his leather trousers. He dropped down one side of them and exposed a groin and thigh disfigured with angry red scars. ‘That lion attacked me, and Ayla not only got me away from him, she is a Healer of great skill. I would have followed my brother to the next world without her. I will tell you something else. I saw her ride the back of that lion, just as she rides the horse. Will you call me a liar?’




  ‘No guest of the Lion Camp is called a liar,’ Tulie said, glaring at Frebec, trying to calm a potentially ugly scene. ‘I think it is evident that you were badly mauled, and we have certainly seen the woman . . . Ayla . . . ride the horse. I see no reason to doubt you, or her.’




  There was a strained silence. Ayla was looking from one to the other, confused. The word ‘liar’ was unfamiliar to her, and she did not understand why Frebec said he didn’t believe her. Ayla had grown up among people who communicated with movement. More than hand signs, the Clan language included posture and expressions to shade meanings and give nuances. It was impossible to lie effectively with the entire body. At best, one could refrain from mentioning and even that was known, though allowed for the sake of privacy. Ayla didn’t know how to lie.




  But she did know something was wrong. She could read the anger and hostility that had sprung up as easily as if they’d shouted it. She also knew that they were trying to refrain from mentioning it. Talut saw Ayla look at the dark-skinned man, then look away. Seeing Ranec gave him an idea of a way to ease tensions and get back to storytelling.




  ‘That was a good story, Jondalar,’ Talut boomed, giving Frebec a hard look. ‘Long Journeys are always exciting to hear about. Would you like to hear a story of another long Journey?’




  ‘Yes, very much.’




  There were smiles all around as people relaxed. It was a favourite story of the group, and not often was there an opportunity to share it with people who hadn’t heard it before.




  ‘It’s Ranec’s story . . .’ Talut began.




  Ayla looked at Ranec expectantly. ‘I would know how man with brown skin comes to live at Lion Camp,’ she said.




  Ranec smiled at her, but turned to the man of his hearth. ‘It’s my story, but yours to tell, Wymez,’ he said.




  Jondalar was seated again, not at all sure he liked the turn the conversation had taken – or perhaps Ayla’s interest in Ranec – though it was better than the near-open hostility, and he was interested, too.




  Wymez settled back, nodded to Ayla, then smiling at Jondalar, he began. ‘We have more in common than a feel for the stone, young man. I, too, made a long Journey in my youth. I travelled south towards the east first, past Beran Sea, all the way to the shores of a much larger sea farther south. This Southern Sea has many names, for many people live along its shores. I travelled around its eastern end then west along the south shore through lands of many forests, much warmer, and rainier, than here.




  ‘I won’t try to tell you all that happened to me. I will save that for another time. I will tell you Ranec’s story. As I travelled west, I met many people and stayed with some of them, and learned new ways, but then I would get restless and travel again. I wanted to see how far west I could go.




  ‘After several years I came to a place, not far from your Great Waters, I think, Jondalar, but across the narrow straits where the Southern Sea joins it. There, I met some people whose skin was so dark it seemed black, and there I met a woman. A woman I was drawn to. Perhaps at first it was her difference . . . her exotic clothes, her colour, her dark flashing eyes. Her smile compelled . . . and the way she danced, the way she moved . . . she was the most exciting woman I ever met.’




  Wymez talked in a direct, understated way, but the story was so enthralling it needed no dramatics. Yet, the demeanour of the stocky, quietly reserved man changed perceptibly when he mentioned the woman.




  ‘When she agreed to join with me, I decided to stay there with her. I always had an interest in working stone, even as a youngster, and I learned their way of making spear points. They chip off both sides of the stone, you understand?’ He directed the question to Jondalar.




  ‘Yes, bifacially, like an axe.’




  ‘But these points were not so thick and crude. They had good technique. I showed them some things, too, and I was quite content to accept their ways, especially after the Mother blessed her with a child, a boy. She asked me for a name, as was their custom. I chose Ranec.’




  That explains it, Ayla thought. His mother was dark-skinned.




  ‘What made you decide to come back?’ Jondalar asked.




  ‘A few years after Ranec was born, difficulties began. The dark-skinned people I was living with had moved there from farther south, and some people from neighbouring Camps didn’t want to share hunting grounds. There were differences in customs. I almost convinced them to meet and talk about it. Then some young hotheads from both sides decided to fight about it instead. One death led to another for revenge, and then to attacks on home Camps.




  ‘We set up good defences, but there were more of them. It went on for some time and they kept killing us off, one after another. After a while, the sight of a person with lighter skin began to cause fear and hatred. Though I was one of them, they started distrusting me, and even Ranec. His skin was lighter than the others, and his features had a different cast. I talked to Ranec’s mother, and we decided to leave. It was a sad parting, leaving family and many friends, but it wasn’t safe to stay. Some of the hotheads even tried to keep us from going, but with help, we stole away in the night.




  ‘We travelled north, to the straits. I knew some people lived there who made small boats which they used to cross the open water. We were warned that it was the wrong season, and it was a difficult crossing during the best of conditions. But I felt we had to get away, and decided to chance it.




  ‘It was the wrong decision,’ Wymez said in a tightly controlled voice. ‘The boat capsized. Only Ranec and I made it across, and one bundle of her belongings.’ He paused for a moment before he continued the story. ‘We were still far from home, and it took a long time, but we finally arrived here, during a Summer Meeting.’




  ‘How long were you gone?’ Jondalar asked.




  ‘Ten years,’ Wymez said, then smiled. ‘We created quite a stir. No one expected to see me again, much less with Ranec. Nezzie didn’t even recognise me, but my little sister was only a girl when I left. She and Talut had just completed their Matrimonial and were setting up the Lion Camp with Tulie and both of her mates, and their children. They invited me to join them. Nezzie adopted Ranec, though he is still the son of my hearth, and took care of him as though he were her own, even after Danug was born.’




  When he stopped talking, it took a moment to realise he had finished. Everyone wanted to hear more. Even though most of them had heard many of his adventures, he always seemed to have new stories or new twists to old stories.




  ‘I think Nezzie would be everyone’s mother, if she could,’ Tulie said, recalling the time of his return. ‘I had Deegie at the breast then, and Nezzie couldn’t get enough of playing with her.’




  ‘She does more than mother me!’ Talut said, with a playful grin as he patted her broad backside. He had got another waterbag of the powerful drink and was passing it on after taking a swallow.




  ‘Talut! I’ll do more than mother you, all right!’ She was trying to sound angry, but stifling a smile.




  ‘Is that a promise?’ he countered.




  ‘You know what I meant, Talut,’ Tulie said, brushing aside the rather obvious innuendos between her brother and his woman. ‘She couldn’t even let Rydag go. He’s so sickly, he’d have been better off.’




  Ayla’s eye was drawn to the child. Tulie’s comment had bothered him. Her words had not been intentionally unkind, but Ayla knew he didn’t like being spoken of as though he wasn’t there. There wasn’t anything he could do about it, though. He couldn’t tell her how he felt, and without thinking, she assumed that because he couldn’t speak, he didn’t feel.




  Ayla wanted to ask about the child, too, but felt it might be presumptuous. Jondalar did it for her, though it was to satisfy his own curiosity.




  ‘Nezzie, would you tell us about Rydag? I think Ayla would be particularly interested – and so would I.’




  Nezzie leaned over and took the child from Latie, and held him on her lap while she gathered her thoughts.




  ‘We were out after megaceros, you know, the giant deer with the great antlers,’ she began, ‘and planned to build a surround to drive them into – that’s the best way to hunt the big-antlered ones. When I first noticed the woman hiding near our hunting camp, I thought it was strange. You seldom see flathead women, and never alone.’




  Ayla was leaning close, listening intently.




  ‘She didn’t run away when she saw me looking at her, either, only when I tried to get closer. Then I saw she was pregnant. I thought she might be hungry, so I left some food out near the place she was hiding. In the morning it was gone, so I left more before we broke camp.




  ‘I thought I saw her the next day a few times, but I wasn’t sure. Then that night, when I was by the fire nursing Rugie, I saw her again. I got up and tried to get closer to her. She ran away again, but she moved like she was in pain, and I realised she was in labour. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to help, but she kept running away, and it was getting dark. I told Talut, and he got some people together to go after her.’




  ‘That was strange, too,’ Talut said, adding his part to Nezzie’s story. ‘I thought we’d have to circle around and trap her, but when I yelled at her to stop, she just sat on the ground and waited. She didn’t seem too frightened of me, and when I beckoned her to come, she got right up and followed behind me, like she knew what to do and understood I wouldn’t hurt her.’




  ‘I don’t know how she even walked,’ Nezzie continued. ‘She was in such pain. She was quick to understand that I wanted to help her, but I don’t know how much help I was. I wasn’t even sure she’d live to deliver her baby. She never cried out, though. Finally, near morning, her son was born. I was surprised to see he was one of mixed spirits. Even that young you could tell he was different.




  ‘The woman was so weak I thought it might give her reason to live if I showed her that her son was alive, and she seemed eager to see him. But I guess she was too far gone, must have lost too much blood. It was as though she just gave up. She died before the sun came up.




  ‘Everybody told me to leave him to die with his mother, but I was nursing Rugie anyway, and had a lot of milk. It wasn’t that much trouble to put him to my breast, too.’ She hugged him protectively. ‘I know he’s weak. Maybe I should have left him, but I couldn’t love Rydag any more if he were my own. And I’m not sorry I kept him.’




  Rydag looked up at Nezzie with his big, glowing brown eyes, then put thin arms around her neck and laid his head on her breast. Nezzie rocked him as she held him.




  ‘Some people say he’s an animal because he can’t talk, but I know he understands. And he’s not an “abomination” either,’ she added, with an angry look at Frebec. ‘Only the Mother knows why the spirits that made him were mixed.’




  Ayla was fighting to hold back tears. She didn’t know how these people would react to tears; her watering eyes had always bothered people of the Clan. Watching the woman and the child, she was overwhelmed with memories. She ached to hold her son, and grieved anew for Iza, who had taken her in and mothered her, though she had been as different to the Clan as Rydag was to the Lion Camp. But more than anything, she wished there was some way she could explain to Nezzie how moved she was, how grateful she was for Rydag’s sake . . . and her own. Inexplicably, Ayla felt it would somehow help repay Iza if she could find a way to do something for Nezzie.




  ‘Nezzie, he knows,’ Ayla said softly. ‘He is not animal, not flathead. He is child of Clan, and child of Others.’




  ‘I know he is not an animal, Ayla,’ Nezzie said, ‘but what is Clan?’




  ‘People, like mother of Rydag. You say flathead; they say Clan,’ Ayla explained.




  ‘What do you mean, “they say Clan”? They can’t talk,’ Tulie interjected.




  ‘Not say many words. But they talk. They talk with hands.’




  ‘How do you know?’ Frebec asked. ‘What makes you so smart?’




  Jondalar took a deep breath and held it, waiting for her answer.




  ‘I lived with Clan before. I talked like Clan. Not with words until Jondalar came,’ Ayla said. ‘The Clan were my people.’




  There was a stunned silence as the meaning of her words became clear.




  ‘You mean you lived with flatheads! You lived with those dirty animals!’ Frebec exclaimed with disgust, jumping up and backing away. ‘No wonder she can’t talk right. If she lived with them she’s as bad as they are. Nothing but animals, all of them, including that mixed-up perversion of yours, Nezzie.’




  The Camp was in an uproar. Even if some might have agreed with him, Frebec had gone too far. He had overstepped the bounds of courtesy to visitors, and had even insulted the headman’s mate. But it had long been an embarrassment to him that he belonged to the Camp that had taken in the ‘abomination of mixed spirits’, and he was still chafing under the barbs of Fralie’s mother in the most recent round of their long-standing battle. He wanted to take out his irritation on someone.




  Talut roared to the defence of Nezzie and Ayla. Tulie was quick to defend the honour of the Camp. Crozie, smiling maliciously, was alternately haranguing Frebec and brow-beating Fralie, and the others were voicing their opinions loudly. Ayla looked from one to another, wanting to put her hands over her ears to shut out the noise.




  Suddenly Talut boomed a shout for silence. It was loud enough to startle everyone into quiet. Then Mamut’s drum was heard. It had a settling, quieting effect.




  ‘I think before anyone else says anything, we ought to hear what Ayla has to say,’ Talut said, as the drum stilled.




  Tulie leaned forward attentively, more than willing to listen to find out about the mysterious woman. Ayla wasn’t sure she wanted to say any more to these noisy, rude people, but she felt she had no choice. Then, lifting her chin a bit, she thought, if they wanted to hear it, she’d tell them, but she was leaving in the morning.




  ‘I no . . . I do not remember young life,’ Ayla began, ‘only earthquake, and cave lion who make scars on my leg. Iza tell me she find me by river . . . what is word, Mamut? Not awake?’




  ‘Unconscious.’




  ‘Iza find me by river, unconscious. I am close to age of Rydag, younger. Maybe five years. I am hurt on leg from cave lion claw. Iza is . . . medicine woman. She heal my leg. Creb . . . Creb is Mog-ur . . . like Mamut . . . holy man . . . knows spirit world. Creb teach me to speak Clan way. Iza and Creb . . . all Clan . . . they take care of me. I am not Clan, but they take care of me.’




  Ayla was straining to recall everything Jondalar had told her about their language. She hadn’t liked Frebec’s comment that she couldn’t talk right, any more than the rest of what he said. She glanced at Jondalar. His forehead was furrowed. He wanted her to be careful of something. She wasn’t entirely sure of the reason for his concern, but perhaps it was not necessary to mention everything.




  ‘I grow up with Clan, but leave . . . to find Others, like me. I am . . .’ She stopped to think of the right counting word. ‘Fourteen years then. Iza tell me Others live north. I look long time, not find anyone. Then I find valley and stay, to make ready for winter. Kill horse for meat, then see small horse, her baby. I have no people. Young horse is like baby, I take care of young horse. Later, find young lion, hurt. Take lion, too, but he grow up, leave, find mate. I live in valley three years, alone. Then Jondalar come.’




  Ayla stopped then. No one spoke. Her explanation, so simply told, with no embellishments, could only be true, yet it was difficult to believe. It posed more questions than it answered. Could she really have been taken in and raised by flatheads? Could they really talk, or at least communicate? Could they really be so humane, so human? And what about her? If she was raised by them, was she human?




  In the silence that followed, Ayla watched Nezzie and the boy, and then remembered an incident early in her life with the Clan. Creb had been teaching her to communicate with hand signs, but there was one gesture she had learned herself. It was a signal shown often to babies, and always used by children to the women who take care of them, and she recalled how Iza had felt when she first made the signal to her.




  Ayla leaned forward and said to Rydag, ‘I want show you word. Word you say with hands.’




  He sat up, his eyes showing his interest, and excitement. He had understood, as he always did, every word that was said, and the talk about hand signs had caused vague stirrings within him. With everyone watching, she made a gesture, a purposeful movement with her hands. He made an attempt to copy her, frowned with puzzlement. Then, suddenly comprehension came to him from some deeply buried place, and it showed on his face. He corrected himself as Ayla smiled and nodded her head. Then he turned to Nezzie and made the gesture again. She looked at Ayla.




  ‘He say to you, “mother”,’ Ayla explained.




  ‘Mother?’ Nezzie said, then closed her eyes, blinking back tears, as she held close the child she had cared for since his birth. ‘Talut! Did you see that? Rydag just called me ‘mother’. I never thought I’d ever see the day Rydag would call me “mother”.’




  Chapter 4




  The mood of the Camp was subdued. No one knew what to say, or what to think. Who were these strangers that had suddenly appeared in their midst? The man who claimed to come from some place far to the west was easier to believe than the woman who said she had lived for three years in a valley nearby, and even more amazing, with a pack of flatheads before that. The woman’s story threatened a whole structure of comfortable beliefs, yet it was difficult to doubt her.




  Nezzie had carried Rydag to his bed, with tears in her eyes, after he had signed his first silent word. Everyone else took it as a signal that the storytellings were over and moved to their own hearths. Ayla used the opportunity to slip away. Pulling her parka, a hooded outer fur tunic, over her head, she went outside.




  Whinney recognised her leaving the lodge and nickered softly. Feeling her way in the dark, guided by the mare’s snorting and blowing, Ayla found the horse.




  ‘Is everything all right, Whinney? Are you comfortable? And Racer? Probably no more than I am,’ Ayla said, with thoughts as much as with the private language she used when she was with the horses. Whinney tossed her head, prancing delicately, then rested her head across the woman’s shoulder as Ayla wrapped her arms around the shaggy neck and laid her forehead against the horse who had been her only companion for so long. Racer crowded in close and all three clung together for a moment of respite from all the unfamiliar experiences of the day.




  After Ayla assured herself that the horses were fine, she walked down to the edge of the river. It felt good to be out of the lodge, away from people. She took a deep breath. The night air was cold and dry. Sparks of static crackled through her hair as she pushed back her fur-lined hood, stretched her neck and looked up.




  The new moon, avoiding the great companion that held it tethered, had turned its shining eye out upon the distant depths whose whirling lights tantalised with promises of boundless freedom, but offered only cosmic emptiness. High thin clouds cloaked the fainter stars, but only veiled the more determined with shimmering halos, and made the sooty black sky feel close and soft.




  Ayla was in a turmoil, conflicting emotions pulling at her. These were the Others she had looked for. The kind she had been born to. She would have grown up with people like them, comfortable, at home, if it hadn’t been for the earthquake. Instead she had been raised by the Clan. She knew Clan customs, but the ways of her own people were strange. Yet if it hadn’t been for the Clan, she wouldn’t have grown up at all. She couldn’t go back to them, but she didn’t feel that she belonged here, either.




  These people were so noisy, and disorderly. Iza would have said they had no manners. Like that Frebec man, speaking out of turn, without asking permission, and then everyone yelling and talking at once. She thought Talut was a leader, but even he had to shout to make himself heard. Brun would never have had to shout. The only time she ever heard him shout was to warn someone of impending danger. Everyone in the Clan kept the leader at a certain level of awareness; Brun had only to signal, and within heartbeats, he would have had everyone’s attention.




  She didn’t like the way these people talked about the Clan, either, calling them flatheads and animals. Couldn’t anyone see they were people, too? A little different, maybe, but people just the same. Nezzie knew it. In spite of what the rest said, she knew Rydag’s mother was a woman, and the child to whom she gave birth only a baby. He’s mixed, though, like my son, Ayla thought, and like Oda’s little girl at the Clan Gathering. How could Rydag’s mother have had a child of mixed spirits like that?




  Spirits! Is it really spirits that make babies? Does a man’s totem spirit overcome a woman’s and make a baby grow inside her, the way the Clan thinks? Does the Great Mother choose and combine the spirits of a man and a woman and then put them inside a woman, the way Jondalar and these people believe?




  Why am I the only one who thinks it’s a man, not a spirit, that starts a baby growing inside a woman? A man, who does it with his organ . . . his manhood, Jondalar calls it. Why else would men and women come together like they do?




  When Iza told me about the medicine, she said that it strengthened her totem and that’s what kept her from having a baby for so many years. Maybe it did, but I didn’t take it when I was living alone and no babies got started by themselves. It was only after Jondalar came that I even thought about looking for that golden thread plant and the antelope sage root again . . .




  After Jondalar showed me it didn’t have to hurt . . . after he showed me how wonderful it could be for a man and woman together . . .




  I wonder what would happen if I stopped taking Iza’s secret medicine? Would I have a baby? Would I have Jondalar’s baby? If he put his manhood there, where babies come from?




  The thought brought a flush of warmth to her face, and a tingling to her nipples. It’s too late today, she thought, I already took the medicine this morning, but what if I just made an ordinary tea tomorrow? Could I start Jondalar’s baby growing? We wouldn’t have to wait, though. We could try tonight . . .




  She smiled to herself. You just want him to touch you, and put his mouth on your mouth, and on . . . She shivered with anticipation, closing her eyes to let her body remember how he could make it feel.




  ‘Ayla?’ a voice barked.




  She jumped at the sound. She hadn’t heard Jondalar coming, and the tone he used wasn’t in keeping with the way she was feeling. It dispelled the warmth. Something was bothering him. Something had been bothering him since they arrived; she wished she could discover what it was.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What are you doing out here?’ he snapped.




  What had she been doing? ‘I am feeling the night, and breathing, and thinking about you,’ she answered, explaining as fully as she could.




  It wasn’t the answer Jondalar expected, though he wasn’t sure what answer he did expect. He had been fighting down a hard knot of anger and anxiety that had made his stomach churn ever since the dark-skinned man appeared. Ayla seemed to find him so interesting, and Ranec was always looking at her. Jondalar had tried to swallow his anger and convince himself it was silly to think there was anything more to it. She needed other friends. Just because he was the first didn’t mean he was the only man she would ever want to know.




  Yet when Ayla asked Ranec about his background, Jondalar felt himself flush with hot rage and shudder with cold terror at the same time. Why did she want to know more about this fascinating stranger if she wasn’t interested? The tall man resisted an urge to snatch her away, and was bothered because he had such a feeling. She had the right to choose her friends, and they were only friends. They had only talked and looked at each other.




  When she went outside alone, Jondalar, seeing Ranec’s dark eyes follow her, quickly put on his parka and went out after her. He saw her standing by the river, and for some reason he couldn’t explain, felt sure she was thinking about Ranec. Her answer first caught him by surprise, then he relaxed, and smiled.




  ‘I should have known, if I asked, I’d get a complete and honest answer. ‘Breathing, and feeling the night’ – you’re wonderful, Ayla.’




  She smiled back. She wasn’t sure what she had done, but something had made him smile, and put the happiness back in his voice. The warmth she had been feeling returned, and she moved towards him. Even in the dark of night, with barely enough starlight to show a face, Jondalar sensed her mood from the way she moved, and responded in kind. The next moment she was in his arms, with his mouth on hers, and all her doubts and worries fled from her mind. She would go anywhere, live with any people, learn any strange customs, so long as she had Jondalar.




  After a moment she looked up at him. ‘Do you remember when I asked you what your signal was? How I should tell you when I wanted you to touch me, and wanted your manhood in me?’




  ‘Yes, I remember,’ he said, smiling wryly.




  ‘You said to kiss, or just ask. I am asking. Can you make your manhood ready?’




  She was so serious, and so ingenuous, and so appealing. He bent his head to kiss her again, and held her so close she could almost see the blue of his eyes, and the love in them. ‘Ayla, my funny, beautiful woman,’ he said. ‘Do you know how much I love you?’




  But as he held her, he felt a flush of guilt. If he loved her so much, why did he feel so embarrassed about the things she did? When that Frebec man backed away from her in disgust, he’d wanted to die of shame that he had brought her that he could be associated with her. A moment later, he’d hated himself for it. He loved her. How could he be ashamed of the woman he loved?




  That dark man, Ranec, wasn’t ashamed. The way he looked at her, with his white gleaming teeth and his dark flashing eyes, laughing, coaxing, teasing; when Jondalar thought of it, he’d had to fight an impulse to strike out at him. Every time he thought of it, he had to fight the urge again. He loved her so much, he couldn’t bear the thought that she might want someone else, maybe someone who wasn’t embarrassed by her. He loved her more than he ever thought it was possible to love anyone. But how could he be ashamed of the woman he loved?




  Jondalar kissed her again, harder, holding her so tight it hurt, then with an almost frenzied ardour, he kissed her throat and neck. ‘Do you know what it feel like to know, finally, that you can fall in love? Ayla, can’t you feel how much I love you?’




  He was so earnest, so fervent, she felt a pang of fear, not for herself, but for him. She loved him, more than she could ever find words for, but this love he felt for her was not quite the same. It wasn’t so much stronger, as more demanding, more insistent. As though he feared he would lose that which he had finally won. Totems, especially strong totems, had a way of knowing, and testing, just such fears. She wanted to find a way to deflect his outpouring of powerful emotion.




  ‘I can feel how ready you are,’ she said, with a little grin.




  But he didn’t respond with a lighter mood, as she had hoped. Instead he kissed her fiercely, crushing her until she thought her ribs would crack. Then he was fumbling inside her parka, under her tunic, reaching for her breasts, trying to unite the drawstring of her trousers.




  She had never known him like this, needing, craving, imploring in his urgency. His way was usually more tender, more considerate of her needs. He knew her body better than she did, and he enjoyed his knowledge and skill. But this time his needs were stronger. Knowing the moment for what it was, she gave herself up to him, and lost herself in the powerful expression of his love. She was as ready for him as he was for her. She undid the drawstring and let her legged garment drop, then helped him with his.




  Before she knew it, she was on the hard ground near the bank of the river. She caught a glimpse of faintly hazy stars before closing her eyes. He was on her, his mouth hard on hers, his tongue prodding, searching, as though he could find with it what he sought so eagerly with his warm and rigid member. She opened to him, her mouth and her thighs, then reached for him and guided him into her moist, inviting depths. She gasped as he entered, and heard an almost strangled moan, then felt his shaft sink in to fill her, as she strained to him.




  Even in his frenzy, he marvelled at the wonder of her, at how suited they were, that her depths matched his size. He felt her warm folds embrace him fully, and almost, at that first instant, reached his peak. For a moment, he struggled to hold back, to exercise the control he was so accustomed to, then he let go. He plunged in, and again, and once more, and then with an inexpressible shudder, he felt a rising peak of wonder, and cried out her name.




  ‘Ayla! Oh, my Ayla, my Ayla. I love you!’




  ‘Jondalar, Jondalar, Jondalar . . .’




  He finished a last few motions, then with a groan, buried his face in her neck and held her as he lay still, spent. She felt a stone jabbing her back, but she ignored it.




  After a while he raised himself and looked down at her, his forehead furrowed with concern. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.




  ‘Why are you sorry?’




  ‘It was too fast, and I didn’t make you ready, didn’t give you Pleasures, too.’




  ‘I was ready, Jondalar, I had Pleasure. Did I not ask you? I have Pleasure in your Pleasure. I have Pleasure in your love, in your strong feeling for me.’




  ‘But you did not feel the moment as I did.’




  ‘I did not need it. I had different feeling, different Pleasure. Is it always necessary?’ she asked.




  ‘No, I suppose not,’ he said, frowning. Then he kissed her and lingered over it. ‘And this night is not over yet. Come, get up It’s cold out here. Let’s go find a warm bed. Deegie and Branag have already pulled their drapes closed. They will be separated until next summer and are eager.’




  Ayla smiled. ‘But not as eager as you were.’ She couldn’t see it, but she thought he blushed. ‘I love you, Jondalar. Everything. All you do. Even your eager . . .’ She shook her head. ‘No, that’s not right, that’s the wrong word.’




  ‘The word you want is “eagerness”, I think.’




  ‘I love even your eagerness. Yes, that’s right. At least I know your words better than Mamutoi.’ She paused. ‘Frebec said I didn’t speak right. Jondalar, will I ever learn to speak right?’




  ‘I don’t speak Mamutoi quite right, either. It’s not the language I grew up with. Frebec just likes to make trouble,’ Jondalar said, helping her up. ‘Why does every Cave, every Camp, every group have to have a troublemaker? Don’t pay any attention to him, no one else does. You speak very well. I’m amazed at the way you pick up languages. You’ll be speaking Mamutoi better than I do before long.’




  ‘I have to learn how to speak with words. I have nothing else now,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t know anyone who speaks the language I grew up with, any more.’ She closed her eyes for a moment as a feeling of bleak emptiness came over her.




  She shook it off and started to put her legged garments back on, and then stopped. ‘Wait,’ she said, taking them off again. ‘Long ago, when I first became a woman, Iza told me everything a woman of the Clan needed to know about men and women, even though she doubted that I’d ever find a mate and would need to know it. The Others may not believe the same way, even the signals between men and women are not the same, but the first night I sleep in a place of the Others, I think I should make a cleansing after our Pleasures.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘I’m going to wash in the river.’




  ‘Ayla! It’s cold. It’s dark. It could be dangerous.’




  ‘I won’t go far. Just here at the edge,’ she said, throwing down her parka, and pulling her inner tunic up over her head.




  The water was cold. Jondalar watched from the bank, and got himself just wet enough to know how cold it was. Her feeling for the ceremony of the occasion made him think of the purifying rituals of First Rites, and he decided a little cleansing wouldn’t hurt him either. She was shivering when she got out. He held her in his arms to warm her. The shaggy bison fur of his parka dried her, then he helped her get into her tunic and parka.




  She felt alive, and tingly, and fresh as they walked back to the earthlodge. Most people were settling down for the night when they entered. Fires were banked low, and voices were softened. The first hearth was empty, though the mammoth roast was still in evidence. As they moved quietly along the passageway through the Lion Hearth, Nezzie got up and detained them.




  ‘I just wanted to thank you, Ayla,’ she said, glancing at one of the beds along the wall. Ayla followed her eyes and saw three small forms sprawled out on one large bed. Latie and Rugie shared it with Rydag. Danug, sprawled out in sleep, took up another bed, and Talut, stretched to his full length propped up on an elbow waiting for Nezzie, smiled at her from a third. She nodded and smiled back, not sure what the proper response was.




  They moved to the next hearth as Nezzie crawled in beside the red-haired giant, and tried to pass through silently, so as not to disturb anyone. Ayla felt someone watching her and looked towards the wall. Two shining eyes and a smile were observing them from the dark recess. She sensed Jondalar’s shoulders stiffen and looked quickly away. She thought she heard a soft chuckle, then thought it must have been the snores coming from the bed along the opposite wall.




  At the large fourth hearth, one of the beds was hung with a heavy leather drape, closing the space off from the passageway, though sounds and movement could be detected within. Ayla noticed that most of the other sleeping places in the longhouse had similar drapes tied up to mammoth bone rafters above or to posts alongside, though not all of them were closed. Mamut’s bed on the side wall opposite theirs was open. He was in it, but she knew he wasn’t asleep.




  Jondalar lit a stick of wood on a hot coal in the fireplace, and shielding it with his hand, carried it to the wall near the head of their sleeping platform. There, in a niche, a thick, flattish stone in which a saucer-shaped depression had been pecked out, was half-filled with fat. He lit a wick of twisted cattail fuzz, lighting up a small Mother figure behind the stone lamp. Then he untied the thongs that held up the drape around their bed, and when it fell, motioned to her.




  She slipped in and climbed up on the platform bed piled high with soft furs. Sitting in the middle, closed off by the drape and lit by the soft flickering light, she felt secluded, and secure. It was a private little place all their own. She was reminded of the small cave she had found when she was a girl, where she used to go when she wanted to be alone.




  ‘They are so clever, Jondalar. I would not have thought of this.’




  Jondalar stretched out beside her, pleased by her delight. ‘You like the drape closed?’




  ‘Oh, yes. It makes you feel alone, even if you know people are all around. Yes, I like it.’ Her smile was radiant.




  He pulled her down to him, and kissed her lightly. ‘You are so beautiful when you smile, Ayla.’




  She looked at his face, suffused with love: at his compelling eyes, violet in the light of the fire instead of their usual vivid blue; at his long yellow hair disarrayed on the furs; at his strong chin and high forehead so different from the chinless jaw and receding forehead of the men of the Clan.




  ‘Why do you cut off your beard?’ she asked, touching the stubble on his jaw.




  ‘I don’t know. I’m used to it, I guess. In summer, it’s cooler, not as itchy. I usually let it grow in winter. Helps keep the face warm when I’m outside. Don’t you like it shaved?’




  She frowned in puzzlement. ‘It is not for me to say. A beard is a man’s, to cut or not as he pleases. I only asked because I had not ever seen a man who cut his beard before I met you. Why do you ask if I like it or not?’




  ‘I ask, because I want to please you. If you like a beard, I’ll let it grow.’




  ‘It does not matter. Your beard is not important. You are important. You give me please . . . No,’ she shook her head angrily. ‘You give me pleases . . . Pleasures . . . you please me,’ she corrected.




  He grinned at her efforts, and the unintended double meaning of her word. ‘I would like to give you Pleasures.’ He pulled her to him again, and kissed her. She snuggled down beside him, on her side. He rolled over, then sat up and looked down at her. ‘Like the first time,’ he said. ‘There’s even a donii to watch over us.’ He looked at the niche with the fire-lighted ivory carving of the motherly figure.




  ‘It is the first time . . . in a place of the Others,’ she said, closing her eyes, feeling both anticipation and the solemnity of the moment.




  He cupped her face in his hands and kissed both eyelids, then gazed for a long moment at the woman he thought more beautiful than any woman he’d ever known. There was a quality of the exotic about her. Her cheekbones were higher than Zelandonii women, her eyes more widely spaced. They were framed with thick lashes, darker than her heavy hair that was gold as autumn grass. Her jaw was firm, her chin slightly pointed.




  She had a small straight scar in the hollow of her throat. He kissed it, and felt her shiver with pleasure. He moved back up and looked down at her again, then kissed the end of her fine, straight nose, and the corner of her full mouth, where it turned up in the hint of a smile.




  He could feel her tension. Like a hummingbird, motionless but full of quivering excitement he couldn’t see, only sense, she was keeping her eyes closed, making herself lie still and wait. He watched her, savouring the moment, then he kissed her mouth, opened his and sought entry with his tongue, and felt her receive it. No prodding this time, only gently seeking, and then accepting hers.




  He sat up, saw her open her eyes and smile at him. He pulled off his tunic, and helped her off with hers. Easing her back down, he leaned over and took a firm nipple in his mouth, and suckled. She gasped as a shock of excitement coursed through her. She felt a warm wet tingling between her legs, and wondered why Jondalar’s mouth on her nipple should make her feel sensation where he hadn’t even touched.




  He nuzzled and nibbled lightly, until she pushed towards him, then sucked in earnest. She moaned with pleasure. He reached for the other breast, caressed its full roundness and turgid tip. She was already breathing hard. He let go of her breast and began to kiss her neck and throat, found her ear and nibbled on a lobe, then blew in it, caressing her arms and her breasts with both hands. Shivers shook her.




  He kissed her mouth, then ran his warm tongue slowly over her chin, down the middle of her throat, between her breasts, and down to her navel. His manhood had grown again, and pushed insistently against the restraints of the drawstring closure. He untied her drawstring first, and pulled the long pants off, then starting at her navel, continued in the direction he was going. He felt soft hair, and then his tongue found the top of her warm slit. He felt her jump when he reached a small, hard bump. When he stopped, she gave a small cry of dismay.




  He untied his own drawstring then, and let his striving member free as he pulled off his trousers. Ayla sat up and took it in her hand, letting it slide back and forth over the full length, feeling the warmth, the smooth skin, the hard fullness. He was pleased that his size did not frighten her, as it had so many women when they first saw him, not even the first time. She bent down to him, and he felt her warm mouth enclose him. He felt pulling as she moved up and down, and he was glad he had already released his strongest urge or he might not have found the control now.




  ‘Ayla, this time I want to Pleasure you,’ he said, pushing her away.




  She looked at him with eyes dilated, dark and luminous, kissed him, and then nodded. He held her shoulders and pushed her back down on the furs, and kissed her mouth and throat again, giving her chills of Pleasure. He cupped both breasts in his hands, held them together, and went from one sensitive nipple to the other, and in between. Then his tongue found her navel again, and he circled it with an ever-increasing spiral, until he reached the soft hair of her mound.




  He moved over between her thighs, spreading them, then spread her folds back with his hands and savoured a long slow taste. She shuddered, half sat up, cried out, and he felt himself surge anew. He loved to Pleasure her, to feel her response to his skill. It was like drawing a fine blade out of a piece of flint. It gave him a special feeling of joy to know he had been the first to give her Pleasure. She had only known force and pain before he had evoked in her the Gift of Pleasure which the Great Earth Mother had given to Her children.




  He explored her tenderly, knowing where her pleasurable sensations lay, teasing them with his tongue, and with his skilled hands, reaching inside. She began to move against him, crying out and tossing her head, and he knew she was ready. He found the hard bump, began to work it, while her breath came fast, his own thrusting manhood eager for her. Then she cried out, he felt a wetness, as she reached for him.




  ‘Jondalar . . . ahhh . . . Jondalar!’




  She was beyond herself, beyond any knowing except him. She wanted him, wanted to feel his fullness inside her. He was on her, she was helping him, guiding him, then he was sliding in, and felt a surge that brought him to that inexpressible peak. It backed off, and he plunged in again, deep; she embraced him all.




  He pulled out, and then pushed in again, and again, and again. He wanted to draw it out, make it last. He wanted it never to end, and yet he couldn’t wait for it. With each powerful push, he felt closer. Sweat glistened on their bodies in the flickering light as they matched their timing, found their stride, and moved with the rhythm of life.




  Breathing hard, they strained to meet at each stroke, reaching, pulsing, all will, all thought, all feeling concentrated. Then, almost unexpectedly, the intensity peaked. In a burst beyond them both, they reached the crest, and broke through with a spasm of joy. They held for a moment, as though trying to become one with each other, and then let go.




  They lay unmoving, catching their breaths. The lamp sputtered, dimmed, flared up again, then went out. After a while Jondalar rolled over and lay beside her, feeling in a twilight state between sleeping and waking. But Ayla was still wide awake, her eyes open in the dark, listening, for the first time in years, to sounds of people.




  The murmur of low voices, a man’s and a woman’s, came from the bed nearby, and a little beyond it, the shallow rasping breath of the sleeping shaman. She could hear a man snoring at the next hearth, and from the first hearth, the unmistakable rhythmic grunts and cries of Talut and Nezzie sharing Pleasures. From the other direction, a baby cried. Someone made comforting sounds until the crying stopped abruptly. Ayla smiled, no doubt a breast had been offered. Farther away voices of restrained anger rose in an outburst, then hushed, and still farther a hacking cough could be heard.




  Nights had always been the worst time during her lonely years in the valley. During the day she could always find something to do to keep busy, but at night the stark emptiness of her cave had pressed heavily. In the beginning, hearing only the sound of her own breath, she even had trouble sleeping. With the Clan, there was always someone around at night – the worst punishment that could be inflicted was to be set apart, alone; avoidance, ostracism, the death curse.




  She knew only too well that it was, indeed, a terrible punishment. She knew it even more at that moment. Lying in the dark, hearing the sounds of life around her, feeling the warmth of Jondalar beside her, for the first time since she met these people, whom she called Others, she felt at home.




  ‘Jondalar?’ she said softly.




  ‘Hmmm.’




  ‘Are you sleeping?’




  ‘Not yet,’ he mumbled.




  ‘These are nice people. You were right, I did need to come and get to know them.’




  His brain cleared quickly. He had hoped, once she met her own kind of people and they were no longer so unknown, they would not seem so fearful to her. He had been gone many years, the Journey back to his home would be long and difficult, she had to want to come with him. But her valley had become home. It offered everything she needed to survive, and she had made a life for herself there, using the animals as a substitute for the people she lacked. Ayla did not want to leave; instead she had wanted Jondalar to stay.




  ‘I knew you would, Ayla,’ he said warmly, persuasively, ‘if you just got to know them.’




  ‘Nezzie reminds me of Iza. How do you suppose Rydag’s mother got pregnant with him?’




  ‘Who knows why the Mother gave her a child of mixed spirits? The ways of the Mother are always mysterious.’




  Ayla was silent, for a while. ‘I don’t think the Mother gave her mixed spirits. I think she knew a man of the Others.’




  Jondalar frowned. ‘I know you think men have something to do with starting life, but how could a flathead female know a man?’




  ‘I don’t know how, but women of the Clan don’t travel alone and they stay away from the Others. The men don’t want Others around the women. They think babies are started by a man’s totem spirit, and they don’t want the spirit of a man of the Others to get too close. And the women are afraid of them. There are always new stories at Clan Gatherings of people being bothered or hurt by the Others, particularly women.




  ‘But Rydag’s mother wasn’t afraid of the Others. Nezzie said she followed them for two days, and she came with Talut when he signalled her. Any other Clan woman would have run away from him. She must have known one before, and one who treated her well, or at least did not hurt her, because she wasn’t afraid of Talut. When she needed help, what gave her reason to think she might find it from the Others?’




  ‘Maybe it was just because she saw Nezzie nursing,’ Jondalar suggested.




  ‘Maybe. But that doesn’t answer why she was alone. The only reason I can think of is that she was cursed and driven from her clan. Clan women are not often cursed. It is not their nature to bring it on themselves. Perhaps it had something to do with a man of the Others . . .’




  Ayla paused for a moment, then added thoughtfully, ‘Rydag’s mother must have wanted her baby very much. It took a lot of courage for her to approach the Others, even if she did know a man before. It was only when she saw the baby and thought he was deformed that she gave up. The Clan doesn’t like mixed children, either.’




  ‘How can you be so sure she knew a man?’




  ‘She came to the Others to have her baby, which means she had no clan to help her and she had some reason to think Nezzie and Talut would. Maybe she met him later, but I’m sure she knew a man who made Pleasures with her . . . or maybe just relieved his needs. She had a mixed child, Jondalar.’




  ‘Why do you think it’s a man that causes life to start?’




  ‘You can see it, Jondalar, if you think about it. Look at the boy that arrived today, Danug. He looks just like Talut. Only younger. I think Talut started him when he shared Pleasures with Nezzie.’




  ‘Does that mean she will have another child because they shared Pleasures tonight?’ Jondalar asked. ‘Pleasures are shared often. They are a Gift of the Great Earth Mother and it honours Her when they are shared often. But women don’t have children every time they share Her Gift. Ayla, if a man appreciates the Mother’s Gifts, honours Her, then She may choose to take his spirit to mix with the woman he mates. If it is his spirit, the child may resemble him, as Danug resembles Talut, but it is the Mother who decides.’




  Ayla frowned in the dark. That was one question she hadn’t resolved. ‘I don’t know why a woman doesn’t have a child every time. Maybe Pleasures must be shared several times before a baby can start, or perhaps only at certain times. Maybe it is only when a man’s totem spirit is especially powerful and so can defeat a woman’s, or maybe the Mother does choose, but She chooses the man and makes his manhood more powerful. Can you say for sure how She chooses? Do you know how the spirits are mixed? Couldn’t they be mixed inside the woman when they share Pleasures?’




  ‘I’ve never heard of that,’ Jondalar said, ‘but I suppose it could be.’ Now he was frowning in the dark. He was silent for so long Ayla thought he had gone to sleep, but then he spoke. ‘Ayla, if what you think is true, we might be starting a baby inside you every time we share the Mother’s Gift.’




  ‘I think so, yes,’ Ayla said, delighted with the idea.




  ‘Then we must stop!’ Jondalar said, sitting up suddenly.




  ‘But why? I want to have a baby started by you, Jondalar.’ Ayla’s dismay was evident.




  Jondalar rolled over and held her. ‘And I want you to, but not now. It is a long Journey back to my home. It could take a year or more. It could be dangerous for you to travel so far if you are with child.’




  ‘Can’t we just go back to my valley then?’ she asked.




  Jondalar was afraid if they returned to her valley so that she could have a child in safety, they would never leave.




  ‘Ayla, I don’t think that would be a good idea. You shouldn’t be alone then. I wouldn’t know how to help you, you need women around. A woman can die in childbirth,’ he said, his voice constricted with anguish. He had seen it happen not long before.




  It was true, Ayla realised. She had come close to death giving birth to her son. Without Iza, she would not have lived. This wasn’t the time to have a baby, not even one of Jondalar’s.




  ‘Yes, you are right,’ she said, feeling a crushing disappointment. ‘It can be difficult . . . I . . . I . . . would want women around,’ she agreed.




  He was silent again for a long time. ‘Ayla,’ he said, his voice almost cracked with strain, ‘maybe . . . maybe we shouldn’t share the same bed . . . if . . . but it honours the Mother to share Her Gift . . .’ he blurted out.




  How could she tell him truthfully that they didn’t have to stop sharing Pleasures? Iza had warned her never to tell anyone, particularly a man, about the secret medicine. ‘I don’t think you should worry about it,’ she said. ‘I don’t know for sure if it is a man that causes children, and if the Great Mother chooses, She can choose any time, can’t She?’




  ‘Yes, and it has worried me. Yet if we avoid Her Gift, it might anger Her. She expects to be honoured.’




  ‘Jondalar, if She chooses, She chooses. If the time comes, we can make a decision then. I wouldn’t want you to offend Her.’




  ‘Yes, you’re right, Ayla,’ he said, somewhat relieved.




  With a twinge of regret, Ayla decided she would keep taking the medicine that prevented conception, but she dreamed of having babies that night, some with long blond hair, and others who resembled Rydag and Durc. It was near morning when she had a dream that took on a different dimension, ominous and otherworldly.




  In the dream she had two sons, brothers who no one would guess were brothers. One was tall and blond, like Jondalar, the other, older one, she knew was Durc though his face was in shadow. The two brothers approached each other from opposite directions in the middle of an empty, desolate, windblown prairie. She felt great anxiety; something terrible was about to happen, something she had to prevent. Then, with a shock of terror, she knew one of her sons would kill the other. As they drew closer, she tried to reach them, but a thick, viscous wall held her trapped. They were almost upon each other, arms raised as though to strike. She screamed.




  ‘Ayla! Ayla! What’s wrong?’ Jondalar said, shaking her.




  Suddenly Mamut was beside him. ‘Wake up, child. Wake up!’ he said. ‘It is only a symbol, a message. Wake up, Ayla!’




  ‘But one will die!’ she cried, still filled with the emotions of the dream.




  ‘It is not what you think, Ayla,’ Mamut said. ‘It may not mean one . . . brother will die. You must learn to search your dreams for their real meaning. You have the Talent; it is very strong, but you lack training.’




  Ayla’s vision cleared and she saw two concerned faces looking at her, both tall men, one young and handsome, the other old and wise. Jondalar was holding up a stick of burning wood from the fireplace to help her wake up. She sat up and tried to smile.




  ‘Are you all right now?’ Mamut asked.




  ‘Yes. Yes. I am sorry to wake you,’ Ayla said, lapsing into Zelandonii, forgetting the old man did not understand that language.




  ‘We will talk later,’ he said, smiling gently, and returned to his bed.




  Ayla noticed the drape to the other occupied bed fall shut as she and Jondalar settled back down on their sleeping platform, and felt a little embarrassed that she had created such a stir. She cuddled to Jondalar’s side, resting her head in the hollow beneath his shoulder, grateful for his warmth and his presence. She was almost asleep when her eyes suddenly flew open again.




  ‘Jondalar,’ she said in a whisper, ‘how did Mamut know I dreamed about my sons, about one brother killing the other?’ But he was already sleeping.




  Chapter 5




  Ayla woke with a start, then lay still and listened. She heard a loud wail, again. Someone seemed to be in great pain. Concerned, she pushed the drape aside and looked out. Crozie was standing in the passageway near the sixth hearth, with her arms outspread in an attitude of pleading despair calculated to draw sympathy.




  ‘He would stab my breast! He would kill me! He would turn my own daughter against me!’ Crozie shrieked as though she were dying, clutching her hands to her breast. Several people stopped to watch. ‘I give him my own flesh. Out of my own body . . .’




  ‘Give! You didn’t give me a thing!’ Frebec yelled. ‘I paid your Bride Price for Fralie.’




  ‘It was trivial! I could have got much more for her,’ Crozie snapped, her lament no more sincere than her scream of pain had been. ‘She came to you with two children. Proof of the Mother’s favour. You lowered her value with your pittance. And the value of her children. And look at her! Already blessed again. I gave her to you out of kindness, out of the goodness of my heart . . .’




  ‘And because no one else would take Crozie, even with her twice-blessed daughter,’ a nearby voice added.




  Ayla turned to see who had spoken. The young woman who had worn the beautiful red tunic the day before was smiling at her.




  ‘If you had any plans to sleep late, you can forget them,’ Deegie said. ‘They’re at it early today.’




  ‘No. I get up,’ Ayla said. She looked around. The bed was empty, and except for the two women, no one was around. ‘Jondalar up.’ She found her clothes and began to dress. ‘I wake up, think woman hurt.’




  ‘No one is hurt. At least not that anyone can see. But I feel sorry for Fralie,’ Deegie said. ‘It’s hard being caught in the middle like that.’




  Ayla shook her head. ‘Why they shout?’




  ‘I don’t know why they fight all the time. I suppose they both want Fralie’s favour. Crozie is getting old and doesn’t want Frebec to undermine her influence, but Frebec is stubborn. He didn’t have much before and doesn’t want to lose his new position. Fralie did bring him a lot of status, even with her low Bride Price.’ The visitor was obviously interested and Deegie sat down on a platform bed while Ayla dressed, warming to her subject.




  ‘I don’t think she’d put him aside, though. I think she cares for him, for all that he can be so nasty sometimes. It wasn’t so easy to find another man – one willing to take her mother. Everyone saw how it was the first time, no one else wanted to put up with Crozie. That old woman can scream all she wants about giving her daughter away. She’s the one who brought down Fralie’s value. I’d hate to be pulled both ways like that. But I’m lucky. Even if I were going to an established Camp instead of starting a new one with my brother, Tulie would be welcome.’




  ‘Your mother go with you?’ Ayla said, puzzled. She understood a woman moving to her mate’s clan, but taking her mother along was new to her.




  ‘I wish she would, but I don’t think she will. I think she’d rather stay here. I don’t blame her. It’s better to be headwoman of your own Camp than the mother of one at another. I will miss her, though.’




  Ayla listened, fascinated. She didn’t understand half of what Deegie said, and wasn’t sure if she believed she understood the other half.




  ‘It is sad to leave mother, and people,’ Ayla said. ‘But you have mate soon?’




  ‘Oh, yes. Next summer. At the Summer Meeting. Mother finally got everything settled. She set such a high Bride Price I was afraid they’d never meet it, but they agreed. It’s so hard waiting, though. If only Branag didn’t have to leave now. But they’re expecting him. He promised he’d go back right away . . .’




  The two young women walked towards the entrance of the longhouse together, companionably, Deegie chatting and Ayla avidly listening.




  It was cooler in the entrance foyer, but it wasn’t until she felt the blast of cold air when the drape at the front arch was pulled back that Ayla realised how much the temperature had dropped. The frigid wind whipped her hair back and tugged at the heavy mammoth hide entrance cover, billowing it out with a sudden gust. A light dusting of snow had fallen during the night. A sharp cross-current picked up the fine flakes, swirled them into pockets and hollows, then scooped out the wind-blasted crystals and flung them across the open space. Ayla’s face stung with a peppering of tiny hard pellets of ice.




  Yet it had been warm inside, much warmer than a cave. She had put on her fur parka only to come out; she wouldn’t have needed extra clothing if she had stayed in. She heard Whinney neigh. The horse and the colt, still tied to his lead, were as far back as they could get from the people and their activities. Ayla started towards them, then turned back to smile at Deegie. The young woman smiled back, and went to find Branag.




  The mare seemed relieved when Ayla neared, nickering and tossing her head in greeting. The woman removed Racer’s bridle, then walked with them down towards the river and around the bend. Whinney and Racer relaxed once the Camp was out of sight, and after some mutual affection, settled down to graze on the brittle dry grass.




  Before starting back up Ayla stopped beside a bush. She untied the waist thong of her legged garment, but still was not sure what to do so the leggings wouldn’t get wet when she passed water. She’d had the same problem ever since she started wearing the clothes. She had made the outfit for herself during the summer, patterning it after the one she had made for Jondalar, which was copied from the clothing the lion had ripped. But she hadn’t worn it until they started on their trip of exploration. Jondalar had been so pleased to see her wearing clothes like his, rather than the comfortable leather wrap usually worn by women of the Clan, she decided to leave it behind. But she hadn’t discovered how to manage this basic necessity easily and she didn’t want to ask him. He was a man. How would he know what a woman needed to do?




  She removed the close-fitting trousers, which required that she also remove her footwear – high-topped moccasins that wrapped around the lower pant legs – then spread her legs and bent over in her usual manner. Balancing on one foot to put the lower garment back on, she noticed the smoothly rolling river and changed her mind. Instead, she pulled her parka and tunic up over her head, took off her amulet from around her neck, and walked down the bank towards the water. The cleansing ritual should be completed, and she always did enjoy a morning swim.




  She had planned to swish out her mouth, and rinse off her face and hands in the river – she didn’t know what means these people used to clean themselves, either. When it was necessary, if the woodpile was buried under ice and fuel was scarce, or if the wind was blowing hard through the cave, or if water was frozen so solid it was hard to break off enough even for drinking, she could do without washing, but she preferred to be clean. And in the back of her mind she was still thinking of the ritual, the completion of a purification ceremony after her first night in the cave – or the earthlodge – of the Others.




  She looked out at the water. The current moved swiftly along the main channel, but ice in transparent sheets filmed puddles and the quieter backwaters of the river, and crusted white at the edge. A finger of the bank, sparsely covered with bleached and withered grass, stretched into the river forming a still pool between itself and the shore. A single birch tree, dwarfed to a shrub, grew on the spit of dirt.




  Ayla walked towards the pool and stepped in, shattering the perfect pane of ice which glazed it. She gasped as the freezing water brought a hard shiver, and grabbed a skeletal limb of the small birch to steady herself, as she moved into the current. A sharp gust of freezing wind buffeted her bare skin, raising gooseflesh, and whipped her hair into her face. She clenched her chattering teeth and waded in deeper. When the water was nearly waist-high, she splashed icy water on her face, then with another quick indrawn breath of shock, stooped down and submerged up to her neck.




  For all her gasps and shivers, she was used to cold water and, she thought, soon enough it would be impossible to bathe in the river at all. When she got out, she pushed the water off her body with her hands and dressed quickly. Tingling warmth replaced the numbing cold as she walked back up the slope from the river, making her feel renewed and invigorated, and she smiled as a tired sun momentarily bested the overcast sky.




  As she approached the Camp she stopped at the edge of a trampled area near the longhouse and watched the several knots of people engaged in various occupations.




  Jondalar was talking with Wymez and Danug, and she had no doubts as to the subject of the conversation of the three flint knappers. Not far from them four people were untying cords that had held a deer hide – now soft, flexible, nearly white leather – to a rectangular frame made of mammoth rib bones lashed together with thongs. Nearby, Deegie was vigorously poking and stretching a second hide, which was strung on a similar frame, with the smoothly blunted end of another rib bone. Ayla knew working the hide as it was drying was done to make the leather supple, but binding it to the mammoth bone frames was a new method of stretching leather. She was interested and noted the details of the process.




  A series of small slits had been cut near the outside edge following the contour of the animal skin, then a cord was passed through each one, tied to the frame and pulled tight to stretch the hide taut. The frame was propped against the longhouse and could be turned around and worked from either side. Deegie was leaning with all her weight on the rib-bone staker, pushing the blunt end into the mounted hide until it seemed the long shaft would poke right through, but the strong flexible leather yielded without giving way.




  A few others were busy with activities Ayla was not familiar with, but the rest of the people were putting the skeletal remains of mammoths into pits that had been dug in the ground. Bones and ivory were scattered all over. She looked up as someone called out and saw Talut and Tulie coming towards the Camp bearing on their shoulders a large curved ivory tusk still attached to the skull of a mammoth. Most of the bones did not come from animals they had killed. Occasional finds on the steppes provided some, but the majority came from the piles of bones that accumulated at sharp turns in rivers, where raging waters had deposited the remains of animals.
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