
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The last Mammoth
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Sweat drips into Ashki's eyes. A trickle runs down her spine. All the endless winter she longed for a day like this, but now that the time has finally come, she looks forward to every bit of shade. The women and girls in front of her take off their shirts one after the other and hang it on the pouch on their backs. Ashki follows their example. Immediately a fresh breeze brushes along her damp skin. She sighs with relief. 

A few hunters look back. They mumble among themselves and point in the direction of the women. Marruk, one of the younger hunters, speaks to their spirit man. Ashki can't understand Marruk, he walks too far for her, but his sharp tone and angry gestures are clear enough. The spirit man does not answer. He shakes his head and leaves it at a vague hand gesture. Ashki secretly laughs. Thulan may have recently become their new spirit man, but he is only a few years older than them and clearly does not want to burn his fingers on this. 

She forgets Marruk's grumbling and turns her attention back to the long line of men, women and children who pass through the summer tundra in front of her. The old Thuk, who was their leader until last autumn, leads the way with Thark, his young successor. Ashki speeds up her pace as inconspicuously as possible, until she walks right behind the two men. 

Every now and then, Thuk stops to point out landmarks to Tark: a lonely hill on the open tundra, a treacherous patch of swamp, or the spot where he once felled a bison. In this way, he cleverly manages to conceal the fact that he needs to catch his breath every now and then. Would Thark fall for that? No, Ashki thinks. Thuk has chosen one of the youngest men as his successor for a reason. Thark is a good hunter, who always thinks of the interests of the tribe and treats everyone with the necessary respect. 

For the umpteenth time after their departure from the winter cave, Ashki's thoughts wander to the summer camp, although there will be many more day's journeys along the Great River before they arrive there. This year she is not only looking forward to it with anticipation, but also with a touch of fear. Last summer, no one saw her as an adult. For two full moons she enjoyed all the colors, smells, sounds and the many familiar or new faces. Would it be the same this year? Well, she is not a woman yet, but she no longer feels like a child either. How should she behave in the summer camp? She would like to discuss this with the matriarch. And yes, why not right away? However, Tevali, who adopted her as her own daughter after the death of her parents, appears to be busy talking to the spirit man. Ashki does not think about interrupting Thulan and Tevali without a good reason. There will be plenty of other occasions.

That evening they set up camp on the banks of the Great River. Ashki's back and shoulders are now glowing worse and worse. When setting up the tents and looking for firewood, the leather of her shirt rubs against the red-burnt skin. She has to grit her teeth not to show anything. Yadi, one of the younger girls, sits with his head on his knees, sobbing in pain. Even the matriarch, who has more years than four human fingers have, has the same problem, no matter how hard she tries to hide it, Ashki doesn't fall for it. The grimace on Tevali's face and her cautious movements speak plainly.

"Mother Tevali," Ashki asks, "have you ever experienced anything like this before?" 

Tevali shakes her head. "No, Ashki," she answers, "Then I would have asked you to keep your shirt on. Never have I felt the sun burning so brightly.'

Tonight they have to make do with some dried meat and roots of celandine that the children collected at the riverbank. The meat is tough and tasteless. Yet Ashki eats everything in a row. The fresh carrots taste a lot better, although they leave a bitter aftertaste on her tongue. 

Most men stay by their own fire. Only Thulan, the spirit man, comes together with Thark to see how the women and children are doing. 

Ashki swallows her pain and pretends nothing is wrong. Although she is not yet considered an adult, perhaps that is precisely why she wants to show the men that she does not start whining because of such a small inconvenience. Curiously, she looks at the uncovered torsos of the two hunters. Now that she sees them side by side, she really notices for the first time how much the tall, blond Thulan differs from the smaller, but much more muscular Thark, who, like her, has straight black hair. This time, however, Ashki is mainly interested in the color of their skin. Even in the flickering light of the fire, she sees that the shoulders of the two men have simply remained brown. Would she dare to ask the spirit man a question about that? Why not? After all, Thulan is only a few years older than her.

Tevali is ahead of her. "Thulan," she asks, "do the spirits have anything to do with this?"

"A few hunters think so," Thulan replies. 'They say that women should not behave like men. According to them, the spirits punish you by setting your skin on fire. I don't believe any of that.' 

The spirit man does not ask at all what the matriarch meant by her question, Ashki notices. It is no coincidence that the old spirit man appointed Thulan as his successor just before his death. When Thulan looks at you, it's as if he can read all your mind.

"Why don't you believe that?" Ashki joins the conversation.

Thulan smiles at her. "If you look around you, you'll see it for yourself, Ashki," he replies. 

Ashki feels silly and a little offended. She does what Thulan says. But she doesn't see anything special. She looks at him questioningly.

"Is little Quar a girl?" asks Thulan. 

Of course! Ashki can kick herself for the head. How could she overlook her best friend's son? While Myrt is breastfeeding her baby, little Quar has fallen asleep at her feet. His shoulders and back are even redder than those of Yadi, who sits motionless next to him and stares ahead with tearful eyes.

After a long night, in which she woke up more than once in pain, Ashki is one of the first to crawl out. The sky is leaden gray and there is such a bleak wind that the hair flutters in front of her face. With a strip of leather, she ties the long, black locks together behind her head. 

Before they break up the tents, they eat the last dried meat. Loudly, with many arm gestures, the hunters deliberate standing in a circle. They disagree on whether they should go hunting first or move on immediately in the hope of finding game along the way. 

Together with Yadi and Miya, the two younger girls, Ashki listens attentively. In the heat of the conversation, the men don't care that everyone can follow all their words. Curious, Ashki waits for the outcome. Last year, the hunters rarely consulted for so long. Back then, they mostly relied on the experience of old Thuk. But Thuk is no longer a leader. He was never a person of many words. Now he only opens his mouth when someone explicitly asks for his opinion.   

The young Thark, who now leads the hunters in his place, keeps his mouth shut for a long time. When he finally does speak, he does so quietly and without raising his voice. Yet everyone listens to him. No one, not even the wayward Marruk, protests when he takes the plunge and decides that they will go on their way without hunting first.

Ashki breaks down their tent together with the matriarch. Myrt doesn't help, but sits next to the tent with Quensi, her baby, in her arms. Quar sits on her lap and hangs motionless against her. Ashki immediately goes to see what is going on. Myrt normally never neglects her duty and Quar rarely sits still for more than a few seconds. All the days since their departure from the winter cave, he walked alongside his mother without complaint. But now Quar's eyes are dull and all activity seems to pass him by.

Yadi and her inseparable friend Miya have also seen that something is wrong with Quar. They immediately take over Myrt's task, although the lugging of poles and heavy skins is actually far too hard work for their immature bodies. 

When they are done, Ashki kneels down next to Myrt. Tevali follows her example.

"When did you first notice that Quar was sick, Myrt?" the matriarch asks.

"When I woke up last night," Myrt replies. 'Quar was sweating all over his body. If I said something to him, he didn't react.' 

"Maybe it will go away on its own," says Tevali, "but for now, someone will have to wear Quar. You can't do that now. If you exhaust yourself, you will soon have no milk for Quensi.'

"I'm wearing Quar," Ashki says. "My burden is not heavy, just a few skins." 

"That's right, daughter," says Tevali. "But Quar on your back is more than enough for you. Myrt can still wear a single skin herself. I'll take the other one.'

"You don't have to," Yadi shouts, "Miya and I can each wear one of Ashki's skins." 

Yoli, one of the older women, arrives with a carrying pouch, which her son no longer needs and which is still too big for her baby. 

Myrt thanks Yoli profusely and lifts Quar onto Ashki's back. Thanks to the pouch, Quar doesn't have to cling to her all the time, which she likes now that her shoulders still hurt so much. Quar sighs and puts his head aside against her neck. That is apparently the signal Thark has been waiting for. They leave. On Ashki's back, Quar sleeps peacefully for a long time. That seems to reassure Myrt a lot.

"Ashki," she says, "all the children see you a bit as their second mother. The adults also respect you. Even if you are still very young, you are already making the best fitting shirts and winter clothes for all of us. If the young men hear that during summer camp, they will fight for you." 

"No," says Ashki. 'As long as I'm not a woman, they won't look after me at all. They are not even allowed to do that.'

Myrt puts her hand over her mouth. "Oh, how stupid of me not to think that you haven't bled yet," she says. 'It's just because you're old enough for it now.'

Ashki shrugs her shoulders. Even to her best friend, she has little need to go into that subject. Fortunately, there is no need to explain that. As usual, Myrt doesn't need words to understand her reaction.

A little later, Thulan arrives. 

"Did Quar eat or drink anything this morning?" he asks. 

"He drank a sip of water," Myrt replies. 'He didn't want more.'

Thulan puts his hand on Quar's forehead. "In any case, he must drink," he says, "or he lacks the power to defeat the evil spirit that took possession of him. No one else can do that for a sick person, old Norh taught me. Keep trying.'

Myrt doesn't answer. Ashki knows why. Thulan's words have her throat tightened. Myrt understood Thulan's unspoken message very well. Quar's life is in danger. 

Ashki's admiration for Thulan grows by the day. He is little older than herself, but he already behaves like a real spirit man. He remains completely honest and never pretends to know exactly what the spirits want from them. 

Ashki sees Thuk and Thark, who are still in front, come to an abrupt halt. Thark raises an arm. Immediately the whole group stops. Everyone remains silently waiting.

A barely perceptible murmur in the distance. Slowly but surely it turns into loud rolling of countless hooves. Ashki feels the ground tremble under her bare feet.

"Reindeer?" she asks Myrt in a muffled voice. 

"I don't think so," Myrt whispers. 'Reindeer don't approach that quickly. They have to be horses.'
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Horses? Thark only believes this when he sees Thuk make the hand gesture for 'horse'. He licks his finger and sticks it in the air. Fortunately, the wind is favorable. He gestures to Kish and Oshi, the most experienced hunters after Thuk. They sneak with an outflanking movement to a willow grove further on, from where they can drive the herd in the direction of the other hunters.

Between them and the grove where Kish and Oshi are heading, much more grass grows than on the open plain. Thark is pretty sure that the herd will stop here to graze. 

The spirits are kind to them. Exactly at the spot Thark expected, the animals come to a halt. Quietly they start grazing. A large brown stallion occasionally sticks its head up, pricks up its ears and opens its nostrils. Thark holds his breath and fervently hopes that the children will stay quiet long enough. 

A young mare has strayed from the herd and is grazing closer. Thark tenses his muscles. To Thulan, Thuk and Marruk he gives the signal that he is almost in action with a nod. 

As he stands up, he swings his arm forward with the javelin thrower in one and the same movement. With a jerk, the mare's head shoots up. Tardy. Thark's spear is already sticking out of her side. Neighing, she collapses through the hind legs. Blood gushes from the wound and down her flank.

Further on, the loud cries of Kish and Oshi can be heard, driving the rest of the herd their way. The bay stallion turns around his axis with a loud roar. Dust clouds up around his legs. Then he suddenly stops, only to rush towards Thark a few seconds later, foaming at the mouth. 

His spear! Thark sprints towards the dying mare and rolls into it in such a way that he is out of sight of the stallion for a moment. When he pry the spear loose, he sees something whizzing over him from the corner of his eye. Immediately he gets up. Two javelins stick right next to each other through the stallion's neck. One of them has hit the artery. Bright red blood spurts over the mare's hind legs. Yet the animal is still on its feet. Trembling and sniffing, it turns to its attackers. Then it slowly sinks through the legs, rolls to the side and hits one more time with its hind legs.

Thark waits for the women, who come running with leather bags. If they are in a row, he cuts the mare's throat in one go. One by one, the women hold their bags under the wound. Immediately they go around with the warm blood. The children come first, then the women. 

Thark spurns the blood, just like the other hunters. While the women and children drink, they cut the steaming livers out of the horse's bodies and eat most of it raw.

Before they start the real slaughter, Thulan stands between the two horse bodies.

"Spirit of the stallion, spirit of the mare, forgive us for taking your bodies," he says. "We wish you a good journey to the world of spirits, where nothing can ever hurt you again and the grass will always remain green."

Thark waits patiently for Thulan to finish. Without the spirit man's words, foals may not be born to take the place of these animals. 

Who can, even Miya and Yadi, helps with the bloody job with everything sharp enough to cut through horse skin or organs. There is enough left of the fresh liver to give all women and children a piece now. Only that is important enough to interrupt the skinning and slaughter work for a while. Afterwards, they are all smeared from head to toe with fat and blood. Fortunately, they are close to the river, so they can clean themselves and their clothes there. 

In the meantime, the sun is already just above the horizon. Thark decides to erect the tents in a circle around their hunting booty. To avoid the darkness, this time the hunters take care of that job. The women and children gather wood and make two fires on either side of the horses. They don't have time to dig a fire pit now. Instead of stewing the meat between hot stones, they now just roast it on a spit over the fire.

Thark is less hungry than he should be after the efforts of the hunt. Still, he takes a piece of meat and a handful of cranberries. He watches silently as the others eat and chat in a great mood. His thoughts are already a lot further than today's successful hunt. Tomorrow or the day after tomorrow they will reach a low hill, according to Thuk. From the top of that hill they can see the Great Lake on a clear day, on the shore of which the wandering groups of hunters gather every year around the solstice. 

What if they still haven't seen reindeer? An even more frightening thought comes to Thank. What if no one has found reindeer at all, not even the groups that instead of following the river they travel across the tundra or along the edge of the Great Ice to the summer camp? Would the last vision of the previous spirit man come true? Ancient Norh told just before his death that the spirit of the last mammoth from the land of the Great Ice had returned to the tundra to take revenge on the people who had killed so many of his mammoth children. 

Thark does his best to shake off that story. He must trust in the spirits and after a good hunt not entertain such gloomy thoughts, he reprimands himself. The spirits do not need ears to hear someone. They can read everyone's mind, he once heard from Norh. The spirits might find him so ungrateful that they will side with the animals in the next hunt and let the people go hungry.

A thin, drawn-out howl somewhere on the open plain interrupts his worrying. A pack of wolves will have caught the smell of the horse's blood. All conversations immediately fall silent. When Thark looks at the fire where the women and children are gathered, he sees Miya and Yadi huddling against each other. He himself pays little attention to the distant crying. Unless a pack is desperate from hunger, wolves avoid humans. Only tomorrow, after they have left, will this pack pounce on the carcasses, soon followed by arctic foxes and other scavengers.   "How many of you have ever seen a herd of horses on this side of the river before?" asks Marruk. 'For as long as I can remember, horses have only lived on the other side of the river.'

"Maybe the answer is obvious," Tark replies. 'The river is much lower than I have ever seen before. In many places, the horses can easily walk through it.' 

"Did you think I didn't notice that? I count more years than you,' Marruk responds.

After Marruk's words, there is a silence. Thark sees all eyes on him. He feels anger welling up, not so much because of Marruk's remark in itself, but because of the contemptuous tone in which he spoke to him. He ignores the unwritten law that courage and skills outweigh one's years, even though Marruk is less than a year older than Thark. 

Thulan is the first to respond. "We've all noticed that, Marruk," he says. 'I don't think Thark had finished speaking yet. Let him tell what reason the horses could have for crossing the river with a whole herd at once." 

The calmness with which Thulan speaks makes Thark's anger fade away a bit. Marruk is not stupid and seems to realize that he has gone too far. He just nods now. 

"Good," says Thark, "then I'll ask you who has noticed anything special in the last few days." 

The younger hunters, even Marruk, look at Thark questioningly. The old Thuk is the first to respond. "It's not a merit that I count more years," he said, "but because of those extra years I think I know what Thark is referring to. He is even more right than he realizes. When I was a youngster, we saw only a few blades of grass on the way to summer camp. Now there are more and more places on this side of the river where grass grows instead of reindeer moss.' 

"Thulan," asks Thark, "Is it possible that we unknowingly offended the spirits?"  Thulan shakes his head. "Thanks to the knowledge of the ancient Norh, we have always shown respect for the spirits," he says. 'In recent years, we have rarely suffered from hunger for more than a few days at a time. No, if the spirits are angry, it is not our fault. Otherwise they would not have led the horses in our direction today, exactly on the day we needed fresh meat.' 

Most hunters nod. There seems to be little to argue against Thulan's words. Thark also believes Thulan, but he can't shake off his feeling of unease. What if this continues? How can he lead a group of hunters in a world without reindeer? 
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Quar lies between Myrt and Ashki that night. Ashki hardly sleeps a wink. Her burned skin no longer hurts, but now itches unbearably. Moreover, she can tell from the weak, irregular breathing of Quar that he is not doing well at all. When the women went around with the horse's blood after the hunt, Quar had shown no interest at all. That was absolutely not for him, Ashki thinks now. Together with Tevali, Ashki had carefully opened his mouth to pour in some of the precious liquid in small amounts. Quar swallowed it and immediately spit it out again. Myrt, who was feeding Quensi, looked on in horror. To everyone's relief, Quar had then drunk greedily from the water bag and finally fell asleep a little later.

But now, in the middle of the night, Quar is wheezing. Ashki puts her hand on his forehead. Quar's skin has never felt as hot as it does now. This makes her so worried that she wakes Myrt and throws the tent flap aside to see a little better by the light of the moon and the smoldering fire. 

"Myrt," she says as calmly as possible, "Quar is very hot and he is breathing hard. I'm going to Tevali. Will you try to get him to drink some water in the meantime?" 

Myrt doesn't answer. She has already taken the water bag before Ashki has finished speaking.   

The matriarch lies on the other side of their tent, separated from them by a reindeer skin. Ashki crawls under the skin to her. She doesn't have to wake Tevali. He is already awake. A few moments later she is on her knees at Quar. 

"Do you remember the last time Quar ate normally?" she asks Myrt. 

"Yes," Myrt replies, "two days ago."

"Fortunately, that's not too long," Tevali said. 'Even if he doesn't eat anything for a few more days, it won't hurt him much. But he has to drink enough. Beyond that, we can only wait and see if Quar's little spirit is strong enough to ward off the spirit of death." 

"Is that really all we can do, matriarch?" stammers Myrt.

Ashki also absolutely cannot comprehend that they can do nothing but wait patiently. 

"Can't we leave the tent here for a few days?" she asks. 'If Quar is still doing so badly tomorrow morning, I can't just pick him up and carry him on my back!' 

"Ashki," says the matriarch, "maybe you're right about that, but how do you imagine that? The men decide on these kinds of things. We also arrive at the summer camp much later than last year without delay. Thark will listen to me. Then he goes on to say, just like Thulan, that Quar's life is in the hands of the spirits and that with their help he will make it to summer camp.' 

Myrt bows his head. She seems to have already resigned herself to Quar's death, Ashki thinks. That thought makes her angry. She almost says out loud to Myrt that she has to fight harder for Quar. In time, she thinks about how Myrt's husband died last winter, just before Quensi's birth. And Myrt may be a woman, but she is only a few years older than Ashki. Almost more is happening in her young life now than she can handle. 

"We're all going to sleep now," Tevali says. "Tomorrow I will speak to the men." 

Ashki does not protest, but she can no longer sleep. When Tevali has returned to her sleeping place and after a while Myrt also falls asleep exhausted, she squats down next to Quar. She moistens his lips and lets him drink some more. What tomorrow will bring, she does not know, but she does know what she has to do. If Myrt is not able to fight alone, she will do it with her...

After she has sat with Quar for a while, half dormant, Quensi starts to cry. Myrt wakes up. She notices that Ashki is still watching over Quar and is clearly embarrassed.

"It doesn't matter, Myrt. I couldn't sleep anyway,' says Ashki. 

"How is he," Myrt whispers. 

"No better or worse," Ashki replies softly, "He's asleep now." 

"You need to sleep too," Myrt says. 'I can see that in you. I will keep watch until morning." 

She takes Quensi in her arms, sits down next to Ashki and puts her baby to the breast. Quensi stops crying and starts drinking greedily. 

"That would be very nice," Ashki nodded, "but first I want to talk to you, Myrt. As Quar is now, we can't take him with us. He doesn't have the strength to hold on well and if you tie him to my back, he doesn't get enough air. He is already breathing with difficulty. We could also make a toboggan or stretcher from branches and a piece of skin. That would be a little better, but then Quar is shaken up all day long. Only the adults have the strength to carry or drag such a bier all day long. The problem is that they all have so much to bear.' The moon is obscured by a cloud. As a result, it is too dark to see Myrt's eyes properly. Her irregular breathing says enough for Ashki. Myrt knows that she is right and now does not know what to do. 

"You know that the men want to move on no matter what," she says with difficulty. 'What can we do if they don't even listen to the matriarch tomorrow morning?' 

"Just stay here," says Ashki. 

It doesn't seem to get through to Myrt what Ashki means. It needs to be clearer. 'If the hunters give the signal to break up tomorrow, we will just tell the truth. Quar can't come with us and so we can't leave.'  

"Ashki," Myrt responds, "didn't you listen to the matriarch? The men will not do what we ask." 

"I don't expect that either," says Ashki. 'In that case, they will go without us. We just leave our tent here.' 

Myrt is silent for a long time. Ashki can guess her thoughts. She is torn apart by conflicting feelings. She wants to do anything to save Quar's life, although it is totally against her nature to do anything that could arouse the men's anger. 

Myrt has one more question. "Ashki, do you really think Quar has a better chance of staying alive?" Ashki doesn't hesitate for a moment. 'I'm not sure,' she replies, 'but I think so'. 

Myrt doesn't ask anything else. She stares so rigidly ahead that she seems to be talking to the spirits to find out if they will punish her if she defies the will of the men. 

Ashki doesn't think she'll sleep another wink. Nevertheless, she decides to accept Myrt's offer. Myrt will otherwise feel even more guilty. She crawls on her sleeping fur and closes her eyes. She can no longer fall asleep. There are too many questions running through her head for that. Will Myrt dare to stand his ground when it really comes down to it? And suppose they are indeed left alone here, what about Tevali? What will it do? She hasn't thought about that yet. As soon as it gets light, she also has to talk to the matriarch. 

"I have heard you, daughter," Tevali's voice comes from the other side of the reindeer skin, "and I will not abandon you. Maybe Thark will listen to me and I can persuade him not to move on tomorrow. However, I do not know how wise it is to go against the will of the hunters. Only the spirits know that and I don't hear their voices now.' 

Tevali's words help. The dream ghost does come now and lulls Ashki into a deep sleep.
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Thark has slept less well than usual. In recent days, too much has happened that should not be happening. First that exceptionally warm afternoon and the next day a herd of horses in a place where they had previously expected reindeer. The fact that Quar became ill and had to be carried by Ashki on his back is much less exceptional. Everyone knows that at most half of all children will ever reach adulthood. Yet this accident also gnaws at Thark. Since Norh's death, nothing like this has happened again. Is Quar's illness a coincidence or do the spirits have a hand in it? If only old Norh were still alive. Thulan is doing his best, but he has only taken a few steps on the path of the spirits. 

It is almost light and therefore time to put those kinds of thoughts away and get everything ready for departure. Last night the women roasted the best pieces of horse meat on hot stones and wrapped them in slices of moss. So you can also eat on the road, Thark concludes. He is already starting to break down the small tent he shares with Thulan. 

"Thulan," he says. 'Would you like to go past the tents and say that we are leaving extra early?' 

Thulan is back soon. His face is serious. "Thark," he said, "Tevali doesn't want the tents to be taken down until she has spoken to you." 

Thark is startled. Again, something that thwarts his plans. 

"Did the matriarch tell you why?" he asks Thulan. 

'Yes,' he answers. 'Tevali thinks we should only leave when things are going better with Quar.'

Thark's breathing stops for a moment in amazement. Tevali is the very last person he expects such a recalcitrant attitude from. If there is anyone who always scrupulously adheres to the rules of the group, it is their ancestor. Tevali knows her role. If they stay in one place during the long winter, the matriarch has the most authority within the group. But as soon as they move to the plains in the spring, following the reindeer, it is the leader of the hunters who makes all the important decisions together with the other men. Tevali knows that better than anyone. 

Despite his haste, Thark takes the time to think about this new situation. It is not for nothing that he is very keen that the group leaves quickly. If all goes well, they can reach the summer camp within two days' marches, perhaps just in time to attend the annual offerings to the reindeer spirits with their entire group. Now that they have not seen a single reindeer herd after their departure from the spring camp, this has become a matter of vital importance. They will still need the favor and support of the spirits very much. 

For a moment, Thark doubts whether it was wise to go to Tevali with that message himself. After all, he became a man only a few years ago. Wouldn't it be better to leave this to Thuk as the oldest of the hunters? No, he quickly decides. He gets angry with himself because of that cowardly idea. Especially now that things are getting difficult, he has to show that he is worthy of his leadership. He will go himself. 

The last tent in the row is that of the matriarch, where Ashki and Myrt also sleep with her children. Thark knocks aside the flap of the tent opening, but he doesn't go in right away. 

"Mother Tevali, may I come in?" he asks with the respect he owes the matriarch. He doesn't see Tevali yet. For the skin that shields her permanent spot, Myrt and Ashki sit, with Quar between them. Myrt bows her head when she notices him and pretends to be busy with little Quensi. 

Ashki does not bow. She sits there straight and looks at him. Is it imagination or does he see something of suppressed anger in her gaze? 

"The matriarch is waiting for you," she says. Her words are respectful enough, but Ashki's tone also resonates with something else, something Thark can't immediately put her finger on. Now he doesn't have time to dwell on that further. He walks on, puts aside the skin behind which Tevali is sitting and crouches down opposite her. 

'Ancestor,' he says. 'We have little time, so I will say what I have to say right away. I would like to show you the respect you deserve and do what you ask of me, but it is not possible. Even without further delay, we are already later in the summer camp than in other years. If we arrive after the sacrifices have been made, it bodes badly for summer hunting. Many men from other groups will no longer want to hunt with us. I know Quar is sick. Maybe we will find the herbs in the summer camp that can cure him.' 

Tevali immediately shakes her head. "I know what herbs Quar needs," she replies. 'I made tea out of it. It hasn't helped Quar yet.' 

Thark is silent and ashamed of his stupid remark. Now he has also insulted the matriarch by his lack of knowledge of her skills. That won't help much now. Yet he must also ask his second question. "Mother Tevali," he asks, "which of you came up with the idea of staying here?" 

The matriarch did not see his direct question coming at all, Thark notices. She is clearly startled and does not immediately know how to find the right words. "That was me," she finally answers. 

Her hesitation is enough for Tark. He immediately thinks of that strange look in Ashki's eyes and her remarkably cool tone. Suddenly he knows how it works. He knows Ashki well. A few years ago they were both children. Ashki always nagged to be allowed to join the boys' games. She was so stubborn and tenacious that she usually got her way in the end. This idea is hers and no one else's! It takes Thark the greatest effort not to say that loud and clear to the matriarch. He restrains himself, decides to remain calm and polite, but does not want to waste any more time on kind words.   "When we've packed, we'll leave, with or without you," he says and gets up. "You know where to find the summer camp." 

Tevali's answer sounds dull, but also very decisive. "Yes Thark, we know." 

He almost called Ashki, who caused all these problems, to account on the spot. Thark suppresses that impulse just in time. He knows the ancestor well enough to know that she will not go back on her decision once made. And why will he upset Myrt with her baby and the terminally ill Quar even further? There is no other option than to trust in the spirits and hope for a good outcome. 

When leaving the tent, he ignores Ashki, but he does speak to Myrt. "Together with Thulan, I will ask the spirits to spare Quar's life and yours," he says kindly. 

Myrt doesn't know what to answer. She mumbles something unintelligible. 

As Thark walks away, he hears Ashki's voice, which strikes him like a bolt of lightning. 

"I hope the wolves get you today."
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At the last minute, Yoli and her daughter Yadi bring some things, an extra water bag, well-wrapped horse meat and a new garland. Tevali gratefully accepts everything, after which the women return to the group, which is about to leave, after a flood of good wishes. 

To Ashki's surprise, one of the hunters comes up to them. Fortunately, it is not Thark, but Marruk. He has a bundle of arrows and a bow, which is so small that Myrt and Ashki could also draw it. Ashki didn't know what to say when Marruk offered it to her. 

'The matriarch is too old to hunt,' says Marruk. 'You and Myrt will have to do that for her. Take good care of her. We will wait for you in the summer camp." 

"Thank you," Ashki stammers. A little dazed, she stands next to Myrt with those men's weapons in her hands, watching Marruk disappear last. Then they are alone. Tevali apparently waited for that.

"Ashki," she says, "you had no right to shout something so horrible at Tark. I also don't think he made the right decision. Yet he did that for the group and not for himself. If we ever arrive at the summer camp again, you have to ask him for forgiveness.' 

Myrt agrees with the matriarch. "Thark looked almost as angry as you were," she said. 'Yet he still thought of Quar before he went. Men usually forget something like that, including Marruk. He was kind enough to bring you a bow, but he didn't even look at Quar, let alone mention his name.' 

Ashki almost even falls out against Myrt. Just in time, she gets herself back under control. 

"Thark just felt guilty," she says. 'That's the only reason why he said something to you about Quar. If he had really meant it, he would have postponed leaving for the summer camp for a few days. Marruk did not agree with him, otherwise he would not have given us that bow. The other hunters simply listen to Thark and not to Marruk.' 

'Marruk didn't give us a bow,' Myrt remarks. "He gave you a bow." 

"Enough," Tevali interjects. 'Thark gets angry with us. Ashki flies out against Thark and now we even get into a disagreement among ourselves. Soon the spirits will no longer want to know anything about us. If they abandon us, Quar will die and maybe we will too.' 

The words of the matriarch do not miss their effect. Ashki has the feeling that there was a haze in front of her eyes, which now suddenly dissolves again. What is in her dangers? Never before in her life has she really had a fight with anyone. But now she had almost lectured even her foster mother. Suddenly, Ashki feels terribly tired and very small. For the first time that day, she bows her head. "I'm sorry, mother," she whispers. Myrt doesn't say anything more for a while. 

'Good,' the matriarch continues, 'then we're going to do what we stayed here for. Together we will ensure that Quar continues to live and without men. So as long as it is necessary, the two of you should be husband and wife at the same time. Ashki, you may have received a bow from Marruk, but I don't think it's of much use to you.' 
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