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The People of the Hunt

Four Mesolithic bands formed the Alterra Clan—the Izokina, Anneki, Oyandé, and Azeri—living by the land and the changing seasons.

The Izokina 

Traditional territory: Chamonix Valley, France.

Te’a—The 29-year-old narrator; co-leader of the Izokina. Decisive and strong-willed, fiery in spirit, swift to act, and a skilled hunter. Born into the Azeri band.

Eder—Te’a’s husband; co-leader of the Izokina. Strong, tolerant, and reflective; weighs choices carefully.

Enara—Eldest daughter of Te’a and Eder; wife to Haritz; mother to Ohahn (infant).

Haritz—Enara’s husband; a thoughtful man and good hunter, originally of the Anneki band.

Lorea—Eleven-year-old, fiery and independent; longs to see the world.

Ler—Seven-year-old with a gift for languages.

Ibai—Te’a and Eder’s youngest son, four years old.

Izar—Te’a’s closest friend from childhood.

Kemen—Eder’s younger brother; champion of the spear hunt.

Ortzi—Seventeen-year-old loner whose speed is unmatched.

Coro—Headstrong and wilful; thirteen years old.

Aitor—Called Old Grandfather; former leader of the Izokina; a gifted storyteller.

Euri—Wife to Aitor; mother to Eder and Kemen; the band’s midwife and a wise woman.

Raki—Originally of the Oyandé band; deadly with the spear. Married to Bakar; mother to Sendoa, age two.

Bakar—Raki’s husband; good-natured, seasoned hunter.

Virblis—Bakar’s second wife; an Aotian woman given to the Izokina.

Inigo—Fiery, quick-tempered; an excellent hunter; father to Iker, age three, and Urki, age six months.

Nekané—Born Oyandé; renowned for her skill with bow and arrow.

Medus—Inigo’s second wife; an Aotian woman given to the Izokina.

The Azeri

Mesolithic hunter-gatherers once occupied land near Lake Geneva (Laku Zilar); later relocated to the Valserine Valley in the Jura Mountains.

Basa—Te’a’s father; co-leader of the Azeri; a middle-aged man in a restless season.

Haize—Te’a’s mother; cunning, shrewd, and a plotter.

Naktisrasa—Basa’s second wife; given by the Aotians in exchange for Azeri land; a troublemaker.

Esna—Infant son of Naktisrasa and Basa.

Azerkumé—Te’a’s older brother; a born leader; husband to Kiribila; father to Erle (eldest) and Sel.

Azkonar—Te’a’s younger brother; single; a fine archer and loyal brother.

The Oyandé

Territory near modern-day Saint-Claude in the Jura Mountains (Mendia Gurra), close to the River Bienne.

Gezia and Zumea—Co-leaders of the Oyandé; parents of Sator, Ardilla, and Raki.

Lurra—Younger brother to Nekané; a headstrong teenager eager for challenges.

Ardilla—Younger sister to Raki; cheerful and spirited.

The Anneki

No longer nomadic; settled in pile-dwellings on the shores of Lake Annecy near Bout du Lac. Each summer, the Anneki hosted the Gathering.

Orein—Co-leader; a big-voiced, bear-like man.

Menta—Wife to Orein; innovative and proud of her band’s accomplishments.

Sorgin—Wise woman of the Anneki; healer and seer; Te’a’s aunt and Haize’s older sister.

The People of the Plough – The Aotians

The first farmers of Europe; migrants from the Fertile Crescent. They wove linen from flax, crafted fired pottery, tended sheep and goats, and cultivated einkorn, barley, spelt, and lentils. As their settlements grew, they pushed outward for new land. Unlike the egalitarian hunter-gatherers, their society was stratified, with a chieftain, enforcers, farmers, and slaves; women held the rank of their mates.

Asra—Village chieftain; father to Naktisrasa; arrogant and powerful.

Jokubas—Son of Asra; known for odd humour and mischief.

Pe̅muo—Jokubas’s cousin; with a roving eye; fond of jests.

Vagis—Young Aotian man; son of an enforcer.
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1—Eyes in the Reeds
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I heard the roar of the water long before the ripples of the mist-covered river came into view. Milky-white with silt, the raging torrent spilled from the meltwaters of the great wall of ice that flowed down the mountains and cut through our valley. We named it the Ura Beltza, and from it came the source of much of our food. Slender silvery graylings and fat trout writhed on the barbed points of our fish spears, while our nets hauled in vast shoals of thrashing salmon. 

But today, we women of the Izokina tribe were harvesting willow wands while our little children squatted on their heels amongst the dead rushes and threw pebbles into the raging waters. From the grey sky, one solitary snowflake sailed and landed on my cheek. I pulled my cape closer and lashed it tight around my waist. Soon we would need to return to the warmth of our lodges, but not yet. Before the Season of Awakening returned and the spirits breathed their essences over the land, before the juicy green buds erupted from the long, slender branches, the wands must be collected to repair our fish traps and make new baskets. 

Bending my back, I slashed at the green-barked shrubs with my dagger until a sizeable pile of wands lay by my feet. I stretched, sheathed my knife, and scanned the ura’s banks, looking for my children.

Balancing her newborn son on a hip was Enara, my eldest daughter, hacking away at the long, pliable wands. Her cheeks were reddened from the cold, and wisps of light brown hair curled out from under the rabbit-fur-lined hood that I had made for her when Baby was but a bump under her tunic. 

Across from her worked my childhood friend Izar, perspiring in thick, cold-weather robes. She mopped her forehead with a mittened hand and puffed out a breath that shimmered like ice fog in the cold wintry air. It had not been like this all those years ago, when we were sleek and young and bright-eyed. Back then, we had left our Azeri tribe after the excitement of the Gathering of the Clan and chose as mates the two most handsome men of the Beltza Valley. Eighteen summers had passed since then, and now Izar and I knew the land’s hidden treasures as if we had been born to the Izokina band.

“Come,” I called out as snowflakes began to float down from dark-bellied clouds. Twisting the long stems of grasses together, I formed a coiled rope and tied my pile of long green wands together. Slowly the women rose, sheathed their knives, and brushed the dirt from their hands. Gathering our bundles, we trudged together through thickets of alder and willow, our two dogs trotting beside us. An otter cried out a warning before slipping back into the fast-flowing water, while unfazed, a grey heron waded along a bend in the ura in search of its prey. 

Motioning Enara to my side, I secured Baby safely within the folds of my cape, then lengthened my stride, hoping to get back to the warmth of our hearth and the shelter of our sturdy home before the snowstorm hit with all its fury. Mud squelched through the crevices of my woven reed overshoes, drenching the soft leather foot casings that no longer kept my feet warm. With the wind now howling, I bent over and followed the well-worn path out of the marshy wetland that bordered the ura and led to the sanctuary of our winter village.

So absorbed was I with the storm that I jumped in fright when a flock of starlings rose in a great swirling, shifting cloud of black and brown feathers, their shrill calls filling the air. Baby let out a howl when his little fur bonnet fell from his head and he began to fuss. Bending to retrieve it, I spotted movement in the reeds and, believing it to be an addition to the pot, I pocketed the hood and slowly reached for my sling.

Holding out my hand to silence the dogs, I crept forward. Ready to unleash my strike, I parted the reeds and recoiled in surprise. A pair of eyes, black as the raven’s wing, stared back at me. A dark-faced man smiled, then unleashed a torrent of words that had no meaning.

While Baby bawled in fear, I rose to my full height and thrust out my hand to the women behind me in a silent command—stay back. Izar grabbed Otto and Kimo by the scruffs of their necks and pulled the growling dogs to her side. 

The strange man pointed to Baby, then reached into his wrap to pull out a stick of dried meat. Bellowing like an aurochs stuck with a spear, he held out the meat and tried to hand it to Baby. 

Terrified, Enara came to my side and took Baby from me while the man continued to babble. Actually, he was not very frightening. Small and wiry he was, and it would have been easy enough for me to throw him face-first into the mud. He pointed to himself, and his lips formed a word that I could barely make out.

“Jokubas,” he squealed, tapping his chest. My eyes opened wide, for the stranger sounded like a wounded boar floundering in a pit-trap. Placing his hand over his heart, he thumped his chest and repeated, “Jokubas.” 

Snow fell now in great swirling sheets, shrouding the trees and shrubs and covering the path back to our village. Ready to push the little man aside and trek homeward, I checked myself as another like him crawled from the reeds. Even shorter than this Jokubas, a dusting of snow coated the man’s springy black hair as he barred our path.

I sucked in my breath and fingered the round stone nestled within the folds of my cape. Ler, my seven-year-old son, appeared by my side. His blue eyes were round with curiosity, and he pointed at the first man, then blurted out with a perfect accent, “Jokubas!”

Taking no notice of the howling wind, the stranger leapt up and down, smiling wildly as if Ler had suddenly pulled the sun spirit from the sky. 

“Ta’ip! Jokubas! Jokubas!” 

With his lips, the man who was Jokubas pointed to his stocky friend whose glance travelled up and down Enara’s tunic. Narrowing my eyes, I fingered the smooth round stone in my hand, but before I could act Jokubas thumped his friend so hard he lost his balance and fell into the reeds. Laughing, Jokubas pointed at him. 

“Pe̅muo,” he grinned, and holding out his hand, he helped the stocky one to his feet while Enara shrank behind me.

Six women faced the two men who cackled like hens between themselves and simpered at us like foolish puppies. We stood planted to the ground while the snow swirled around us, and the two strangers shifted their feet. Ler shrugged his thin shoulders and turned to me.

“Ama, can we bring them home?” he asked, as if the two strangers were fox kits for him to nurse. Innocent little boy that he was, he saw no danger in their arrival, whereas I wondered if more of their people waited in ambush. It was not unheard of for hunters to stalk two-legged prey, and over the years, many tribes had enriched their numbers in such a way. 

I looked them over, taking in every detail. Never had I seen man, woman, or child with hair that coiled like the tendrils of green vines in the spring. They did not seem like fully-grown adults, for the men were short—barely as tall as Izar and me. Their garb was unique, and unlike our soft, thick hides that were cunningly crafted into tunics, capes and leggings, their clothing was made of a strange substance that came from no animal I had ever seen. How thin the material was, and of strange colours that were normally seen on the dried meadow grasses! I wanted to reach out to feel it under my fingers, but it did not take that for me to realize how thin their garments were, nor did I fail to see the two men rubbing their hands together and shaking in the cold.

Turning to Izar, I pursed my lips and sighed. “What harm can these two do? Why, their arms are as thin as Ler’s and their legs are like the reeds that line the banks of the Ura Beltza.”

“You mean to bring them back with us?” she asked, her hazel eyes wide and her lips drawn back. Izar turned to look over her shoulder and shook her head. “Te’a, I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Truly I did not, but I saw how helpless they were and knew that leaving them amongst the willows would lead to their deaths.

“Perhaps they are on a spirit quest,” I responded, though even I did not quite believe this, for the two seemed dim-witted. I bit my lip while trying to decide what to do when suddenly I realized that they were without weapons. I blew out my breath, and taking a step forward, I gripped Jokubas by the shoulder. 

“Come with us,” I said, speaking slowly and loudly.

His brows knit together, and he tilted his head, then spouted a string of strange sounds like the barking of dogs. With his long fingers, he pointed to where the sun spirit wakes in the morning. I saw his lips were turning purple, and Pe̅muo was shivering in his strange thin wrappings.

“Come with us,” I repeated, pointing to where our village sat on a broad flat plain under the protection of a craggy cliff. 

The two conversed for a brief period, with wild gestures and stamping of feet, until Ler planted himself between them. He motioned to the path, then using his fingers, he imitated walking. With his hands, he drew the outline of a shelter in the air and pretended to make a fire. I stifled a laugh at my intelligent little boy, trying to make these two dull men understand. But that he did, and taking Jokubas by the hand, Ler led him and Pe̅muo to where our cozy lodges sat snug and warm in the freshly fallen snow.
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2—Eder’s Judgement
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When Eder set his jaw, I knew he was not pleased. Silently, he glared at the two men sitting around the central fire of our lodge, eating the food from our hearth. His gaze shifted to me—burning, searing—and I stamped my foot before dragging him outside, where the snow now covered the ground in a thick, white blanket.

“They are idiots,” I began, planting my hands on my hips. “Did you see their clothing? It is as thin as a spider’s web. And the two fools were trekking through the bush without any means of defence. They would have frozen to death in the snow and attracted the wolves had I not brought them here.”

Eder scratched his beard and huffed out a breath. He watched the first birds of spring sailing through a now clear blue sky, then slowly turned to me. “Who are these strangers who stumble across our village? Where are their people? What do they want? Do they come alone or...”

“Stop!” I shouted. “Have you not listened to them? No intelligent sounds come from their mouths—they cackle and cluck like the black grouse. Do you think that I was able to learn anything from them, other than they are cold and hungry and that they can do us no harm?”

Twisting his lips, Eder shook his head. “I’m sorry, Te’a. You were right in bringing them back, but not for the reasons you say. We must learn why these strange men are in our land and what this means for us.” Placing his hands on his hips, my man let his gaze travel far down the valley and across the distant mountains to where my aita’s band had set up their wintering quarters near the great Laku Zilar.

“Your birth family lives less than four hands’ journey from where the sun spirit rises in the morning. It may be that someone there has met these Strangers and can tell us more about them.”

“Perhaps,” I admitted, hoping that my man would not ask me to venture to my aita’s village in the fickle weather before the Season of Awakening arrived. I began to wish I had left the two men to their fates after all. Hunching my shoulders, I heaved a long sigh. “I suppose you are right. I will take Izar with me, and we will leave at first light.”

Eder’s eyebrows rose and his mouth flew open. “Not you, Te’a. It’s not a journey to be taken lightly with the spirits of the Darkness still roaming the land. Young Haritz and I will go. He is a good hunter, and with him by my side, we’ll travel light and fast.” A smile transformed his scowling face into the man I loved. “And I will bring news of Baby to your parents.”

As if everything were settled, Eder nodded sharply and, leaving me to my thoughts, he strode back into the warmth of our lodge. I shook my head—so typical of men, I thought—and picked my way past piles of wood and bone until I came to the snow-covered dome where I knew Izar would be sitting by the hearth, weaving strong nets for the spring fish runs.

Bending my head, I entered her home and waited for my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior. Walls constructed from intertwined saplings had been caulked with clay, and tanned animal hides hung from the thatched roof to provide more warmth. A musty odour of yarrow and the pungent scent of mint mixed with the sharp tang of wood smoke. Storage baskets dangled beside the family’s hunting tools and fishing gear.

I removed my footgear and stepped onto the soft furs that lined the ground just as Izar’s man, Kemen, pulled on his tunic, getting ready to head outside. Most likely, I thought sourly, to gossip with Eder. He winked at me, a corner of his lips rising in greeting. “So Te’a, what does Eder think of your two visitors?”

Motioning me to the hearth where Izar sat over her weaving, Kemen filled a wooden cup with steaming mint tea and handed it to me. I took a sip while his grey eyes twinkled in merriment.

“Oh, you know Eder,” I replied between sips. “Nothing is simple with him. He’s of the opinion that those two...”

“Brown dwarves?” Kemen offered, twisting the hairs of his beard between his fingers. He chuckled softly and shook his head. “Izar thinks they are the brood of a cast-off woman who lived in a cave and mated with a bear.”

I rolled my eyes. “They are men like all men, and Eder thinks they may be dangerous. He’s planning to visit my ama and aita’s band, in case one of my relatives knows more about these Strangers.”

Izar dropped her weaving into her lap and wiped her hands on her deerskin leggings. “That’s a good idea, Te’a. I know you think they’re harmless, but they are not of the People. You should never have welcomed them into our village. They’ll bring nothing but trouble.”

“Two men the size of boys who have yet to undergo initiation rites?” Kemen countered. With his lips, he gestured to their thirteen-year-old daughter. Still unmatched, Coro was tall and slender with curling hair the colour of flames and eyes as blue as the ura of ice that flowed down the valley. “Woman of mine, you worry needlessly. They come for mates, or that is what I understood from the stocky one’s babbling. Well, at least that is what I think he wanted with Coro.”

He scratched his head and winked at me. Flustered, I quickly looked away. This Kemen had an eye for women himself that left Izar in perpetual unease. At the last Gathering, he’d slipped away and, when Eder had finally found him, he was grunting between the scrawny legs of a woman of the ​Oyandé band. Some things are best left unsaid, and though my man had shared this with me, I was loath to disturb my friend’s peace of mind with Kemen’s indiscretions.

“Ler’s already learned a few of their words,” I replied, hiding my discomfort. Squatting on my heels beside Izar, I poked at the base of the flames. Sparks shot up like lightning bugs on a midsummer’s eve. I watched the smoke curl its way through the thatch of the roof.

“Eder’s going to be away for a while and taking Haritz with him,” I began, then I started to wonder if I was doing the right thing coming to Izar’s man. But she was like a sister to me, and where else could I turn? Old Grandfather was crippled and crooked, while the beards of the other men in our band had barely filled in. I lowered my head in resignation, not liking the need to ask Eder’s younger brother for his help.

“He told me as much,” Kemen said simply. “Said he doesn’t trust the Strangers.”

“Neither do I. There’s something not right about them,” I replied. “And I don’t like the idea of sharing my home with those odd little men while he’s away.”

Taking his heavy boar-hunting spear from the wall, Kemen ran a finger along the point’s sharp edge. He smacked the butt end down on the ground with a thud and stared at me over the flames. “I’ve seen you take down a bear by yourself with one of these, and you say you’re afraid of two scrawny runts?” Sitting down beside me, Kemen laid a hand on my arm. His touch was soft, his eyes filled with understanding. “Izar told me how the one named Jokubas leered at your daughter. Young men get ideas in their heads. I’m older now, but I should know.”

Izar rolled her eyes, but a smile flitted over her face. Kemen cleared his throat and playfully pinched her cheek. “Listen Te’a, if you want, I’ll tell Ortzi to stay with you till Eder gets back. Between you and my son, those two Strangers would have no chance of making mischief for Enara or Baby.”

Bowing my head in gratitude, I got up to leave. “Knowing that I can count on you makes my heart lighter.”

Running her hand over the soft furs lining the ground, Izar looked up at me. “Perhaps these Strangers should stay with Bakar and Inigo? After all, young men like to be with other young men.” She dropped the willow wands that she’d been weaving and walked to the entrance flap with me.

“That’d be a good idea, but...” My brow furrowed and I bit my lip, ashamed to admit my fears.

Almost reading my thoughts, Izar gazed from me to Kemen. “We’ll send Ortzi to stay with you anyhow,” she finished. “Who knows what those devils will get up to once the sun spirit leaves the sky.”

Kemen chewed his lips and ran his fingers through his curly brown hair. “You two were Azeri​ women before you took Eder and me as mates. You really think there are those within the Azeri who might understand the gibberish the Strangers speak?”

With a deep sigh, I thought of the great distance and dangers separating us from my ama and aita. Days of hard trekking awaited my man and Enara’s mate. Half a lifetime had passed since I’d left the shores of Laku Zilar​ and trod the fern-lined path following the great Ura Handia with its towering gorges and roaring rapids. With Izar at my side, we skipped along the trails lining the banks of the swift flowing Ura Beltza, feasting on sun-ripened bilberries and the tart lingonberries that sprung from rocky crags. Alpine marmots fell to our slings and, perfumed with the leaves of wild thyme and marjoram, sated our hunger. One hand later, we arrived at the settlement of the Izokina, footsore and weary and excited to reunite with our new mates.

That had been in the Season of Falling Leaves, when food was abundant and the sun spirit happy. Now, with snow still blanketing the ground, Eder would not find the way so easy and I had my doubts that his journey would be successful. How could I say so to Kemen, who would report my words to my man?

“Well,” I began somewhat uncertain of myself, “the Strangers came from the east. They must have passed by my parents’ settlement on their way here.” Deep in thought, I tapped my cheek with a finger, a sign that Izar knew so well.

“That’s right. They must have,” she added. “Someone will know the Strangers’ tongue.” Before she could hide the worry in her eyes, I saw it. She clucked her tongue and patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Te’a. Everything will be fine.”

Nodding, I faked a smile, but my eyes remained clouded with doubt. Taking a deep breath, I left the darkness of the lodge and blinked at the brilliant blue sky. My breath wreathed around me, swirling in tumultuous clouds, just like the worries that sailed through my mind. Perhaps Eder was right. Perhaps the Strangers spelled trouble after all.
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3—The Azeri Translator
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Blood gushed from a deep wound in the red deer’s side, staining the newly fallen snow a vibrant crimson. Thin and worn from the Darkness, the spirit of the deer still found enough strength to thrash its delicate black hooves in a frantic pirouette of death. I waited beside Kemen and my eleven-year-old daughter, Lorea, while the two Strangers danced around the slowly fading animal, shrieking an eerie song.

Disgusted by their lack of reverence, I seized Pe̅muo by the shoulder. “Cease this!” I screamed. The stocky man pulled free and sneered at me before continuing his bellowing.

“This is wrong,” I muttered, and stepping myself between the two Strangers, I brandished my spear. “Do you have no honour for the life given?” I asked angrily, though I knew they could not understand me. 

Pe̅muo shoved me aside. Unable to control my fury, I grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him to the ground. Standing over him, spear pressed to his throat, my heart thundered in my chest. Fear made the Stranger’s black eyes gleam like polished stone. Slowly, cautiously, he held his hands out in surrender.

I glared at Jokubas as the lifeblood spilled from the deer we had stalked since the awakening of the sun spirit. Head bowed, Jokubas stepped back, folding his arms across his chest. I beckoned Kemen forward.

“This is my fault,” I said quietly. “I should have prepared them for the hunt, made them understand that if we do not honour the life given, the animals will turn their faces from our valley.”

Kemen shrugged a shoulder. “This is the way of our People, not theirs. Ignore them. As the hunter who brought down this deer, it is your duty to dispatch it to where its spirit waits until its time has come again.”

“Of course,” I answered, and silently I fell to my knees beside the fading animal to gaze into its velvet eyes. Gently placing my hand on its head, I spoke softly, praising its cunning in evading us for so long, thanking it for the gift of its life. My hand found the dagger at my belt, and with one swift motion, I dragged the blade across the animal’s neck. Like a mountain spring, its life essence spurted into the snow-covered earth, imprinting the soil with the memory of what had moments before been one of the cherished creatures of the alpine forest.

I rose and with Kemen’s help, we hefted the carcass to a nearby larch. While he began to dress the animal, I turned to the two Strangers who regarded me with contempt. 

“All life is precious to us,” I explained. Miming the actions as best as I could, I continued, “This creature surrendered its life so that we may survive. By honouring it before its death, we praise it. By allowing its essence to flow into the earth, we ensure that one day, many moons from now, its life force will return to the forest.” I glared at them, hoping that Jokubas and Pe̅muo understood.

Instead, they both began to babble in their strange, guttural language. Then, dipping their fingers in the congealing blood, they smeared it across their cheeks. In imitation, Lorea bent over to poke her hand into the pool of blood that was gathering under the carcass and stirred it with her finger. 

“Come away from there,” Kemen called out. 

Almost a woman, Lorea was entranced by the Strangers and followed them around like a lost puppy. Her lower lip stuck out in a pout, and reluctantly, she wiped the crimson gore onto her leggings.

Kemen cleaned his knife in the snow and slipped it back into his belt. He had already slit the deer from its sternum to pelvis and was putting the steaming interior organs aside when I took Lorea by the hand and pulled her away from the broad smiles of Jokubas. 

“Those two come from far away, where life must be very different. Their ways are not our ways, my daughter, and if Jokubas and Pe̅muo are to stay with us, then they must adapt.”

“But why?” Lorea asked, casting glances at the skinning of the deer. “Why must they become like us? Can we not learn from them?” She puffed up her thin chest and thumped it with a closed fist. “Already I am learning their language so that one day I can become a trader.”

Such thoughts from a young woman made me smile, but there was much work for us to do. While we talked, Kemen laid the hide on the snow and began butchering the carcass, the Strangers looking on idly. 

Jokubas grumbled something to Pe̅muo in their strange tongue, then pulled a knife from his belt and began cutting through the shoulder joint. Squatting down next to Kemen, Pe̅muo helped separate the deer’s hind legs from its body, while Lorea looked on in admiration. 

“Help me wrap the liver and the heart,” I called out, trying to break the Strangers’ hold on my impressionable young daughter.

Together we collected the organs when a shout caught our attention. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Bakar hurrying towards us, empty-handed. With two more mouths to feed, we needed to bring in more game, but I understood that there are times when the animals do not want to give themselves to us. 

Huffing and puffing, the young man bent over, hands on thighs, trying to catch his breath. We all gathered round, waiting and wondering, until he straightened and pointed in the direction of our village. 

“They’re back,” Bakar gasped. “Eder and Haritz have returned. And you won’t believe what—who—is accompanying them.”

Days had passed since Eder left; days that saw the first fluffy grey catkins budding on the goat willow shrubs along the bank of our ura. Nights when fires blazed to keep the chill of the dark hours away. All the while, I watched over the two Strangers who were so fond of making suggestive gestures to the young women of our band and laughing behind their hands.

Poor guests they were, pretending not to understand my simple requests unless Kemen or one of the other men spoke to them. Surprise made my ears prick up when I stumbled across him chastising the Strangers for their lewd ways; perhaps being a father of a young woman had brought about a change in Izar’s man after all. They heeded his warning—at least in front of me—nevertheless, they had outstayed their welcome. Now perhaps, with the return of Eder and Haritz, the Strangers would be on their way.

Smiling at the news, I thumped Bakar on the shoulder. “You stay with Kemen and help him pack out the deer; I’m going back to the village as fast as my legs will carry me.”

Truth be told, I had missed Eder and longed to see him. Ortzi had been a stout companion and had kept my daughters safe from the predations of the two Strangers, but he was no replacement for my man. 

I gestured for Lorea, and together we flew across the trail until the domes of our settlement came into sight. In the middle of the lodges stood Eder, and by his side, a slight bundle of rags. 

I checked myself, pausing to smooth my hair and run my hands over my rumpled, bloodstained tunic.

Head held high, I walked quietly towards where Eder stood, but Lorea betrayed my presence by kicking up her heels and running to her father. 

“Aita!” she shouted in her high-pitched voice, and with a shriek she jumped into his outstretched arms. 

Eder twirled her about and kissed her on the cheek before lowering her gently to the ground. His eyes lit up at the sight of me, and my cheeks flamed red. 

“My little fox,” he whispered, pulling me into his embrace. Nose to nose, arms wrapped around each other, the years fell away as if we were suddenly young again. “And here I was, telling Haritz how you would have a joint of meat roasting over the flames, ready for me, with a wooden cup of that lingonberry wine you made last fall. But what do I get instead?” 

Eder smiled, and his eyes twinkled in merriment.

“Oh, don’t you worry, man of mine. There’ll be meat aplenty for you tonight—and whatever else you might like,” I teased back, pulling him close. 

A sound startled me. Untangling myself from Eder’s arms, I was astonished to find the bundle of rags begin to stir. Raising an eyebrow, I watched as a hand emerged from the heap of cloth and pulled a hood from its head.

Hair, plaited in tiny braids, twisted high on the wearer’s crown like so many snakes waking from their slumber. Dark eyes, round and wide, stared at me from a face as brown as a hazelnut. My gaze followed the folds of the strange garment in which the Stranger was wrapped, and I realized that this was indeed a female. She lowered her eyes and swallowed before clearing her throat.

“My name is Naktisrasa,” she said, pushing her hood further back and revealing sculpted cheekbones and smooth, clear skin. “I come from your father’s... your aita’s... village,” she continued, her tongue curling lazily around the words. She licked her lips and then peered past me as if she were searching for something.

Shaking off my stupor, I gestured to the woman. “Then you have journeyed far and must be tired. Come, there is food and drink within.” Taking Eder by the arm, I led the two into our lodge. 

There, on a soft deer hide, sat Haritz with Baby cradled in his arms, Enara close beside them. So intent were they on their reunion that neither stood to greet us. A platter of dried meat and smoked fish lay nestled within a mound of nuts and rehydrated berries. The scent of lemon balm and thyme drifted in the air, and as my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I noticed steam curling up from a jug warming by the hearth.

From a low stone shelf, I took two wooden cups and filled them to the brim with the fragrant tea, then handed them to my man and the traveller. Her fingers curled around the cup as she sniffed at its contents. She stared at me over the rim, then cautiously took a sip.

“Naktisrasa has much to tell you,” Eder said. His eyes danced in the firelight, and he took my hand in his. “News of your parents, the village—and a surprise.” 

Enara joined us, Baby now sleeping quietly in her arms. How peaceful he looked, unaware of the Strangers whose arrival might rattle the bonds of family and friendship. I turned away from his round pink face and looked at my man. Eder was crouched by the fire, a smile playing on his lips. “Well, Naktisrasa,” he began, “it’s your story. So tell it.”

The little foreign woman raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “I am your father’s... aita’s ... second wife... partner,” she said, peppering her speech with bits of the language of the Strangers. “And you, Te’a, are my stepdaughter.”

I coughed until I was choking. Across the fire, Naktisrasa stared at me as if weighing me up. She handed me a cup, and I drained it dry. Unable to comprehend this impossible situation, I blinked and shook my head.

“You are younger than me.” My voice was like the croak of a frog. “My aita...”

“Is a chieftain,” she interrupted. “And I am the daughter of a powerful leader. When my father led the Aotians into the Handia Valley, he was searching for new land to bring under his rule. We had left our ancestral lands when I was but a child. After suffering through two Seasons of the Darkness, we stood on the crest of a mountain and gazed into a long, broad valley where the silver waters of an ura flowed from a sparkling lake.

“My father knew that there our people would flourish. He sent a party of young scouts into the valley to search for signs of inhabitants. Five settings of the sun spirit passed before they returned with tales of a settlement of savage tribespeople. But small it was, they said, and easily could our warriors destroy it.”

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. Eder reached out and squeezed my thigh, while my odd new stepama’s dark eyes bore into me. Easily could I thrash this woman—this stunted dwarf—who sat at my hearth, drinking my tea, while bragging of her powerful aita.

“I do not believe you,” I said, casting Eder’s hand away. My pulse raced, and I looked for my spear before realizing I had left it with the hunters.

“Calm, Te’a,” Eder said. “Let Naktisrasa speak. There is more to hear.” He threw an arm about my shoulders, and this time his touch was not soothing but commanding. 

I drew a deep breath to steady myself and stared back at this creature, but she merely lifted a shoulder, as if I were nothing. As if I were not the powerful co-leader of the Izokina. Fuming, my nostrils flared while she sipped the steaming tea and studied me over the rim of her cup.

“It is hard for you to understand, but it is so, for we are as numerous as the birds of the sky. You see, quantity has its own power, and numbers can turn the tide of a battle.”

Anger gripped me, and I turned my face, reluctant to accept the truth. “So, like the grasshopper, your people descended into my aita’s valley and destroyed everything in your path.”

“No, Te’a.” 

Did I hear a note of compassion in her voice? Through the flames, I looked at her. Firelight danced on those dusky cheeks and shadows gave my young stepama the look of a cunning stoat. 

“My father is wise. He realized that assaulting the village might lead to a short-term victory, but this tactic would only bring about a long and bitter war. The Aotians are but one arm of a larger group of people coming from the east, settling wherever the land is fertile. While we saw that the Azeri tribe was small, we knew nothing of your kin—or the revenge they might wreak upon us. So my father made a plan.”

I huffed out a breath and raised an eyebrow. “A plan to trick my aita, is that it? And what of my ama... my mother?” My tongue tripped over the words Naktisrasa had used to describe Haize, the woman who had birthed and raised me to adulthood.

“Ah, your mother is old and past the age of bearing children. But your father—he longs for more sons. Men are men. They lust for women, young and fertile.” Naktisrasa stood up and threw off her cloak to reveal her thin form. And a round, swollen abdomen. 

All I could do was sputter in disbelief. My aita had rutted with this foreign dwarf, and now this creature would birth a brother or sister to me!

“Now you see, don’t you? My father knew that old men want young women. So he offered his youngest daughter to the old Azeri chieftain, along with armfuls of other gifts. Tunics embellished with beads and baubles. Woven cloth and fired pottery. Pots filled with precious seeds.”

“Seeds?” I asked, uncertain of their value. “What good...?” I shook my head in disbelief. During the Season of Falling Leaves, they can be found everywhere. This was madness. 

Even Enara laughed at the idea of presenting seeds to a band, making Baby squirm in her arms. He began to fuss, and she placed him at her breast. 

“Your father, a powerful leader, gave seeds to my aitona?” she asked incredulously. “For what?”

Clicking her tongue, Naktisrasa rolled her eyes. “Your grandfather did not accept them, fool that he is.” 

Wrapping herself with what I now knew was a woven cloth cloak, she sat back down and poked at the fire. “For what, you ask? For land. My father gave women, and woven cloth, and fired pottery, and tunics for the permission to use the land.”

“But the land belongs to us all,” Enara gasped. “He has no ownership of the land. He cannot give it to you any more than he can present you with the sun spirit.”

I stood and began pacing around my lodge. My head throbbed, and I rubbed at my temples. “So, now the Aotians hunt where once my people did?”

“No, Te’a,” she replied, her voice tinged with fatigue and frustration. “The Aotians do not hunt.”

My eyes narrowed in confusion. “But how...” 

Thoughts swam in my brain, and I felt the pounding in my skull. None of this made sense. How could a tribe survive without the hunt? 

“It is like this. My father ordered the trees to be cleared. The forest was burned down, then the earth was turned over. Women planted our precious seeds in the new fields and now crops of einkorn and lentils and barley grow where before only a jumble of trees was rooted. Our livestock grow fat on the tall grasses of meadows and pastures. No, the Aotians have no need of the hunt.”

To burn down the forest was a sacrilege! The spirits of the trees, the rushing wind that whispered its arrival—sometimes in anger, and at times so gently—and the life force of all the creatures that lived beneath the forest’s sheltering embrace... what would become of them? The spirits would abandon us. We would be cursed to oblivion. 

I turned on Naktisrasa. Took a deep breath. Released it. 

And I saw it then. 

None of this was her fault. 

She was offered as a gift to my father. As if she had no importance, no purpose other than to serve men. 

This is the way of the Aotians. To bring a curse upon the land. To repress us women until we are nothing but chattel. 

I saw it all. 

And I feared what was coming to my people.

Sitting back on my haunches, my head bowed under the weight of this new knowledge. “And my family—my ama, my aita—my people. They cannot survive in a valley that has been consumed by flames. What has become of the Azeri?”

“They are my people now, Te’a, and we go on,” she replied, and protectively placed a hand on her bulging belly. “Twice we watched the sun spirit awaken while we trekked downstream along the Ura Handia, until we arrived at a small tributary that snaked along a gentle hillside. There, we found a new home within the dense evergreen forests where animals are plentiful and hunting is good.” 

Grunting, Naktisrasa stood and arched her back. Her time was near, and I wondered if I—already an amona—would soon be the sister to an infant boy or girl. 

“And my ama? How is my mother?”

“She lives, suffering the pains of old age. But Haize agreed to help me with the baby.” 

A shadow of fear crossed Naktisrasa’s face. “My firstborn,” she added, biting her lip and pasting a smile on her face. 

A cry erupted in the centre of our village, and the boisterous noise of males intruded into the quiet of my lodge. I stood and dusted my hands on the front of my tunic. 

Kemen called out to us over the gibberish of the two strangers. “Eder? Te’a? Get your lazy butts out of the furs and help us with the kill! There’ll be time for that later.” 

There was laughter in his voice, a merriness born of a successful hunt and the return of my man.

Before I could open the flap to my lodge, Naktisrasa stepped out. Her gasp echoed in the stillness of the day at the sight of the two Strangers. When she turned to me, her words were even more odd.

“That is my no-good older brother,” she said, pointing to Jokubas. Hands on hips, she continued, her voice dripping with anger, “And that useless lump beside him is our cousin. I heard that Father had sent them both away. On a mission, I was told. Probably to stop their senseless pranks on the villagers.”

Ignoring our presence, my odd little stepama stamped her foot and began to babble at the two men in their strange language, while Eder and Kemen laughed until the tears rolled down their cheeks. 

For my part, I wondered what this mission was. 

A sudden chill ran up and down my spine, and I wrapped my arms around my body to stop its trembling. 

None of this was good, and I wished more than ever that I had left the two Strangers to their fates amongst the willows.
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4—Asra’s Bargain
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As round as the full moon of the Season of Falling Leaves, the Aotian chieftain stood with his beefy arms crossed over his belly. Barely reaching Eder’s chin, Asra was flanked by two young men who reminded me of bearded vultures circling over the snow-covered mountains that cradled our valley. With a flourish, the flabby man gestured to the gifts laid at our feet. His beady black eyes narrowed when I snorted and tugged Eder aside.

“These things are no more than useless trinkets,” I muttered, my cheeks blazing with anger at the arrogance of Naktisrasa’s father. “What need have we for woven cloth that sheds no water and leaves grown men shivering like aspens in a strong breeze?”

“You are discourteous, Te’a. Asra is a powerful chieftain. Can you count the blades of grass in the mountain meadows? Or the stars in the sky on a cold, clear night?” my mate replied.

“Of course not,” I said, placing my hands on my hips. “But he is not here to discuss such things.”

“No, he is not. But you should take care—his people number more than the leaves on the trees.”

Impolite as it was, I rolled my eyes. What did I care if this tribe of Strangers was as numerous as the mosquitoes that swarmed in great clouds over fetid swamps? “That means nothing to me, nor should it to you. This is our land, where Enara and her mate will follow in our path as leaders and protect our people. And you want to give it away?”

Eder grunted and shook his head. “You’re not listening to me. Now, they are asking us. They bring us fine gifts that could improve our lives. Look around you. We number but few, and the next time they come, they may not be asking.”

“Really!” I tried not to raise my voice in irritation. Eder raked his fingers through his long brown hair, and from that familiar gesture, I knew his patience was wearing thin. It was easy to see why—with Asra stamping his plump little foot on the ground and twitching his nose like a dog on a scent.

My man lowered his chin and glared at me. “The Aotians are powerful and could wipe us from the valley. All they want is a bit of land near the ura. Think about it.” He paused. His voice was as sharp as the flint knife at my belt. “This discussion between you and me is over.”

Angrily, Eder pulled away and marched over to where a pile of richly decorated tunics lay beside countless clay pots. So unlike the thick, utilitarian ones we moulded from the clay of the ura, the Strangers’ pots gleamed with a beautiful, glossy sheen and were etched with complex patterns. For a heartbeat, I longed to learn their secrets. Then I remembered what was inside each of these containers—seeds. Worthless things to throw at the ground and wait to see if any good would come of them. Even our two hunting dogs sniffed the pots without much interest before cocking their legs and offering a contribution of their own. 

But what bothered me most stood behind the pots—three of the Strangers’ women, barely of breeding age, their eyes demurely lowered to the ground.

These caught my man’s attention more than anything else in that trifling pile, and he was not alone. Strutting like a young buck, Kemen strode over to inspect the goods. Even Old Grandfather perked up, his watery blue eyes now sparkling at the sight of the bribes. For that was what was being presented to us—bodies and baubles in exchange for our ancestral land.

Women they were, three Strangers swaddled in cloth, thin as reeds and shorter than my eleven-year-old daughter. Like deer, they stood frozen and willing to accept their fate. My blood boiled. This was profane. 

“Enough!” I cried. 

All eyes turned to me when my voice boomed through the village. Even fat, old Asra looked shocked at my outburst. “The Izokina have been the guardians of the Beltza Valley for as long as the sun spirit has risen in the east. We protect the animals and the forests in which we live, and we revere the spirits that dwell in our valley. United, we stand beneath the watchful gaze of the sacred essence—the Creator—who brings life to all creatures. We are one!” 

My glance raked over Asra and his underlings as I gestured to the bribes laid before us. “These gifts, as you call them...” I let my fury rise, before my eyes settled on the young women now quavering like frightened sparrows. “They are not objects to be bartered! Look about you, Asra. See how we stand tall beside our menfolk—sharing in power, living side by side, made equal by the Creator.”

Eder twisted his lips, deep in thought, while Kemen lowered his head in shame. Yet neither man spoke, and I wondered how our brave hunters could shrink from confronting such a foolish, flabby old man.

From the crowd, Enara stepped forward. She stood by my side with Baby in her arms and Haritz at her shoulder. Soon, Bakar and his woman, Raki of the Oyandé, joined us with their little son. Together we stood, arms crossed and feet planted firm. On our ground. On our land. Land that would remain ours as long as the spirits walked amongst us.

A small smile crept to my lips. Surely the Izokina would not waver. “Take these things and go. The Beltza Valley shall remain under our protection for as long as the Creator blesses this place.”

But Asra did not move. His lip curled, and he raised an eyebrow with such scorn, it made my skin crawl. Waddling forward on legs like tree stumps, he addressed Eder, speaking through Naktisrasa, who once more served as his mouthpiece. 

“You must control your woman,” she translated, though the foulness of his tone required no interpretation. “It is not natural for a female to have power.”

Thank the Creator that Eder ignored these remarks. He turned to me instead, sorrow in his eyes, and gnawed at his lower lip. 

“Gather around,” he called out, his voice strong and sure. Slowly, our people formed a tight circle around us. 

“This matter bears serious thought. The Aotians are powerful. Haritz and I crossed the mountains and saw with our own eyes their numbers, their villages—far larger than any of ours. Look at what they offer. Kinship alliances. Women to share our burdens. Fine cloth that can be cut and sewn in ways we have never known.”

With two strides, Eder reached the pile and selected a clay pot. Holding it aloft, he handed it to Izar. “And this—crafted so cleverly to be impervious to water. Think what this means! In the Season of Falling Leaves, our harvests can be stored for many moons without spoiling.”

Izar turned the pot over in her hands, then passed it to others nearby. She spread her hands wide. “What they offer us is a fair trade,” she said. “We can hunt and fish anywhere. But these things...” Her hand gestured broadly but stopped shy of three Stranger women. “They have value.”

A murmur rose from our gathering, and she held out her hand for silence. “Yes, the women. We must speak of them. Look at Naktisrasa—she has become one of the People. Think of the help these three could bring. More hands make for easier work. I say we accept them.”

As Izar stepped back, voices grew louder, and I feared this would descend into a quarrel. I turned to Eder and murmured, “We must decide this together. Everyone must have their say before a decision is made.” 

He nodded heavily. “You are right.” 

One by one, the voices of the Izokina rang out. But each word told me my view was not shared. In the end, five stood with me—five against the rest.

My shoulders sagged. There was no choice but to accept the wisdom of the Izokina. I had lost. And in losing, I saw the glint in Asra’s eyes as his lips twisted into an evil grin. Clapping his fat hands together, the Aotian leader sneered at me. Naktisrasa’s nostrils flared—in fear or surprise, I could not tell—and she translated for her aita.

“Then, it is done. In two days—on the second awakening of the sun spirit—you will leave the valley. Forever.”

Asra smacked his hands again, and the Stranger women stepped forward, gathering the pottery and the tunics. One by one, they began distributing them to my people. 

On tiptoes, Naktisrasa leaned close to my husband and spoke into his ear, though her eyes never left mine. “The females are yours to give as you see fit. It is the custom of the Aotians for a man to have as many females as he can comfortably support.”

My stomach turned. A bitter taste rose in my mouth. Suddenly, my stepama’s hand gripped my arm with surprising strength. Her eyes flashed. “They fear you,” she said in a low voice, “but do not waste your anger on them. Teach them. Guide them so they become model Izokina women. But Te’a...” She paused, her voice thick with warning. “There is much you can learn from them as well.”

From that day forward, the foreign women became part of our tribe. Forbidden to speak their babbling language, they learned quickly, moving like silent shadows amongst us. Their eyes were lowered, their footsteps light, but their ears were always listening, their eyes watching—learning. Soon, their bellies began to swell. 

And before the Season of Awakening gave way to the time when our band would leave for the Gathering of the Clan, runners brought word that my new stepama had presented my aita with a newborn son. 

I began to question my aita’s mind. I was told he had renounced all claims to leadership by my brothers, choosing instead to name this squalling infant as his heir. 

Our world was changing. And I feared it was not for the better.
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5—The Blessing
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Not even one hand’s worth of time to relocate. Twice for the sun spirit to awaken from its slumber. How were we to dismantle our lodges and find a new encampment on such short notice? Desperate, we climbed into the hills we knew so well and looked to the spirits for guidance.

Wherever we settled, it would not be for long—that much I knew. Within another moon cycle, we would set off for the Gathering of the Clan. I was impatient, tired of listening to Eder brag to Kemen about the nubile young Aotian woman who now shared his furs. Heraclea she was called, and she was good for one thing. Unable to sew a stitch, useless in the hunt, and notorious for burning our evening meal, she pleased Eder in other ways. She made my skin crawl, and I was hard-pressed not to show it.

I was surprised when Kemen pulled me aside and wagged a finger in her direction. “He’ll grow tired of that one, Te’a. Don’t you worry.”

But worry I did—although not about Eder’s child bride. Without proper shelter, the little children of our band fussed and cried in the chill of the night. The brisk mountain winds of the Season of Awakening had arrived, and the little ones shivered within our hastily built shelters. 

My anger kept me warm at night, and I had little reason to seek the comfort of my family’s fire. Instead, I sat amongst the bracken and watched the pale face of the moon through the branches of the stately, dark evergreens. Offering my prayers to the moon spirit, I pleaded for its help in our quest for a new settlement—one that would grant us protection and shelter.

I did not have long to worry. While Eder made a fool of himself, gambolling like a spring hare around the young Heraclea, I roamed far ahead with our children at my side. From time to time, Haritz would dart off and return with a hare or plump marmot. The youngest two pulled up the fleshy bulbs of wild garlic and dug out the edible tubers of the pignut. Food was plentiful on the rocky slopes of Mendia Buet.

The going was tough as we searched for a suitable location for our new settlement, and soon little Ibai struggled to keep up. Haritz offered to carry him, but my four-year-old boy was too proud, so instead, I told him to keep Euri company.

Indeed, that was a blessing from the moon spirit, for it was Euri who discovered the site. Exhausted from the climb, limbs aching and tired from shepherding the herd of little ones, she spied a clearing amongst the bracken and sat herself down on a stump. Lifting her face to the sun spirit, Euri caught a glimpse of the stationary grey giants and called out to us.

Keeping pace with Haritz, I raced back, fearful that something had happened to Ibai. But as I rounded the last stand of bracken and caught up to him, I stopped dead in my tracks, my mouth agape.

There it was—the perfect site—laid out before us. 

A broad, flat shelf, as if carved by the hand of the Creator from the side of Mendia Buet. Sheltered by the fragrant boughs of bushy evergreens that blanketed the hillside, a ring of ancient, moss-covered boulders encircled the space. Tucked behind them was a cave—broad and deep enough to house all six of our lodges.

Up onto one of the ancient grey giants I climbed, taking care not to slip on its damp, weathered shoulder. There I stood, soaking in a view that took my breath away.

“Eder! Come quick!” I shouted. Arms outstretched, I whispered my thanks to the moon spirit. 

My ears were keen to pick up the soft gurgling of a nearby stream, and I sent another prayer of thanks for the gift of water. But an even greater surprise lay beyond. For down below, in the valley where our round-domed lodges once stood, I saw the Aotians.

Like ants, they swarmed, tramping across the common ground of our old settlement. Already, they were kicking apart the ashes of our central hearth, scraping away every trace of our existence. My stomach twisted. They had wasted no time in laying claim.

My shadow fell over Eder, who stood at the boulder’s base. “Come down from there, Te’a,” he called. He held out a hand, waiting for me to accept his help. 

Instead, I scrambled down on my own, ignoring him, and signalled for the band to gather.

After seeing the Aotians scurrying about our sacred home, I had to concede that Eder was right about one thing—they were as numerous as the horseflies that torment all life during the long, hot days of the Season of Plenty. We could never have resisted their incursion. But from this circle of stone, with its clear view of the valley, I could keep watch over them. Over the desecration they would surely wreak on our valley—that is, if the Izokina agreed to settle here amidst the grey boulders.

I pushed these thoughts aside. For now, I needed my wits to convince them of the value of this rock fortress, without betraying my growing suspicions.

When they were assembled, I let my face soften and lit it with a friendly smile. Raising an arm, I gestured to the sky and swept my hand in an arc over the forest. 

“In the dark of the night, I’ve sat alone and away from the flames of our hearth,” I began.

Eder shifted his feet and studied his hands, but I paid him no mind. Instead, I scanned the faces of those gathered before me. Inigo and Bakar scratched the backs of their necks, shame thick in the air, for they knew the reason behind my absence. Izar cast Eder a sharp glance, her lips pursed in disgust. I cleared my throat, letting the sound cut through the quiet. 

“I have prayed to the spirits, asking them to show us where to build our lodges. A place where the hunting will be good. But it was not through me that the spirits spoke.” I turned to Eder’s ama. “It was Euri who guided us here. To this circle of towering stones. A place ready to hold the Izokina in their embrace.”

Out flew my arms to encompass all that lay before us. Imposing outcrops of granite, higher than three men standing one atop the other, formed a broad, natural arc. A carpet of soft green moss blanketed the flat shelf, stretching for many lengths of the tallest Izokina. 

“Here, we can build our lodges. Here, we can live in harmony with the spirits of the mountain, where water flows, quick and clean, and so close we can hear its spirit tumbling down the mountainside.”

“And game runs through these woods,” Kemen added, nodding to a heap of deer droppings scattered amidst the bracken.

Young Raki plucked a few of last year’s dried fruits from a nearby elderberry shrub. “There’s plenty of food too,” she offered, eyeing the vegetation.

“This is a good place,” her man Bakar declared in his deep voice. Taking his little son’s hand, the young hunter walked slowly around the clearing, as though already staking out his lodge.

While the others nodded in agreement, my Eder took Heraclea’s dainty brown hand in his and leaned close to whisper in her ear. My eyes narrowed at the sight of my man asking his plaything for counsel. Yet I had little to fear, for she bowed her head meekly and said nothing.

“Then it’s settled,” Old Grandfather’s voice boomed. He stepped into the circle of stone and, with a lift of his chin, pointed to me. “It may have been Euri who stumbled across this site, but without your leadership, the Izokina would still be trekking across the land in search of a home.”
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