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To a woman of profound and unconditional love:

Aileen Bernice Cecily (née Dennes) Hardaker

1914–2014

Every family deserves an Aunty Aileen.
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​Fourth Morning of the Seventh Moon
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There were no stars, only the darkness and an arctic chill that had intensified since the first thin, blood-red stripes of sunrise shimmered on the ocean’s horizon.

The morning was, as I remember, brutally cold and dim. Flurries of flakes, then sleet, followed by storming snow, enveloped our small flotilla of makeshift rafts and reed canoes. We had fared well on the many weeks of the crossing—holding our course to the east, a little to the north. But on this day, we were tossed by mounting swells. We attempted to stay close to the other crafts within the escalating churn and crash of breaking waves; the whipping, numbing bite of wind and spray; the shattering menace of jagged, blue ice that tumbled through the water about us. 

The men sat upright, my father included, their eyelids squeezed tight shut—frozen shut, the elders would later insist. Their fur long coats were encrusted with ice, thrashed by the brunt of the weather as they pulled crude wooden paddles through the surge. 

The women huddled beneath hides of mammoth, slathered in warming fat, exposing their faces only now and then to cry out, their shrill voices a beacon to our brothers and sisters hidden by the increasing deluge. 

I, too, crouched under the heavy skins at my father’s side, gripping firmly to the warmth and flexing sinewy strength of his legs—unafraid because of it.

And in that bitter, turbulent darkness, with the new day attempting to dawn, the promise of our future echoed through my mind and we pushed on toward our Family’s place of Emergence into the New World . . . the Fourth World.


–First Light, Son of Great White Bear​
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Do you not recognize me?
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Másaw, the Keeper of this story, his face dark red, creased heavily by time and perhaps by some great sadness, drew back on an ornate feathered pipe that had been in his possession for longer than even he could recall. The pungent smoke drifted about him as he surveyed those gathered at his fire to hear the tale he had promised to tell. His hair was coarse and thick, jet black with no hint of gray, his braided ponytail intertwined by leather strips of bison and caribou. It draped over his shoulder and across a vest of colored porcupine quills. His left hand, twisted by age, lay in his lap, but his right—the one that held the pipe to his lips—was still strong and firm. It was filled with memories of gripping the manes of wild ponies, of loosing arrows to kill his enemies, of caressing the cheeks of those he had loved and somehow lost. Black marks were etched across the back of this hand, their significance known only to him and one other.

He slipped the pipe from his mouth and studied the carving along its red-soapstone stem. He tapped the spent tobacco from the pipe’s head, replaced it with a pinch of leaves from his pouch, and relit it with a smoldering twig from the fire. Only then did he begin the story that had taken a lifetime to commit to memory.

“Trickster Coyote, in any of his many guises, may or may not let the revelation of truth come our way.” Másaw’s storyteller voice, deep and melodic, blended with the wind-ruffled leaves above and the crackling fire, whose brightness pulled him from the darkness.

“The formation of this planet. The separating waltz of the continents. The construction and destruction of the first lands, or worlds. And the eventual creation by beaver or beetle or muskrat, or perhaps tectonic movement, of that which would one day be named America. These stories have been told and retold with the certainty of the spider hole woven into the center of any well-made blanket. Yet likewise with the agreed-upon uncertainty of which direction the wind blows above the valiant warrior’s lodge. 

“Vagueness leaves wandering paw prints along the dry creek bed of man’s first appearance on this ancient landscape. Some believe that tribesmen took many generations to cross the broad, temporary land bridge of Beringia from Asia to America’s northwest. But when? Why? And, indeed, what of the evidence of civilization scattered far across the continent, which long predates their theory? Ask Trickster Coyote and he may well tell you such an account of Emergence. Or he may suggest the story of Raven, who found our forefathers in a clamshell on the beach at Naikun, where they entered a world peopled by birds and beasts of terrifying size and power. Other times, he may whisper the details of Sky Woman’s descent to Earth. Or he may lick his lips slyly, letting his tongue slap back into his mouth before allowing that man was placed on the prairies, in the woodlands, and on the edge of the Blue Pond, by the Creator—as a child of the varied and beautiful land that is his Mother, and as a brother of the animals that are his equal in every way.”

Másaw puffed attentively as those before him nodded in wonder. He was silent, the story that had taken millennia to evolve even now in no hurry to be told. And then the words came once more.

“Many truths resonate within the echoing howls of Coyote’s tales, though some are designed to distract and contradict, to force us to follow his gaze toward the hope of the new moon, and to find the song within our own hearts before we might possess any real understanding of this noble land and the paths its people have taken. 

“So, my children, come close and listen well, if you desire to know some of that which is true. With words and thoughts garnered from rock, tree, song, and wampum, diary, manuscript, and memory, I shall convey one family’s journey through history. Perhaps permitting the gusting wisps of smoke and legend to move between the passages, to reveal what came before the existence of this land and Our People, and recognize that which even the Trickster would only ever dare to allude. 

“As the great oak looms overhead and the woodland sounds soften the darkness about us, allow my words to ignite your thoughts and imagination, to draw them through the fire and into the far-reaching depths of time, to where those who came before us first set foot on the land that is our Mother—to the place where the legend of America and our family begins.”
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​Túwaqachi, the World Complete (15,999 BC)
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“Father?”

“Yes, First Light?”

But the boy was suddenly distracted. He moved with a slow confidence across the low tufting grasses of the tundra, crouching to touch the caribou imprint left in a drift of snow. It was still fresh and crisp. Rising to his full height—almost to his father’s elbow—he sniffed at the breeze and scanned the horizon. His gaze fell upon the vast escarpment of ice. It appeared close enough to touch but was further than any in his family had yet journeyed from the inlet where their canoes had landed the previous Thaw. Obviously impossible to climb, the dazzling white arc encompassed First Light’s world to the north, east, and south. It left only the icy ocean to the west open for his dreams to escape and enter. And yet higher still, beyond those frozen cliffs to the southeast rose Two Brothers, two mountains, of such brilliance and height they commanded the respect of all who lived under their morning shadow. Indeed, they were Gods. 

The sharp musty scent of caribou cut into First Light’s nostrils. He smiled, knowing his skill had brought them downwind of their prey. Food! Too many weeks had passed during the Freeze when meat was scarce. The salted stocks in the village pits were near empty, and the sea life was swimming far beyond the breakers—farther than was safe to set traps or netting. First Light’s stomach ached from hunger, but knowing he would soon make his first kill and become an asset to the family at the age of seven Thaws kept him cheerful and alert. He stepped across a rivulet that carried the melting snows to the nearby coast, and sank onto a thatch of yellow grass. He grinned at his father, who squatted beside him. 

“Father, how many sleeps until the Spiders return to our village?” The boy sat attentively as Great White Bear’s eyes crinkled and his mouth spread into a broad smile that revealed strong teeth—whiter even than the bank of snow at his back. Rolling his weight forward so his knees crunched deep into the pebbles, Great White Bear cupped his hands in the stream and lifted fresh, freezing water to his lips. He held out his hands to his son, and the boy leaned over his father’s life-scarred fingers and drank.

“Both the Spider Clan and the Walrus Clan will be amongst us soon, when the sun rising between the shoulders of our Two Brothers falls directly upon the Shaman’s Stone.”  

“And will Rainbow Cloud be with them?”

“We shall see,” Great White Bear whispered, chucking the youngster under the chin. “Now, best we track down your caribou before the daylight dims.”

First Light stood, feeling for the blade within his pouch. Smaller than the palm of his hand, it fit easily into his grip. He ensured the razor-sharp cutting edge faced away from his fingers that bore the scars of practice. His father, who was twenty-five Thaws in age, carried a similar tool—though it was the strength of his hands and the swiftness of his feet that had provided meals throughout the seasons of near starvation, on the tundra in both this world and the previous. Great White Bear’s skills had earned him the right to make important decisions within the combined families. 

The two followed the scent as it grew thick, and Great White Bear fell back to let his son make any choices—correct or not. Both knew that skills must be honed for a young man to survive with a future Clan of his own.

They scurried low and swift through coarse grasses, jumped streams and boulders, scrambled across dunes of ice, until First Light finally threw himself against a bank of mottled gray snow. He dragged himself up to its peak and peered over the top. Through wafting flakes, he saw the magnificence of the caribou, his heart beating rapidly as he surveyed the size of the herd, felt the presence of his father several paces behind him. The mature caribou were large—much larger, stronger, and faster than any man. Hunting parties would follow herds for weeks, just as he and his father had done, becoming one with their brothers, watching for any sign of weakness or age, or slowness with calf or injury. Only then would there be the hope of a kill. Beyond the farthest bull, his antlers jerking left and right as he sniffed suspiciously at the wind, several mastodons lumbered. They ripped at sodden grasses, lifting and shoving the mulch into their gaping mouths. First Light lay patiently as the sun rose toward the top of the sky. And then he saw it. The small calf he had been spying on for several weeks, still wobbly beside its mother. It limped from a deformity of the leg. Nevertheless, it was brawnier than First Light himself.

Despite the chill of the day, sweat coursed down First Light’s neck and back to saturate his skins. His breathing picked up as the mother caribou stepped toward him to drink from the brook, nudging her feeble offspring to follow. She bellowed, and First Light’s grip tightened on his blade. He silently thanked Mother Earth and brother caribou, and asked that he and his weapon might be worthy, that the Spirit of the calf might once more inhabit the flesh of life and inform others that he was an honorable hunter. 

Great White Bear rested his chin on his fists, almost smiling as he watched.

And then he let out a sudden gasp of dread. 

But it was too late.

First Light scurried over the dune. He collided with the lame calf and scraped his blade across its neck, cutting deftly though an artery. The animal’s bawl spluttered to a stop. 

In the same instant, a saber-toothed cat sprang high from her hiding spot in the grasses. Her enormous curved teeth glinted in the icy brightness. Caribou bucked and mastodon trumpeted as the cat leapt over the boy, knocking him with her rear paws. She clenched her forelegs and claws around the cow, no more than an arm span away. 

No sooner had the cat’s teeth ripped into the caribou than Great White Bear leapt from the top of the dune with a warrior’s speed. He grasped his son and the slaughtered calf and tumbled away from the great cat. They dropped abruptly into a shallow ditch.

Caribou scattered in all directions, kicking ice and mud into the air. “Do not move, my son. Do not make a noise or the cat will take us both.” His whisper was almost inaudible.

First Light detected the cat’s movement at the far edge of his vision—long teeth thrusting repeatedly into the meat of the caribou, ripping chunks of flesh from the bone. But still he stared into the eyes of his father, past the flared nostrils of the calf he had killed. Emotions rippled across his face—thrill that he had made his first kill, fear that a predator ate within an arm’s length of where he lay, and pride that he had achieved something remarkable in the sight of his father. Tears filled his eyes, but he knew his father would recognize they were of accomplishment rather than fear. He smiled, and so did Great White Bear, with the sound of tearing flesh close to their ears. 

Father and son remained tight within each other’s embrace as the cat feasted. Now and then she cast a wandering gaze toward them, purring and snarling with a deep rumble. First Light’s back was soon numbed by a trickle of melting ice and the full weight of his father pinning him down. But nothing could diminish the warmth of true happiness. When the herd of caribou had long disappeared and the cat had finally dragged a leg of the carcass back to her litter, First Light’s father helped him up and together they hefted the calf onto the bank. Great White Bear fell back on his haunches, beaming in elated exhaustion. Then he handed to his son his own stone tool—a dependable blade that had been with him during many great hunts. First Light accepted it in awe—noting the sharpness of its cutting edge and how the blue-black obsidian sparkled, reflecting the clouds overhead. He placed it carefully in the leather pouch at his waist and lowered his head in acknowledgement of the one he respected without reserve. Then he gripped the calf by the back legs and held them close to his chest. His father lifted the remainder of the carcass and draped it across the shoulders of his son—the hunter. 

The kill was heavy, but sinewy strength and determination kept First Light’s back straight and shoulders broad. There was still value in the remains of the cat’s kill, so Great White Bear deftly skinned the carcass with seven strokes of his long blade. He filled the hide with chunks of meat and some of the sweeter morsels the cat had missed. Great White Bear carefully cut out the half-eaten heart, for the Shaman would find knowledge within the grooves made by the saber teeth. He hefted the freshly butchered package over his shoulder, the caribou’s two rear legs, still plump and full, thrusting high above his hooded coat. First Light surveyed the tundra from the top of the dune. The mastodons once again stood lazily, eating their fill, but the only sign of the caribou was a rising vapor to the north.

It took much longer than First Light had anticipated to walk across the tundra back to the village. The sun dipped to rest on the westerly ocean before them. They trod methodically, skirting the single grove of spruce where brother sloth hung from the middle branches. At more than three times the height of Great White Bear and six times that of First Light, the languid beast would never seek to cause them harm. Still it was wise to stay clear of his far-reaching arms. The sloth screeched some kind of distant, echoing acknowledgement, and First Light sensed his brother knew what he had achieved on this day. 

*  *  *  *
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The village of First Light’s people, Our People, stood where a river fed into the ocean. Waves crashed along the stony beach. Fish traps swayed—empty—in the current. Large granite cliffs rose high above the two lodges. Between the buildings was the area of the Great Fire, and on the shore the Shaman’s Stone stood high. The rays of the afternoon sun highlighted its slender serrated silhouette. Around the village, hides were slung across scraping frames, and a few small fish hung over a fire pit, fresh tundra grasses smoking below them. The bleached remains of shellfish, oysters, crabs, and caribou from the previous season were piled high for whenever they might be needed. Five men were readying their blades for the Thaw hunts, and they stood when they saw Great White Bear and First Light approaching. Circling Eagle, without doubt the family’s most prolific hunter even before he’d reached his seventeenth Thaw, thrust both hands into the sky and sang loudly of the new hunter. First Light, despite his burden, pushed himself a little taller as he strode past the group toward the nearest shelter. He was no longer a child, but one of the men he had long admired. 

The shelters, much longer than they were wide, stood the height of two men. Sun-dried mastodon skins stretched tight across bowed frames, were tied securely at a peaked ridge that ran the full length of each lodge. Sods of earth were piled upon the sides of the largest, where yellow and orange grasses sprouted. Two great tusks marked the single opening to the lodge in which Great White Bear and his family lived with ten other adults and their children. 

Great White Bear held the opening skins high, and First Light stepped through the doorway and down the three steps to the warmth of the woolly-mammoth-layered floor of the inside pit. As always, he felt he had been welcomed into the belly of a large, protective beast. To his left and right the ribs and tusks of ancient elephants curved to the top of the ceiling, crossing at its apex and intertwined by sinew and leather lacing. Between these supports an intricate progression of sun-bleached mammoth skull, pelvis, and femur created a solid insulating barrier to the outside elements—made permanently waterproof by the outer skins and turf. When he was much younger, First Light had often attempted to count the skulls—each one taller and wider than he could then reach. The Shaman had assured him there were more skulls in each lodge than sunrises during the Thaw. 

The brothers and sisters of the Great White Bear Clan gathered in the first smoky room stopped their chores and stood, holding hands open and high as they took up the chant started by Circling Eagle. The emotion within First Light’s chest seemed almost unbearable, and his cheeks ached from smiling. At the partitioning skin to the second and final room, he turned to his father for reassurance. Great White Bear simply smiled, pulling back the hide and motioning for his son to enter.

The space was brightly lit, as always. Scenes of successful hunts and miraculous stories from his family’s past were painted upon the coarse skin of an ancient mystical animal that all but covered the rear wall of the lodge. First Light, and indeed everyone in the village, had spent many an evening in front of this history, listening to their oldest brothers. One brother was as old as forty Thaws and forty Freezes, and it was said not only had he lived most of his life in the Third World, but he had actually been born before the destruction of the Second. He’d been one of the few who still possessed the song in his heart, and so was spared. First Light’s gaze followed the history as it circled the hide, his focus resting on the depiction of the end of the Second World—our Mother teetering off balance, mountains plunging into the oceans, and the vastness of ice spreading across her swollen belly.

The picture’s magic was made stronger by the soft melodic humming in the room.

First Light’s mother, Little Pebble, kneeled on the far side of the central fire. Smoldering mammoth bones glowed red within the shallow pit before her. To First Light, she was the most beautiful woman in any world, her hair long and shining, braided now with leather and shells. Her garments were of soft caribou, rubbed and polished translucent. Around her neck hung a string of pearls, interspersed by the teeth of arctic fox. 

Little Pebble had been preparing for her son’s arrival all day—knowing he would return as a man. She beamed at Great White Bear as he stepped around her, running his fingers through her hair before taking his seat at her right, slightly behind. The firelight made her eyes dazzle as she hummed the tune she always said had been within her heart since before she was born. Then she held her arms wide and beckoned for her son, the man, to approach. First Light shuffled around the fire, kneeled, and dropped his head and torso to lower the calf from his shoulders onto the wide cutting rock next to the fire. His entire body ached, but without the weight of the kill he felt suddenly lightheaded and had to bite his lower lip to stop anxious tears from welling. Little Pebble smiled and touched him gently on the hand.

For many, many heartbeats, First Light watched her expertly use her cutting blades and scrapers to loosen the hide. Once removed, she handed it to a young girl called White Cloud—also seven Thaws old, and gifted by another family in the previous world to be joined with him. She blushed when First Light caught her gaze. She would now be required to prove the success of her training by tanning the skin and presenting it to him by the new moon. Little Pebble continued her work, cutting across the muscles to produce cleanly separated chunks, knowing that to carve along the thread of sinew and flesh would make it tough and less palatable. She piled the meat upon the edge of the stone and placed the lungs, heart, liver, and kidneys in a container of tanned hide, the brain in a treasured wooden bowl.

When all was complete, Little Pebble held her hands high and let out a soulful note. Four of our sisters took away the cutting stone and the calf. First Light leaned toward his mother, and she touched his forehead and ran her fingers across his cheeks, the blood of the kill leaving honorable marks upon his skin.

*  *  *  *
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Feasting, singing, and stories of the hunt lifted the village into the evening. When the celebrations had mellowed into a thoughtfulness that huddled around the embers of the communal fire—drifting on the low moaning chant of the Shaman—First Light made his way alone down to the beach. The dark glow of the midnight sun hung at the horizon’s edge. It skimmed effortlessly toward the icy eastern escarpment. But the high moon lit the pebbled shoreline and breaking waves with a light almost as brilliant as the brightest of Thaw days. The crashing of water continued, as always, audible from everywhere First Light had ever known. However, this time it was different. He was a man now—the first to cross into adulthood in this new world. He lowered himself onto the pebbles and leaned against the Shaman’s Stone, feeling its power at his back. The energy and heat of the monolith’s magic seemed to flow within him. He was not tired when the sun began to shine its earliest yellow hues onto the breakers farthest from the shore. He glanced up to see the top of the sacred stone bathed in amber, then stood to watch our Father rise majestically between the shoulders of the Two Brothers. Their shadows fell across the unfathomable distance of tundra that separated them from the village. Soon the light shone directly into First Light’s eyes, and a familiar silhouette shimmered toward him in the glare. It had the profile of Great White Bear, but even so, First Light knew instantly it was not he.

Rainbow Cloud strode forward like a hunting cat with the same strength of height and broad shoulders, the same rolling gait as First Light’s father. They were indeed the same man, split in two at birth, so the family might be rewarded by twice the skill in hunting each brother possessed. 

*  *  *  *
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“The animal kills will be meager during the Thaw. We must look to the ocean if we are to survive the next ice.” The Shaman, Night of Thunder, spoke confidently as he held high the caribou heart so all could see the grooves ripped in its side. The lodge fire sparked and the antlers the Shaman wore on his head cast a shadow across the ceiling. First Light gasped in awe.

“But the caribou grow strong and plentiful,” Rainbow Cloud said. “Did not my brother’s son become a man only yesterday amongst the rumble of a mighty herd?” He grinned and clapped Great White Bear and First Light on their shoulders.

Night of Thunder squinted, turning the heart and running a finger down the leftmost groove. “They grow abundant and healthy, from the succulence of the tundra’s herb grasses and from the fresh waters that emanate from the east. I fear they are too strong—not only for our hunters, skilled as they are, but for the others that prey on this valley’s inhabitants.”

Great White Bear stepped toward the Shaman. “It is true what you see, wise man. In the last weeks of the hunt, I saw only two animals that could be felled by a man. One was my son’s first kill. The other was prey to the saber-tooth.” The men in the room shifted uncomfortably, murmuring to each other. First Light strained to hear what they said.

Circling Eagle pulled the long blade from his side and held it toward the fire. “Do you suggest, Shaman, that we and the great cats will starve during the next Thaw and Freeze because the caribou are too strong?”

The Shaman held out his hand, took the blade from Circling Eagle, and cleaved the caribou heart in two. “I read this flesh and say what it forebodes. It suggests not that the cats will starve, but that brother caribou will not be their first choice of prey.” 

A shiver coursed down First Light’s spine.

*  *  *  *
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The combined brothers of the Great White Bear, Walrus, and Spider Clans set out across the tundra. Their breath crystallized in the chill of a sharp Thaw morning to fly back and sting their eyes and cheeks. First Light strode a few paces ahead of Great White Bear and Rainbow Cloud, but stayed close enough to be part of their conversation.

“It is good to be with you once more, my brother. I have missed your company during the length of this Freeze.”

“And I have missed yours, Rainbow Cloud, though it seems the Freeze grows ever shorter, even in this new world.”

“It is as you say. The waters of the great pond also encroach upon this new land just as they did in the last. We chose a place for our lodges by the southern rim of this valley, only to have them swamped by a tide during the time of endless night. It may have been a tide usual to this new land, but our wise men do not believe so.”

Great White Bear nodded. “The changes in our Mother are quickening.”

First Light said, “I have kept watch of brother sloth. He ventures farther and farther from his grove during the twilight, only to lumber back to its safety by day. I think he is searching for a new home.”

Both Great White Bear and Rainbow Cloud smiled at the interjection before appearing to realize its import. They caught each other’s gaze then looked out at the thirty or so men of the hunting party fanned out around them. The brothers of each Clan mixed freely with the others to share knowledge of stealth and skill. 

First Light now concentrated on his own vital chore. As he’d been the last to note the location of the caribou, it was his charge to lead the family to them. The bellow of mastodon—normally the herd’s docile companions—echoed across the tundra but gave no hint of direction. The party passed through a graveyard of those ancient beasts, where thousands of skulls, ribs, and bones littered a broad, shallow basin in the plain. It smelled of the sweet purple grasses they favored. In silence the hunters moved through this holy place. They skirted the sun-bleached remains of past generations, stared in awe at complete skeletons reclining in the slushy frozen mud. Some were still covered in thick, sagging skin, with tufting patches of coarse hair draped across rib cages and clinging to skulls. Deep pits that once were eyes seemed to follow the men as they went. When they reached the far side of the graveyard, they dropped to their knees and ran their gloved hands across the earth, lifting mud, ice, and sod to smear their faces and hooded long coats. First Light smoothed the ooze across his cheeks and broad nose. He slathered it over his thick lips, under his chin, and across his forehead. Sticky and invigorating, the mud immediately began to tighten the pores of his face. The smell of it melded with his own and he knew, now more than ever, that he and his four-legged brothers were equal in every way. Each possessed the same simple quest—to survive.

A remote vapor glinted against the glacial backdrop.

“There,” he indicated in a hard-learned wail, passed down through his family. It sounded like a far-off walrus resting lazily on the rocks. The Clansmen took up the call as they too saw the haze rising to the northeast. The tender slaps of affirmation from Rainbow Cloud and Great White Bear made him grin as he doubled his pace to keep up with their increasing stride. They ran to the beach, along the pebbled grade, before rushing through a freezing torrent that poured from the tundra into the sea. Rainbow Cloud yanked First Light up on to his back, and the men separated, sloshing up several tributaries and crawling onto grassed embankments. They pulled themselves across the frozen tundra, and their bodies became one with their Mother, smothered in the scent of both her and their brothers. 

Then they were still.

*  *  *  *
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The heat from his father and uncle kept First Light warm throughout the chill of their first night out in the open. They huddled close, talking in whispers, their bodies vibrating in silent chuckles at Rainbow Cloud’s stories. Finally, First Light fell into a light doze, the arm of his uncle cuddling him close in sleep as Great White Bear took the first watch.

He woke long before he was due and lay in silent contemplation with his father. They studied the vast herd of animals resting less than a handful of ragged ice dunes from their position. 

“We will sleep amongst our brothers within the next three high suns. Then surely we will know them, and which will provide for our family,” Great White Bear whispered.

“But Father, what of the Shaman’s message to look to the ocean for our stores? Will not the Spirits be angry that we have ignored their wisdom?”

Great White Bear looked at him thoughtfully. “Your mother and our sisters are capable of wielding the tools of the sea. Their skills are more attuned than ours with that task. We in turn must do as we know—use our talent to hunt and capture our brother, whose duty it is to help us in our quest.”

First Light took his watch between the bulks of the two sleeping men, turning from one to the other as they slept. Their cheeks, their chins, their every breath and flutter of eyelid was identical. First Light touched his own face—a face he would never clearly see—and wondered if he resembled them at all. In his gut, he knew he did. 

To the north, the tundra turned to a panorama of undulating snowfields punctuated by jagged rocky outcrops reminiscent of the Shaman’s Stone. The steaming bodies of the caribou lay, their heavy breath and snore blanketing the landscape. One or two of the stronger males shuffled warily at the herd’s edge with their own watchful gazes.

All three men were awake when the lead cow bellowed her wakeup call. One by one the three-thousand-strong herd stood and lifted their tails to empty full bladders. The cacophony of awakening bawls rose almost as high as the sulfur scented vapor of the animals’ morning ritual. Rainbow Cloud elbowed his brother, chuckling over the perils of yellow ice.

First Light spent much of the morning crouched in silence, watching the caribou eat their fill, rub contentedly against one another, rest among the dunes, and do that which made their lives complete. Great White Bear tore a fistful of salted eel from a slender carcass deep within his rucksack and passed it to him. First Light rolled onto his back, and the impossibly blue sky took up his vision as the smell of the surrounding herd filled his nostrils. He savored the briny, chewiness of the dried sea creature. 

“Tell me of your journey since the last hunt,” First Light said to Rainbow Cloud. He slipped off a glove to poke at a piece of eel skin stuck between his molars.

“It is a wide land that I have seen, First Light. My Clan of the Walrus walked many moons to the south, where the great white ice wall falls into the ocean.”

“Did you climb to the top?”

“We tried! But there was no foothold—not even the slightest crevice to stick a boot. The cliffs are sheer. Straight up! Much higher than our strongest athlete could throw a line.”

“What do you think is at its peak?”

“That I do not know, my young man. But I can tell you gusting breezes threw clouds of flurry over its edge, and with it seemed to fall an acrid stench and a howling trumpet of beasts I have neither heard nor dreamed of, in either this world or the last.”

First Light held Rainbow Cloud’s gaze. “Not caribou or mastodon?”

“Louder than both. Their deep rumble made the very ground shake, and their shrieking could signify nothing good.”

A cow and her calf sloshed through a nearby brook. First Light was glad of the distraction and watched them cross to the other side.

“And what of the ocean itself?” Great White Bear muttered under his breath as he, too, kept close watch on the cow and calf.

“Ah, my brother, it appears impassable. The curve of the coast can be seen to run for many weeks’ travel to the south. Lofty ramparts of boulder and ice are thrashed by waves almost half as tall. Our craft would never survive were we to hug the land. We might fare better on a deeper sea course, but there is no guarantee we would find another valley as verdant as this.”

“It is true that our destiny and heart song brought us here.”

“It is true.”

*  *  *  *
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And it was true that by the third full rising of the sun, the hunting party was surrounded and accepted by the herd of caribou. The enormous animals roamed freely amongst the men, whose own movements were slow or nonexistent. The Clans were not the remotest threat to the healthy mature caribou. Even a fit calf could outrun an attack from many directions by the swiftest of hunters. Our brothers are superior in all respects, thought First Light, admiring their size and strength. He knew, as all those men did, that the grunting kick of a hoof could kill a man instantly. Any impact, intentional or not, could bruise or break bones enough to cause a man’s death. Even the Shaman’s strongest medicine could not heal it.

“And yet our brothers are gentle. They mean no harm to the worthy hunter,” First Light whispered. His father’s welcome arm reached across his shoulders to pull him close.

*  *  *  *
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The sun skimmed the horizon and rose to the top of the sky for the fifth time during the hunt. The Clansmen were beginning the day that would be drawn upon the Family History skin. It would be burned into First Light’s memory until the very moment his own heart stopped beating. 

Huddled in the center of the herd, the men of the Clans of Great White Bear, Walrus, and Spider were one with their brothers. There had been no sign of weak or frail caribou. All were healthy and strong. First Light sensed the concern amongst his fellow hunters, but still they watched with vigilance for any changes. Undoubtedly the Spirits would favor them for their alertness and present those animals whose destiny coincided with their own.

There was a distant rumble; felt more than heard. The caribou lifted their heads to bellow, nudging at those dozing amongst the tufting grasses. They swished their heads side to side, unsure which way to move. 

To the east, a haze of powdered snow puffed into the air. The muffled din grew louder as the haze pushed toward them.

Suddenly, a massive bull careened through the caribou. It rushed up the dune and thumped heavily between Great White Bear and Rainbow Cloud, only to lose its footing and slide down the icy slope behind them. The two men rolled out of the way, but even First Light knew this was only the beginning of a disaster unforeseen by the Shaman. He scuttled down to his father and fell awkwardly against his chest as another bull and two cows leapt over the top of the dune and trod within a finger’s length of their prone bodies. The noise was now deafening. The caribou were spooked, stomping first one way then the other in escalating panic. A saber-tooth. Perhaps a pride of saber-tooths.

First Light reached for Rainbow Cloud, and his gut wrenched at seeing his uncle’s bruised and bloodied face before he was thrust back by the force of several animals rushing between them. The other Clan members were indiscernible, scattered across the dunes by the terror of the stampede, their yells indistinct beneath the deafening rumble. 

Great White Bear yanked at his son, and then they were on their feet running along the lower ground between two ice dunes. Enormous caribou ran on either side of them, and First Light felt only horror as even his father was dwarfed by the beasts that ran twice as fast—even three times—as he and his father could ever hope to. 

Great White Bear yelled something repeatedly, but First Light could not understand.

Ahead of them the higher dunes abruptly changed direction, and the caribou lurched and stumbled, their legs buckling beneath them. Choking from the stench of fear, First Light felt strong hands thrust under his armpits, fingers digging into his ribs, lifting him up, throwing him brutally between two beasts toward the top of the curved embankment. He tumbled through the air, catching a momentary glimpse of the three-thousand strong stampede that churned the landscape in every direction, before being blinded by the mud, slush, and stones flung against him with bruising force. 

He landed haphazardly against the ice, scraping the skin from his forehead and cheeks and finally coming to rest on his back, his vision filled by the mud-flung, mottled blue of the early Thaw sky above. 

He could not move—did not want to move.

The horrendous noise, the horrid crunch and grind of the stampede continued in the rifts around him, but all he saw was the blue sky. At some point, he became aware of his finger twitching of its own accord, but then it stopped.

Eventually the caribou slowed and settled until the only sound was the crash of far off waves and the meandering tread of nearby beasts.

The sun slipped to the horizon.

First Light’s vision blurred, sensing he would not see his father or uncle again in this world.

And then he was still.

*  *  *  *
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Knuckles brushed against First Light’s forehead, then a palm caressed his cheek. Dark eyes peered into his—searching—before he was lifted from the ground and slung over a shoulder. The earth bobbed swiftly, his arms slapping against the back of a mammoth-hide long-coat. 

He watched the heavy fur boots below run from slush and tundra to pebbled beach, and then they stopped. First Light was shrugged off and lowered to the ground, where Circling Eagle gazed into his eyes. He rubbed First Light’s arms, legs, and torso, blowing warm, moist air across his face and deep into his lungs.

First Light’s body convulsed, his skin suddenly burning, and he retched onto the ground beside him. Circling Eagle held him secure until he was finished, until the shaking subsided and the youngest man of the family was calm and quiet. 

*  *  *  *
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The Shaman crouched on the ground before the Great Fire of the village. A mammoth skull—elaborately decorated with red ocher—had been dragged out from the second lodge and now stood beside him. He caressed its sides, its cheek. The blazing fire lit the skull’s depths, reflecting within its cavernous interior to highlight the reddened sockets, which contained wisdom far older than Our People. The Shaman’s chanting was low and monotone, punctuated by the rhythmic crash of waves upon the nearby shore. 

Our brothers and sisters sat in silence at the very edge of the fire’s light, behind them only the chilled darkness and the remote rumbling purr of the great cats, who watched their every move but refused to approach the flames of man’s only true power.

First Light kneeled beside Little Pebble, both their faces flushed with sadness but dry of eye in respect of the great men they honored. First Light looked around the family circle as the Shaman’s chant scraped across his heart. White Cloud huddled with another young girl, their heads bowed almost to the ground. Circling Eagle stood solid but forlorn, staring at the glowing skull, clenching his fists. Beside him stood Dark Hair, who’s belly swelled with the child of Rainbow Cloud. “Perfect,” Rainbow Cloud would say of her. “Wide hips for the bearing of many great warriors. A glorious, round belly that becomes only more beautiful as our family grows. And a voluptuous posterior that indicates a full and healthy life.” Rainbow Cloud would laugh, in adoration. “She has the body of Mother Earth herself,” he would gloat, smiling at Great White Bear who, First Light knew, felt the same way about Little Pebble.  

First Light focused upon the bodies laid out before the Great Fire.

Great White Bear.

Rainbow Cloud.

Great White Bear had delivered First Light to safety during the stampede, and Rainbow Cloud had led several Clansmen to the security of a rocky outcrop. Then both brothers had been taken by the Spirits.

The two hunters lay in a shallow trench scratched into the permafrost. The ceremony was entering its seventh twilight as the families surrendered the brothers to Túwaqachi. They were the first. The Fourth World was now complete. 

The bottom of the grave had been covered with charcoal from the Great Fire, sprinkled with a thin layer of grainy white limestone, then a rich depth of red ocher transported from the previous world. The men lay upon the foundation, side by side, each a mirror image of the other. They wore clothes of finely crafted caribou, decorated with more than six thousand ivory beads. Their hair cascaded freely from beneath fur caps encircled by arctic fox teeth, and carved ornaments adorned their foreheads. Their arms—strong biceps bedecked by ivory bracelets—were folded over their pelvises. Two tusks arced protectively on either side of the brothers.

The Shaman bent over them now, the low moaning chant barely falling from his lips as he tenderly sifted another layer of red ocher across their bodies.

First Light walked past the blaze toward his father and uncle. At the side of the pit, he felt the hand of the Shaman fall heavily upon his shoulder. Night of Thunder stared into his soul, his eyes wide, reflecting the fire, the sorrow, and the thankfulness of the tribe that the Spirits had spared the other Clansmen. First Light placed his hand upon that of the Shaman. 

“My father and uncle are ready for their journey.”

The wise man nodded.

First Light kneeled at the head of the burial pit. From his cloak he pulled two figurines that he and the village men had fashioned from an ancient mammoth tusk. They were smooth and solid within his grip, the symbols of greatness honed and polished by all. Carefully, First Light urged the Great Walrus figurine beneath his uncle’s shoulder blade. Then, pressing his cheek against his father’s ocher-dusted chest, he pushed the sculpted Great White Bear deep under the earthly body that shared its name.

The sun dipped below the westerly ocean.

The Great Fire sparked and cracked.

The ceremonial chant grew louder, lifting up into the air. 

And above them, the Northern Lights streaked across the sky. Green fluorescent ribbons of brilliance shot from one end of the valley to the other. 

First Light turned to follow their course, catching the gaze of his mother and Circling Eagle, the new leader of the Great White Bear Clan. The lights brightened the tundra and the far-off glacier, shrouding the distant shoulders of the two majestic mountains to the southeast. Their slopes glowed beneath the aurora.

“Our brothers are showing us the way,” Circling Eagle muttered at his ear.

“And we will follow them,” First Light said.
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Our brothers are showing us the way, so indicated the symbols of the Family History.

“And we will follow them,” recited Rearing Mammoth, son of First Light.

His fingers traced the twenty-two pictograms circling from this historic decision until they touched upon the portion of blank skin, still free from the burning charcoal stick of the Shaman.

The hunter in him knew his own story would one day be seared into this heritage.

At fourteen, Rearing Mammoth was strong and healthy, possessing the same lithe muscular physique as his father. His straight dark hair was chopped at the shoulder. The slant of his nose and the sparkle of his eyes was reminiscent of White Cloud, his mother, but he was without doubt the son of First Light—the revered provider who had kept the Clan safe from the claw and fang of the ever-present saber-tooths until his passing, the previous season, at the respectable age of thirty Thaws. 

Rearing Mammoth strode through the inner rooms of the lodge. He lifted the skin at the entrance, grabbed hold of one of the weathered tusks, and pulled himself up the steps to the snow-covered gravel outside. Striding across the central village clearing, he shielded his eyes from the intense sunlight reflecting off the fissured glacial walls rising vertically above the village. The escarpment was a dazzling, blinding white, except where cracks in the ice exposed a deep blue-gray. If he peered into those cracks, he could see another world behind the translucent walls: shifting shadows, Spirits captured and frozen into Mother Earth herself. 

Several young ones were attempting to scale it. One boy clung much higher than the others, but still had no hope of reaching the top, at least eight hundred times higher without any sign of foothold.

“Whoa!” yelled Rearing Mammoth, reaching up to grab the boy, who was little more than an arm’s length above him.

Tusk laughed and squirmed in his older brother’s grip. “Put me down, put me down!” 

“Not until you tell me your secret for climbing so high.”

“I have magic boots, sewn by the Shaman.”

“By the Spirits of the caribou, so you do!” Rearing Mammoth chuckled, tugging off one of Tusk’s boots to expose a small pink foot.

“Mama, Mama!” the younger screamed.

Rearing Mammoth lifted Tusk high, throwing him up above his head before catching him securely in his arms. Together they fell to the ground in a giggling heap.

“Should you not be with the other men, Rearing Mammoth?” White Cloud asked, a tender scolding, turning from her work at the nearby smoking pit.

Rearing Mammoth threw her a smile, which he knew reminded her of his father and so always brought her happiness. She was right, though. He reached into his pouch and extracted the blade his father had received from Great White Bear, and in turn had handed down to him. Its edge was sharp. Its depths were black, tinged by the sparkle of an even darker hue. It reflected Rearing Mammoth’s wide, blinking eye, and the clouds that billowed behind him. He replaced the blade in his pouch and stood.

“I love you, little brother,” he whispered, rubbing his nose against Tusk’s. “I love you, Mama,” he shouted before running in the direction of the men.

Snow crunched beneath his feet as he ran through the familiar boulders of ice and rock that surrounded the village. He skimmed the broad slush stream that snaked away from a glacial cave, then scaled the gentle rise of a hillock covered with the tufting grasses of the tundra. In the distance, past the snow-mottled yellow and orange landscape, he could see the crests of waves. Legend assured him the ocean was encroaching into his family’s shrinking world. White Cloud and many others were certain their Mother was pushing them toward their intended path. 

Rearing Mammoth joined the men amongst the scattered clusters of monolithic rocks, where they were searching for stones and blades of value in the midst of the shattered debris.

“I have the hard stone,” he shouted. The men looked up to see him pull the slab from its satchel and hold it up to the Two Brothers, rising majestically above the escarpment, dwarfing even the glacial rim that towered over their lives. Their peaks disappeared into the sky. 

He placed the slab reverently upon the ground before the men and crouched beside Red Star, the youngest man at nine Thaws old. Red Star held his own stone high, black and smooth, then brought it down solidly and smashed it onto the slab. The single clap of agate against agate echoed through the grove and out onto the tundra, a unique sound only man could create. Our Mother might send many rocks cascading from a slope; our brothers might kick stones in their meandering. But only man could strike a single rock against another, one solitary time. Rearing Mammoth gazed out to where caribou and mastodon grazed with musk ox and yak. As usual they were undisturbed by their smaller brothers’ activity. 

Red Star slammed his stone against the slab a second time, amid the impatient murmurs of a few of the men. Rearing Mammoth caught his gaze and nodded in reassurance. Red Star then struck the slab a third time, and one side of his stone shattered and broke off. Satisfied, he held up the shard, gently testing the sharpened edge with the pad of his finger.

“Well done. The first blade of the season,” Rearing Mammoth said.

The youngest man smirked as he shuffled aside so the next, Sundance, could try his skill. But before the later could get into position, another Clansman pushed his way to the front of the group, knocking both Red Star and Sundance to the ground. There was a scuffle before the interloper lifted his rock high, daring any to approach, then brought it swiftly down against the hard stone.

Rearing Mammoth watched with narrowed eyes. Something would need to be done.

*  *  *  *
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The fire in the lodge smoldered as it seared the chunks of meat and fish upon its hot stones. Billowing smoke filled the top of the space and darkened the uppermost ribs and skulls that sheltered the families within. It made Rearing Mammoth’s eyes water, so he grabbed the entrance hide and rippled it to draw in the welcome cool twilight air. His torso was bare in the heat of the lodge, covered in a glistening sweat. The outside fires blazed, tended by the youngest men, lighting the dozen lodges that huddled close to their protection. In the muted light beyond was the ever-present glint of carnivorous eyes. 

Muttering to himself, Rearing Mammoth let the flap fall closed and ambled toward the corner he shared with his brother. Young Tusk was sucking on a caribou bone his mother had cracked for him, and Rearing Mammoth lay flat on his back beside him to observe his brother’s determination in extracting every last morsel of marrow.

Sundance shuffled over to join them and settled in close to Rearing Mammoth on the woolly flooring so that both shared the same view up between Tusk’s arms and straight into his mouth. Teeth gnawed up and down the bone. A small finger was stuck into the shattered end and then sucked vigorously.

“I heard what you said,” Sundance murmured.

“What?” Rearing Mammoth asked. “I have said nothing.”

“I agree with you. I agree with what you said.”

Tusk raised an eyebrow, flipped the bone, and attacked the cartilage.

“But I have not yet earned the right to make such statements. I have said nothing.”

“Rearing Mammoth, you are the direct descendent of the Great White Bear after whom our Clan is named. You are the son of the first to become a man in Túwaqachi.”

“We are all children of Mother Earth and equal in her design.”

“Yes,” Sundance said. “But you will one day be our leader. Even the most ancient amongst us agrees. I am willing to follow you now. I am willing to hear what you say.”

“Mama,” Tusk said, holding up the bone. White Cloud took it and with a single thwack of her grinding stone split it down the center. Tusk’s eyes bulged in delight as he grasped the shattered pieces. He stuck the ends of both portions quickly into his mouth.

Rearing Mammoth chuckled, then turned to Sundance to murmur in hushed whispers. White Cloud continued her work at the fire, but the two men of fourteen Thaws had no doubt she would catch every word.

“Our Clan has grown too large,” Rearing Mammoth said. “We are losing our sense of family. The stories and songs of Our People indicate the number of Clan members should be no more than the number of fingers and toes of its greatest warrior. Fewer and we would not survive the tundra. But more only invites internal conflict.” 

The lodge was filled with the gentle snores of the very old and the quiet conversations and muted laughter of those finishing their evening meal. A young woman called Many Caribou was singing to a gathering of girls—something about collecting herbs to use when smoking fish. Rearing Mammoth rolled onto his side, propping himself up on his elbow to watch her. White Cloud caught him looking and gave him a knowing smile.

“Nearly one hundred brothers and sisters reside in our camp,” he told Sundance. “Our Clan is swollen with others who have followed their heart song to this new world, and by the Spirits who bless us with abundant strong children.”

Sundance nodded in silence. Tusk slurped at the marrow-flavored spit that dribbled down his chin. 

Rearing Mammoth lowered himself back down. “Aggression has grown amongst the men.” His words were slightly muffled in the long curls of brown hair that sprung thickly from the wool hide beneath them. “They vie for superiority in the simplest of everyday chores. Take the striking of the first blades this morning.”

“But that is natural,” Sundance said. “There are leaders. And there are those who choose to follow.”

“I agree, my brother. But our tundra grows smaller with each tidal moon. There is no longer ample space for our families to separate and follow our own paths around the necessary circle of the seasons. Instead we endure an unhealthy closeness through both Freeze and Thaw that can breed only discontent. The natural leaders are unable to lead in their turn.”

“The increasing size of our Clan has been of benefit to keep the cats at bay,” White Cloud said.

“Yes. But we cannot continue living under the threat of these carnivores. And we cannot continue living in this diminishing valley.”

White Cloud scooted away from the fire to rest against the partitioning wall. She pulled Tusk into her arms. “Your father once followed brother sloth deep into the ice corridors south of our village.”

“Brother sloth!” Sundance exclaimed. “He must be old as the tundra itself, yet we’ve seen neither him nor the short-faced bears for many Thaws.”

“Do you believe the cats have taken them?” Rearing Mammoth asked his mother.

“No more than I believe the cats are responsible for the diminishing numbers of caribou,” she said.

After a lengthy silence, Sundance turned back to his companion. “Rearing Mammoth?”

“I believe brother sloth has found a way out of the valley. Up onto the glacier that creeps between the shoulders of the Two Brothers. There, we too may find the space we need to live as intended. It is time for us to move on—to leave the tundra.”

Tusk’s eyes grew wide. His mouth fell open, and his chubby hands—still gripping the now marrowless bones—dropped into his lap.

*  *  *  *
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Rearing Mammoth and Sundance were less than half a moon’s walk south of the village. They would have progressed farther except for the short stride of Tusk, who was determined to go with them on their adventure. The elders had concluded it would be good experience for the young boy of five Thaws, for he had much to learn in the few short seasons before his impending manhood.

The three of them had followed the line of the glacier, hugging close to its base when it was lit by the yellow-blue rays of morning. When the midday sun slipped behind the southern rim, throwing the lower ice cliffs into dark shadow, they arced further out into the open tundra. None of them wished to be surprised by the glint of fang or a deep rumbling purr. They trudged on, picking at tundra herbs and stuffing them into their pockets and satchels to supplement the dried fish White Cloud had bundled for them. Even Tusk was burdened with a pack half his size. Nonetheless, Rearing Mammoth knew his little brother did not mind, happy that the contents included several cracked bones specially for him.

Well before the sun had dipped on their fifteenth day of walking, they selected a high rocky outcrop on which to spend the twilight. It had the safety of several hundred paces of clear tundra in all directions, as well as a broad, flat top surrounded by chunky shards of rock that would afford shelter from the chilly evening winds. Rearing Mammoth and Sundance ripped at dried grasses, foraged through scattered bones, and tossed everything flammable they could find up into the center of the shelter for Tusk to assemble into his first fire—an important step in the making of a man. The boy piled the material, then searched his pack for the flint his mother had entrusted to him. Rearing Mammoth ached from suppressing the continual urge to intervene—to push Tusk aside and light the fire himself—acutely aware of the sun’s rapidly diminishing glow and the dangers posed by any night without fire.

When Tusk finally coaxed the fire into life he let out a scream of enthusiasm as the flames flared suddenly high. The men laughed, clapping arms around each other’s shoulders as the boy did a dance of achievement.

The three of them sat close, chewed on fish and herbs, and shared a bladder of melted ice. Tusk’s fire would keep them safe and warm, along with Rearing Mammoth’s cloak—another treasured gift from his father that easily engulfed them all, protecting them from the glacial wind.

*  *  *  *
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Rearing Mammoth was woken by Sundance shoving at his shoulder.

“Wake up, my brothers,” he whispered, urgent.

Rearing Mammoth and Tusk jolted from their slumber. Instinctively they threw themselves against the rocky parapet beside their companion. The musky stench of cat filled their nostrils.

The rumble of the beast resonated all around them.

Sundance held up a single finger, then a second, then a third. Rearing Mammoth closed his eyes, listening to the tread of paws and the deep snarling purrs on the other side of the stone. He held up four fingers and then reached for his blade. Sundance gripped his hunting blade and a smoldering bone from the fire.

Tusk grabbed a serrated scraping stone in his shaking hands. His eyes were wild.

One large cat bounded up the side of the outcrop to stand in full view on an overhanging boulder. She stared down at them, inside their protective enclosure, tilting her head from side to side. Her scarred yellow-brown coat was immaculately groomed, but the long tufting hair of her snout was matted with the bright red smear of uncongealed blood from a recent kill. Her upper lip curved over the top of foot-long saber teeth. They were yellowed and smattered with blood and hanging threads of sinew. One had had its razor-sharp tip snapped off. Rumbling breath stunk of decayed caribou. She stepped from boulder to boulder as if to survey her catch from every angle before settling on the original stone. There she reclined in the rays of the new day’s sun.

Many moments passed.

“Do you still sense the other cats?” Rearing Mammoth murmured out the corner of his mouth. 

Tusk gave a single shake of his head, keeping his gaze on the beast above them, as she groomed herself. 

“Do they slumber around our camp?” Sundance asked. “Or have they returned to the lair while this one guards their next meal?”

“We won’t know until we crest these boulders and run down amongst them to make our escape.”

“You believe we can outrun them?” Tusk asked incredulously. The cat stopped her preening to stare directly at him. A pink tongue flicked out to wet a paw, and the paw stroked the full length of a protruding tooth.

Rearing Mammoth felt his young brother shudder and press in closer to his side. “If we stay here, we die.”

“Why has she not slaughtered us already?” Sundance asked.

“She will keep us fresh for her pride’s feast tonight, perhaps as easy fare for her litter to kill.”

Tears welled in Tusk’s eyes. “I cannot run faster than her.” Any one of the beast’s muscled legs was longer and stronger than the boy’s entire body. The three were silent, until in the slightest of whispers, but with the determination of the Great White Bear, he said, “You must go without me.”

Rearing Mammoth brushed his thumb over his brother’s cheeks to push away the tears. “Nonsense, Tusk. Look at her. She is fat and has a belly full of meat that weighs her down.” The boy stared at her with uncertainty. “Have you ever trapped the tiny vole that scuttles through the skulls of our lodge?”

“No. He is small and tricky.”

Rearing Mammoth leaned down to press his nose against Tusk’s. “And so are you, my brother. So are you.” With their noses still touching, the elder could see the confidence growing in the eyes of the younger. 

“Look, she is drowsy,” Sundance muttered. “Now is the time.”

Rearing Mammoth nodded. “We must run and not turn back. Leave our packs. Go straight for the cliffs. The smaller clefts in the wall may provide safety from the larger cats. If one of us falls . . .” Rearing Mammoth squeezed the hands of both his companions. “Go!”

The three sprang up and leapt over boulders and down opposite rock covered slopes of the outcropping. The cat dived for the spot where they had been. She turned and snarled, scattering their packs and satchels across the ground and still-glowing embers of the fire. Then she pounced once more up onto the surrounding boulders and down the edge of the rocky outcrop in pursuit.

The other cats were gone, returned to their lair. Tusk shot over a hillock and down into a long sunken rift that weaved its way toward the glacier. Sundance skirted a rise that ran parallel to the one Rearing Mammoth pounded along with all his might. A blur of yellow-brown fur darted between them and then dropped out of view, hidden by a grass-tufted hillock.

She was after Tusk, and anger filled Rearing Mammoth’s heart. He let out a mighty yell that tore from the bottom of his gut. It resonated across the tundra and seemed to propel him ever faster. 

Ahead of him the cat crested a mound, her face covered in fresh blood. She let out a howling gut-wrenching roar, flicking her head and pawing violently at her cheek, before making a run for Rearing Mammoth. 

Rearing Mammoth ran parallel with the cliffs, over ridge after ridge, the cat popping in and out of view as he headed closer to the safety of the glacier. He was seventy paces or so from his goal when Tusk bounded from the rift and threw himself into an ice crevice small enough for a vole. The cat was racing through the grasses, still flicking her head, close enough Rearing Mammoth could see the bloody gash that left a strip of the upper lip dangling beside her saber.

Sundance stumbled in full view of the cat before launching himself into the same impossibly slim crevice Tusk had entered. Rearing Mammoth took advantage of the cat’s distraction and changed direction to head for another fissure. Blood pounded through his heart and head, and his lungs burned and ached. His muscles felt like they could fail at any moment. The cat loomed behind him, but he dared not look. A fissure was three breaths ahead. He did not even know if he would fit. Using the last fragments of energy left in his legs, he jumped. His feet left the ground and his arms shielded his face as his body flew into the crevice and skidded roughly across the jagged ice. He rolled as he slid, and the beast slammed into the fractured opening in the glacier. The edges cracked as the cat twisted and squirmed at the entrance. Ice crunched and shattered as it clawed and snarled, less than half a body’s length from where he lay. She smashed her head against the ice with an excruciating roar that echoed through the fissure. The gash in the beast’s mouth smeared red across the ice walls—flicking clots from its whiskers as it fought. Something long and bloody flew toward Rearing Mammoth and bounced to a stop at his feet. Tusk’s serrated scraping stone, with pieces of the cat’s fur-covered lip still stuck to its edge. Rearing Mammoth picked it up in awe.
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