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			Author’s Note

			Were Neanderthals cannibals? The short answer is yes—a fair percentage of them were.

			Life was tough for most Neanderthals. To paraphrase Thomas Hobbes, they had lives that were nasty, brutish, and short. At Krapina Cave in Croatia, portions of eighty Neanderthal individuals have been found, and the typical age at death was between fourteen and twenty-four. Most show evidence of periodic malnutrition or starvation.2,48 Some of the individuals had been cooked and eaten.2,70 Clearly, some Neanderthals were cannibals. 

			Krapina is by no means an anomaly. There is strong evidence of cannibalism in at least seven other European sites as well (Goyet, Belgium; Gran Dolina and El Sidrón in Spain; Moula-Guercy, Combe-Grenal, and Les Pradelles in France; and Vindija in Croatia).1,2,3,4,11,67,68 According to noted paleogeneticist Svante Paabo, human bones with cut marks or percussion breakage to extract marrow are “typical of many, even most, sites where Neanderthal bones are found.”12,13,67,69

			Perhaps the saddest case is that of the Neanderthal remains recently found at El Sidrón Cave in Spain. There, about 43,000 years ago (roughly the time of our story), thirteen members of a clan, including men, women, and children, were eaten.11 The bones indicate intense nutritional stress from a diet of moss and mushrooms. The overall evidence has convinced many researchers that the cannibalism was by another group for survival, not just one group eating its own dead. Life doesn’t get much worse than that—starving on moss and mushrooms, then being killed and eaten by your neighbors. Nasty, brutish, and short.

			Putting the best spin on it, some, perhaps most, Neanderthal cannibalism was likely done in times of famine only after the individual died of natural causes. And it’s also true that we Homo sapiens have a rich history of cannibalism as well.13,14,15,16,17,18,74 A fascinating study by Simon Underdown even speculates that Neanderthal cannibalism of modern humans may have contributed to their extinction.15 Probably due to widespread cannibalism in our past, modern humans carry a gene (the 129 variant of the PRNP gene) that gives us some immunity to dangerous prions when we eat our dead. Neanderthals didn’t have the gene, and they may have contracted kuru-like spongiform disease when they ate us.

			So, much of the Neanderthal cannibalism probably happened only during what Effie (from my first book of this series, Moctu and the Mammoth People) called the “hungry-hungry times,” when people were starving, and only after they were dead. But similar to certain modern-day human cultures, it’s likely that some Neanderthals developed a taste for the practice.3,16

			And how about warfare? Weren’t the scattered, hunter-gatherer tribes mostly peaceful? Well, no. As it turns out, war is pretty common in hunter-gatherer cultures.18,19,20,21,22,26,81 It’s especially common between groups with different ethnicities, religions, and/or languages.23,24 We can only imagine how pronounced it was between different species.

			There were probably a lot of different languages in Paleolithic Europe. A more recent example is instructive. By the time of European contact, there were already at least 1,000 mutually unintelligible languages in the Americas and perhaps as many as 3,000 if dialects are included.25 Those all developed during a blossoming of the population after a few groups migrated in just 16,500 years before.31

			Some of our understanding of Paleolithic peoples and cultures has changed since I wrote Moctu. This is largely due to the rapid pace of breakthrough discoveries coming from the study of ancient DNA. A good example is the research around what Neanderthals looked like. 

			Although Neanderthals had lighter skin, hair, and maybe eye color than we did, new studies suggest that they were quite variable, similar to modern-day Europeans.8,9 Recent analyses of the nuclear DNA from two Croatian Neanderthal females indicate that they were probably brown-haired with tawny skin coloring.5,6,7 Red hair may not have been as common as earlier thought. In this book, you’ll find the Neanderthals have a wide variety of characteristics. You can find other new learnings and understandings (e.g., about the domestication of wolves)27,28,29,30 in the annotated references and notes at the end of this book. 

			Before diving into the novel, I’d encourage you to skim those references. They’ll show that, while this book is fiction, it’s solidly based on fact. I’ve bolded key parts, so scanning them only takes a few minutes, and it adds depth to the reading experience (and where else will you find references from Pliny the Elder and Julius Caesar?). I appreciate authors that apply extensive research to their historical fiction, and I’ve worked hard to do so. 

			Finally, some hidden things to look for: As in Moctu, I’ve used many Basque words or derivations for the Homo sapien people’s names,51,66 and there is a Neander verse76 buried somewhere in the last few chapters.

			I hope you enjoy this story.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			SHIV RISING

		

	
		
			Main Characters and Places

			
					
Moctu—Young man of the Nerean people (Homo sapiens)

					
Nerea—Name of Moctu’s tribe (means mine or my people in Basque)

					
Etseh—Large rock overhang that the Nereans use for shelter (means home if spelled etxea)

					
Nuri—Young, dark-haired woman of the Nerea

					
Elka—Hybrid daughter of Moctu (elkartu means unite in Basque)

					
Avi—Young, fair-haired woman of the Nerea

					
Jondu—Young man of the Nerea, who is Avi’s mate

					
Nindai—Lame shaman of the Nerea

					
Krog—Tribe of Pale Ones (Neanderthals)

					
Uhda—Shelter of the Krog

					
Shiv—Fierce tribe of cannibalistic Pale Ones (Neanderthals) 

					
Mung—Tribe of Pale Ones allied with the Shiv

					
Shaka-Nu—Leader of the Shiv

					
Lion People—Large tribe similar to the Nereans (Homo sapiens)

			

		

	
		
			Map of Shelters and Territories
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			(Flash-Forward)

			Smoke rose from the roasting human tongues and lingered in the recesses of the walls of the shallow cave where it was protected from the breeze. The hair was completely singed from two fire-darkened heads that had been placed upside down near the flames to cook the brains. After a series of grunts and signings, three of the group of Shiv men got up from where they sat on stones near the fire. While two of them stood and waited, one turned the two heads so they would heat on their other side. Then the three moved toward the darker part of the shelter. 

			Nuri stopped breathing and kept her eyes downcast at the floor of the cave where she sat with several others, her hands tied behind her. She could hear the men coming to take another of the group, and she was terrified it would be her. Last time, they’d dragged a struggling young man out toward the fire, and his screams still echoed in her ears. The cries of “No! Spirits, no!” had become blood-curdling shrieks, then choked whimpers and gasps, and finally silence. Although she couldn’t see it, the crackling of the fire and a new wave of smoke told Nuri they were roasting the man—or portions of him. 

			Her drive to protect the baby within her was overwhelming. “Don’t pick me, oh, Spirits, please, don’t let them eat me,” she whispered, her fear overwhelming the self-revulsion she felt for hoping they would take someone else—anyone else. There was a pause while the standing men spoke among themselves in hushed tones. Even looking down, she could see the crude leather wraps around their feet. Her pulse began to pound in her head as the conversation stopped and the feet moved directly toward her. Nuri’s heart seemed to bulge into her throat, and waves of nausea swept over her as powerful hands roughly pulled her to her feet. 

		

	
		
			2

			Peaceful times at the Krog shelter…

			The trip to Uhda was arduous for Nindai and Nuri, but both remained cheerful and excited. The young shaman’s lame right leg, nearly a finger’s length shorter than his left, had swelled to twice it’s normal thickness from the exertion of the long journey. His right underarm was raw—the blisters had broken, and smears of blood showed on the top of his crutch. In the end, Moctu fashioned a travois to carry him at least half of each day along the muddy trails and remnant snowbanks.

			Although Nuri was sick each morning, she was thrilled to be carrying Moctu’s baby. Her belly was only slightly rounded, but her normal endurance had abandoned her, and during the final two days of the trek her head swam, and nausea threatened her on all of the uphill stretches.

			But now they’d been here with the Pale Ones—the Krog—for more than a moon, and the elation of the reunion with Elka, Rah, and Hawk had given way to a satisfied peacefulness as Moctu watched Nuri twirl Elka around, and his beautiful hybrid daughter shrieked with delight. The bond between Moctu and Elka’s grandmother, Rah, was as strong as ever, even though there had been several times Moctu’s eyes met Rah’s as something reminded them of Effie. Elka’s mother, Effie, had been tragically slain by Moctu’s people in an act of mistaken vengeance. The huge, red-haired Krog warrior Hawk and Moctu were as close as brothers. Hawk, in fact, usually referred to his friend as “Brud Moctu,” which meant Brother Moctu.

			“You grow since last time,” Hawk said, looking at Moctu and holding two thick fingers together sideways. “Two, maybe three fingers.”

			As they stood close together, Moctu realized he was now a shade taller than his powerful friend, and it surprised him that he had grown that much.

			“And you eat much meat too,” Hawk continued, chuckling as he patted Moctu’s stomach. 

			Now in his sixteenth year, Moctu had developed into a tall, well-built young man. His shoulder-length dark hair just touched his broad shoulders, and he moved a thick strand of it behind an ear as he looked down at his stomach. 

			“I—”

			Still chuckling, the big red man cut him off. “You too skinny back then. Now good.”

			Hawk slapped his back, and Moctu laughed, enjoying his friend’s high spirits.

			Moctu had brought a treasure trove of goods with him as gifts for the Krog. Hawk and the other men had been especially pleased with the flint spearheads, awls, and bone needles, and the Krog healer, Rah, was delighted with the assortment of herbal medicines that Nindai had provided. Nuri carried in her tunic pocket the beautiful children’s hatchet blade that her uncle Samar had given her as a child. Expertly made from black glass which encapsulated small, white snowflakes, it was exquisite, and she’d given it to Elka. Since it was razor sharp, she’d keep it for her until Elka was a little older. 

			Four moons had come since the long nights of winter, and the snows were rapidly receding as new foliage in every shade of green burgeoned on the hills. The air smelled fresh, perfumed with the scent of new life. People, both Krog and Nereans, spent as much time as possible in the open, soaking up the sun’s rays. Although the early hunting had been meager, the dried mammoth meat had held up well. Hawk and Da, the nominal Krog leader, and Da’s best friend Ronk, were prepared to set off on another hunting expedition in the morning, and Moctu planned to go along. 

			Evenings were still cold, and Moctu and Nuri huddled affectionately, a large fur wrapped around them both. Moctu prodded the glowing embers of the fire into a pile as they sat on a log in Rah’s hearth. Night was falling quickly, and bats carved arcs through the starry, moonlit sky. Recently fed by her nursemaid, Lok, Elka was already asleep in soft furs next to Rah. 

			“Brud Moctu,” Hawk called out as he approached the group. “Change plan,” he said, frowning slightly while widening the opening in the hanging skins that marked the hearth entrance. “Morning we trade with Mung for woman. Mung bad tribe, but good womans. Lok from Mung,” Hawk said, referring to the younger of his two mates, his frown softening. 

			A signal fire had been seen from a hill to the north, and from a distance, the outline of a potential trade had already been worked out—the woman for two skins of dried meat. In normal years, it would have been a woman for woman trade, but sickness and the fierce hiss-gaw saber-tooth cat had thinned the ranks of Krog females this past year. And typically, two skins of meat wouldn’t have been enough, but the Mung were hungry. 

			“I’d like to see that—the Mung and the trade,” Moctu said with interest. “How will it happen?” 

			“We…um…” Hawk’s forehead and large brows furrowed, then he pantomimed setting two large skins down. “Leave two skins meat in meadow. Girl come us, Mung take skins.”

			“That sounds pretty simple. And you’ve got plenty of dried mammoth meat, so it seems like an obvious deal.”

			“What means obvious?”

			“Obvious…um…it’s clear, hard to argue against.”

			“Obvious. Good trade is obvious,” Hawk said, stressing the word, plainly pleased with it. “We go first light to make trade—is obvious,” Hawk said.

			Moctu smiled and good-naturedly rolled his eyes. “I’ll be ready.”

			✴✴✴

			It was light, but the sun had not yet crested the eastern mountains when the four men set out the next morning. It was a hard morning’s walk, up hills and down. Hawk and Ronk each carried a large skin loaded with dried mammoth meat. Da was especially excited because the woman they were trading for was to be his mate, a replacement for Zat, his former mate, who’d been killed by a saber-tooth the year before. Moctu grimaced as he recalled finding Zat’s partially eaten body. Trying to rid his mind of that image, he said, “Will the Mung be on that next hill over there?”

			Hawk, breathing heavily after a steep uphill climb with the heavy pack, just nodded. 

			The area was heavily wooded with huge boulders strewn between the trees. Halfway down from the crest of the far hill they saw smoke from a small fire and they could see two Mung traders with the woman standing in a landslide meadow. The traders waved at them, and pointed to a broad meadow in the valley between the two hills, and Hawk and Da waved back in understanding. Moctu again noticed that Da was missing the ends of several fingers, probably the result of frostbite. Moctu smiled as he studied Da’s happy and expectant expression. He was perhaps the fiercest-looking man that Moctu had ever seen—as strong as Hawk and even bigger, but with teeth that had been filed into fangs, giving his open mouth the look of a snarling wolf. Today, his ferocious appearance couldn’t conceal his cheerful excitement.

			They proceeded toward the meadow following the quick-moving, enthusiastic Da. They arrived at nearly the same time as the Mung group did on the far side of the meadow, even though they’d traveled almost twice as far. 

			Da’s best friend Ronk, a brown-eyed, barrel-chested man with long, tangled brown hair, put down the heavy skin of dried meat and expelled a loud breath through his two missing front teeth. In Krog he said, “The woman looks good, Da!”

			Da smiled and nodded in agreement. From this distance he could see that she was light-brown-haired and a little thin, but she looked strong enough, and healthy. Although he tried to hide it, Da’s eagerness was barely contained.

			The Mung men across the meadow looked expectant and nervous. The young woman looked terrified.

			By signing, the Mung indicated that the two skins of dried meat on the ground near Ronk looked big enough and would suffice as trade for the woman. Everything looked set for the trade to be completed. That’s when the attack came. 
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			The assailants had hidden on Moctu’s side of the meadow long before they got there. Hawk heard something just before a shrill whistle sounded, and he’d already pulled his spear from behind him when the forest seemed to erupt with movement. In his peripheral vision, Moctu saw the two Mung charge toward them with their spears held ready, but his group had more pressing problems close at hand. The nearest attacker, a huge Pale One covered in leaves and dirt, and with charcoal-blackened eye sockets and red tattoos on his temples and forehead, slashed Ronk across the shoulder as he swiveled to avoid the spear thrust. Ronk lunged at the man, and they tumbled to the ground, fighting savagely. Ronk grabbed the man’s brown beard with one hand and hit his face and gouged at his eyes with his other. The snarling, dirt-covered man dropped his spear and slugged Ronk’s jaw a vicious blow with his right and pulled out a bloody handful of Ronk’s hair with his left. 

			Hawk and Da were holding their own against at least three attackers who wielded spears and clubs. Pivoting and absorbing the blow of a club to his shoulder, Hawk sliced the dark-haired man holding the club across the face with a lightning-fast swing of his spear. Blood sprayed from the face and Hawk’s spearpoint, and the man screamed and drew back in pain. The swing had left the butt end of Hawk’s spear up, and he thrust it at the next closest attacker, hitting him squarely in the lower neck. 

			Moctu had long ago realized he couldn’t fight Pale Ones spear to spear—they were too strong and powerful—so he pulled his atlatl and quickly fitted a shaft. He knew his group was barely holding off the nearest assailants, and they’d soon be overwhelmed by the two charging Mung. He threw hard at the nearest one, and although he rushed the shot, it hit the man with force in his midsection. The man grunted, grabbed at the shaft, and veered off. Moctu had a momentary flashback to his engagement with the wolves long ago. These were wolves too—wolves with spears. 

			Da’s eyes and beard were covered in blood, but Moctu couldn’t tell if it was his or an attacker’s. Da was snarling, shrieking, and baring his fangs while he fended off a rock-tipped cudgel with his spear and then slashed at the man. 

			The wounded Mung had broken off the attack, and the other one’s charge faltered as his attention moved to his partner, who groaned and went to his knees as he gripped the shaft in his stomach. Moctu was fitting another shaft when a second shrill whistle sounded, and the assailants stopped their assault and began to melt back into the forest. Even the man battling with Ronk pushed away and fell back. From chaotic turbulence and screaming, the forest went immediately and eerily quiet except for the slight rustling of leaves as the attackers retreated. Moctu threw a shaft but missed as the Mung helped his hobbling friend move away.

			The group were breathing heavily as they assessed their injuries. Ronk’s shoulder was badly slashed and blood drained from his temple where the hair had been ripped away. Da’s cheek was sliced to the bone from near his eye to his earlobe. Except for the shoulder bruise, Hawk was uninjured, as was Moctu. The young woman, their whole reason for being there, was gone.

			“Shiv.” Hawk said simply. “Shiv and Mung.” He scowled and spit. 

			Da’s facial cut pulsed blood, which seeped through his red beard, darkening it and dripping a steady stream onto the skins draping his chest, which were now covered with it. Da didn’t seem to even notice. He glowered, showing his fangs, and said in Krog, “We follow Mung. Catch, kill wounded one.”

			“We need to have Rah tend your wound,” Moctu said, his eyes transfixed by the pulsing blood. 

			“We get Mung,” Da said more forcefully, and Moctu realized the big man was as angry about losing the woman as he was with the Mung betrayal. 

			Ronk’s wounds weren’t as bad as Da’s cheek, so all of them moved out following the trail of the two Mung, cautious of the threat of another ambush. It was an easy trail to follow—two men, one shuffling, the other supporting him, and lots of blood spatter. The group came upon the wounded man sitting against a downed tree by himself. His partner was gone. The man had both hands gripped around the shaft in his belly and was trying to pull it out, although he was in great pain and weakening fast.

			Da raised his spear, but both Hawk and Moctu stopped him from killing the man right away. 

			“Let’s figure out why the Mung and Shiv are working together,” Moctu said.

			Dark red blood oozed in a steady stream where the shaft protruded from the Mung’s intestines. It was clearly a mortal wound. Hawk knelt and began questioning the man, speaking with a mix of Krog, Mung, and signing. The man at first refused to answer, but Hawk shook the shaft, eliciting shrieks and a rapid stream of conversation. Mostly for Moctu’s benefit, Hawk gave the group a summary as he learned details from the dying man. 

			“It was Shiv,” he confirmed. “Five Shiv tribes and Mung together.”

			“Shiv tribes had winter sickness. Many womans die.”

			After a few more comments, Hawk stood, looking stricken. “We go now—fast.”

			Da and Hawk quickly nodded at one another, and Da efficiently stabbed the man in the throat with his spear. The Mung died instantly.

			As Hawk turned and started to run in the direction of their shelter, he yelled, “Shiv attack Uhda!”

		

	
		
			4

			Nuri shivered as she arose from her sleeping furs and rekindled the fire. Moctu had left early this morning, careful not to wake Elka and the others in the hearth. Rah, normally the first one up, was still asleep. After others had retired to their sleeping furs last night, she and Nindai had stayed up well into the dark hours, talking awkwardly but excitedly about medicines and remedies. Earlier that day, Rah had shown Nindai a green, fan-shaped fungus that kept wounds from festering and helped with tooth rot. Two days before, she’d found a patch of Jin, yellow-brown mushrooms with a bell-shaped cap that intoxicated people and allowed them to glimpse the Spirit world. Around the evening fire, she described their effects and passed the mushrooms around, but all had decided to wait until later to try them. Moctu had felt his chest tighten as he remembered Effie giving him some shortly after he was first brought to the Krog shelter. It had led to wild dreams…and to other activities that ultimately produced Elka. 

			Conversations between the two healers were mostly pointing and pantomiming, but it seemed to work for them. They were learning so much from one another. Rah was entranced when Nindai played long, haunting notes on his flute, which she learned had important roles in some of his remedies.

			Elka began to stir, and Nuri worked faster to get through some of her chores before needing to tend to the toddler. As soon as she awakened, Elka would need to be cleaned up quickly and then whisked to her nursemaid Lok to limit her crying. Like Nereans, the Krog frowned on extended crying as it brought out evil spirits. Nuri and Rah were splitting the childcare, and this was Nuri’s day. She put her hand to the gentle bulge of her abdomen and wondered if Elka would soon have a brother or a sister. Smiling at the thought, Nuri reflected happily on how her life had changed. Here she was—sick most mornings, and many days travel from her family and friends, living in a Pale One camp, not understanding the language or their customs. And yet she was as happy as she’d ever been. That was mostly because she was here with Moctu, and she was carrying his baby. But there was more. She was fascinated by these people, and she was learning so many new and amazing things. 

			Elka made waking noises, and Rah groggily sat up, pushing her sleeping furs to the side.

			“Good morning,” Nuri said, smiling. She spoke in Krog, using one of the few phrases she knew.

			Rah, still sleepy, smiled, waved, and yawned.

			Although they got along well, and although Rah was obviously pleased to be learning so much from Nindai, Nuri sensed a level of anxiety in her. Nuri was sure that Rah dreaded the day she’d lose her granddaughter when Moctu and Nuri left with her. That day should have come already—Moctu, Nuri, and Nindai had been away from their people for far longer than planned. But their time here at Uhda was relaxed and pleasant, and Nindai was still learning wonderful new remedies, so they kept postponing their departure. 

			The Gathering of the Tribes was to be held early this summer near the Lion People’s shelter, and that would force the issue in the next day or so. They had to leave soon to have enough time to prepare themselves and their people for the big event. One of the elders, Ono, was filling in as leader while Moctu was gone.

			My mate will be leading our tribe, and he’ll be taking his daughter—our daughter, Nuri thought proudly. 

			“But it’s going to tear Rah up to have her granddaughter leave here,” she murmured to herself, shaking her head. “I know how I’d feel if the roles were reversed.” 

			Neighboring hearths began to bustle with activity, and Nuri was likewise industrious, getting Elka cleaned up and to and from Lok for nursing, and many of her other tasks underway or completed. Rah left to find Nindai, but soon returned after she learned that the young medicine man was already out looking for the plants he needed to show her how to make a toothache remedy. 

			As Elka contentedly puttered nearby, Nuri expertly twisted conifer-bark fiber into three-ply cordage to make a net that could be used in catching frogs and fish. She wanted to try it down where the creek fed into the lake where she’d seen a number of medium-sized fish. If the Krog had nets, she hadn’t seen them. If hers worked well to catch the fish, they’d likely want to learn to make one like it. 

			The morning was clear and warming up to a pleasant temperature as the sun fully crested the eastern hills. It was tedious, repetitive work, and Nuri’s mind wandered, first to Avi—she really missed her best friend—and then to Moctu. She smiled again, thinking of how good it felt when he held her. It was so different now than it had been with Jabil. Moctu was incredibly passionate, and he was tender, caring, and patient. She sucked in a small breath as she remembered the best parts of the previous night.

			Then the Spirits overturned her world.
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			Nuri heard a man’s shout followed by women screaming and yelling, and she went to the hearth entrance to see what was happening. Rah, who had been in the neighboring hearth visiting, was also immediately out to determine what was causing the commotion at the far end of the shelter. Nuri couldn’t understand the language, but she recognized the look on Rah’s face—fear. Instincts took over, and she grabbed Elka and began running away from the noise and pandemonium. But where to run to?

			With Nuri pregnant and carrying Elka, it was just moments before Rah had caught up with her. The healer still looked frightened, but it was masked by determination. She carried a spear with an ease that made it clear—she knew how to use it. From what Nuri had seen, she was sure Krog women would make formidable foes.

			Pointing to the southeastern forest, Rah said, “We go there.” Then, pointing behind her, she said one word that sent chills through Nuri: “Shiv.” From Moctu, Nuri knew the Shiv were a fierce group of Pale Ones, and they’d earned the name of People Eaters. Even the Krog feared these savage cannibals.

			Glancing back toward Uhda, Nuri was shocked to see the bedlam. Painted men—with white stripes on their faces and arms and blackened eye sockets—were ransacking the hearths and fighting with the few individuals that had not run. Worse, she saw several of the hideous, painted men following not far behind them. And they were gaining.

			The two women entered a trail into the forest, and they were soon out of sight of their pursuers. Both Nuri and Rah were sprinting, but Nuri was breathing heavily and her legs felt leaden. Rah sensed her failing endurance, and she motioned to a scrub oak and buckthorn thicket to the right where they could hide. They plunged into it, the branches and thorns clawing at them as they progressed. Elka had been quiet to this point, but now she started crying in earnest. Still moving fast through the thicket, Rah and Nuri looked at each other worriedly—Elka’s crying would give them away. They might as well not even hide. 

			Stopping to face Nuri, Rah commanded, “I take Elka.” Not waiting for agreement, she gave the spear to Nuri and put the crying baby to her chest, rocking and cooing while she and Nuri once again began wading through the brush as fast as they could. Elka continued to cry and the women anxiously looked at one another as they heard the Shiv enter the thicket. 

			Rah knew the thicket well, and she weaved from small trails to nonexistent ones while Nuri found the spear difficult to maneuver through the underbrush.

			“We need to split up,” Nuri said breathlessly. “I’ll lead them away.” 

			But Rah grabbed her forearm and motioned, “No.” Nuri was shocked as Rah covered the toddler’s nose and mouth with one hand, snuffing out her cries, but not allowing Elka to breathe. “All dead if they find us,” she said, her lips pursed and tears in her eyes. She turned and ducked farther into the thicket. Nuri stood motionless, her mouth open, her brow furrowed and her mind racing.

			The nearby sound of their pursuers roused her, and she silently followed Rah through the wall of vines and underbrush. Rah had hunkered down in a dark corner of the deep thicket, her hand still covering Elka’s nose and mouth. Nuri settled beside them, worriedly watching as Elka’s big blue eyes widened in shock, and her arms moved in protest at not being allowed to breathe. They could hear the men talking and calling to one another. They had split up to better search through the underbrush.

			Elka’s arm movements slackened then stopped, and her tiny arms fell to her sides. One of the men was close enough that they could see his movement through the tangled vegetation. Nuri’s eyes moved back and forth from Elka’s motionless body to the flashes of movement of the nearby Shiv.

			Rah still held Elka’s mouth and nose, and seeing the tiny, slack body, Nuri knew she had to act or Elka had no chance. She lay the spear at Rah’s feet, and their eyes met. Rah almost imperceptibly shook her head from side to side, but Nuri answered with a slight nod, her jaw set. Alarmed, Rah shook her head more forcefully.

			The matter was settled as one of the Shiv began moving closer toward them. Nuri broke and ran, leading the man away from Rah and Elka. He barked out a call to the others, then whooped and yipped bizarrely as he followed in pursuit.

			Nuri crashed through the underbrush following one tiny game trail after another, the branches and thorn vines ripping at her skin and clothes. The weird, yipping noise came from several directions now, and she knew all of the Shiv attackers were pursuing her. 

			Sounds like a pack of hyenas, she thought, moving even faster. Can’t let them hurt my baby! She was breathing hard through clenched teeth, making split-second decisions about which small break in the foliage to take. Although her arms and legs were bleeding from scratches and there were thorns lodged in both her feet, she took pleasure from the thought that her pursuers likely were suffering similarly—and they didn’t sound like they were gaining on her. Her head was throbbing and she was nauseous, but she pressed on, looking for a place to hide. Have to stop—can’t keep going, she thought. 

			“Spirits, please help me keep my baby safe,” she whispered.
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			The grim-faced men ran with purpose, Moctu leading the way.

			I will never forgive myself if something has happened to Nuri or Elka, Moctu thought as he sprinted down a steep slope. Or Rah or Nindai, he added, and picked up his speed even more.

			Da’s face still oozed blood, and the front of his clothing skins were covered with it, staining them a dark scarlet. All the men were winded and breathing heavily through their mouths. Looking back, Moctu caught sight of the huge, fanged, blood-soaked warrior, and he was glad the man was not his enemy.

			Because of their urgent pace, and their stashing of the meat skins under some fallen logs and leaves, they had covered the return trip in less than half the time it had earlier taken them.

			“Please, Spirits, don’t take Nuri, Elka, or Rah from me,” Moctu whispered as he ran. “You’ve already taken…” he trailed off. The men rounded a hill crest, and they could see smoke from Uhda—too much smoke. 

			“I see body,” Hawk said, squinting his eyes, his large brow furrowed. “Look like two.”

			All four men picked up their pace, catching glimpses through the trees of the scene at Uhda while focusing on the uneven trail that they pounded along.

			They were soon close enough to see that Uhda was abandoned. No one was there except for the two bodies—Nug and one of the Shiv, a large warrior with white lightning bolts painted on his arms, darkened eye sockets, and the distinctive red tattoos on his forehead. It was eerily quiet. The shelter was normally bustling with activity and noise, but now there was ghostly silence punctuated by the occasional popping or crackling of the burning skins, grass bedding materials, and fallen wood poles. The place had been ransacked, with most of the skin walls pulled down and the vital meat stores plundered.

			Hawk knelt by Nug, who was lying face up near a smoldering pile of furs. He was not only dead, but his body had been mutilated with every part of it stabbed or slashed. Scowling and gripping his spear so tightly that his knuckles were white, Hawk raised the spear high above him and screamed, “Aaaarrrrrrr!

			Da and Ronk likewise raised their spears and roared, “Aaaarrrrrrr!” They stabbed the dead Shiv warrior in the midsection, then spat on him.

			Moctu desperately scrambled between the ravaged hearths for signs of Nuri, Elka, or Rah.

			“Oh, Spirits…Spirits, no…NO!” he said, his panic building ever higher. “The People Eaters…Spirits, no. Please, no. Nuri! Elka! Rah!”

			Behind him, Hawk let out a cry that became a mournful wail.

			“Naaaaaaa!” 

			Moctu rushed back to find his friend kneeling by the body of Cha, his older mate. Cha was dead from many stab wounds, but her right hand still gripped a spear. 

			Hawk shook his head and kept repeating, “Naa, naa,” in an ever-softer voice until his lips moved and no sound emerged. 

			Moctu put his hand on Hawk’s shoulder, and the big, red-haired man turned to him with glistening eyes. Moctu had never seen his fierce friend so devastated. The burly warrior tried to say something, but no words came out. Hawk had shown anguish before, when his friend, Sag, died of the spotted lekuk disease, but this was much worse. He looked back down at his dead mate and continued to shake his head, not believing what he was seeing. The quiet desolation of his Krog brother was deeply moving but also unsettling.  

			“Hawk, I’m so…so…” Moctu felt a choking sensation in his throat and couldn’t finish.

			The two men were quiet for a long moment before Da and Ronk approached, each silently patting Hawk’s shoulder, then kneeling beside Cha. Da reached over and felt the edge of the spear that Cha still held, then showed the blood on his fingers.

			“Blood,” he said in Krog. “Cha fought. She hurt them.”

			Hawk nodded but remained silent.

			Worries about Nuri and Elka resurfaced, and Moctu cleared his choked throat. 

			“I’ll come back, Hawk. I need to look for Nuri, Elka, Rah, and the others.”

			The comment stirred the men to action.

			“Mik and Lok,” Hawk said, rising, now even more worried about his son and younger mate.

			All four men moved out, hoping to find evidence of their loved ones and friends. Wary of another Shiv ambush, they were cautious as they began searching the edge of the forest. Disturbingly, they found few fresh signs of their kinfolk. The main set of tracks indicated that most of the Shiv had moved east after the raid. How many captives had they taken with them? 
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			Rah was trembling as she took her hand away from Elka’s mouth and nose. Even though the Shiv were still close enough to hear a baby cry, the little girl’s body was limp—either unconscious or dead. 

			She’s not breathing—if I don’t try to bring her back now, she doesn’t stand a chance. But if she does come to and cries, we may both be dead, Rah worried and delayed. 

			Have to risk it, she thought finally. Rah pushed twice on Elka’s abdomen.

			Elka remained motionless, not breathing, her skin a sickly gray color. Rah continued to push and prod the little girl, but to no effect.

			With every one of my heartbeats, she moves farther into the Spirit world, Rah thought desperately, and she pushed more vigorously on Elka’s abdomen. She paused and watched Elka’s chest to see if she was breathing or still moving into the darkness. 

			“Oh, Elka, come back,” she moaned softly. “You are loved here. I’m so sorry—I was…I was trying to save both our lives.” As Elka lay lifeless, her small arms sagging limply at her sides, tears welled in Rah’s eyes. She put the small, slack body to her chest and squeezed her in a warm hug. “Live,” she whispered in Elka’s ear. “Live!”

			Rah could no longer hear the Shiv, and she cursed herself for covering Elka’s mouth too long. “I should have tried to bring her back sooner. If only I had started sooner… Oh, Spirits! Please bring Elka back to me! Spirits, please!”

			Rah lay Elka on the ground and pushed on her chest and abdomen with more force. She knew the chest had to move in and out for life to come back. She stopped to see if there was any life returning, but the small form lay motionless, her arms splayed to the sides and her mouth slack and open.

			Rah bent close to Elka, her mouth next to the little girl’s. “Breathe!” she pleaded. “Live!” She pushed on Elka’s chest. “Live!”

			Rah’s heart leapt as she thought she felt a small shudder. “Live!” she hissed louder and pushed again. The little girl shuddered and a wheeze escaped her mouth. Rah’s heart swelled, and huge tears rolled down both her cheeks. 

			“Thank you, Spirits…thank you,” Rah whispered, her eyes closing, expelling more grateful tears.

			The little girl’s chest began moving in and out, her gasps gradually easing toward normal breathing. As Rah patted Elka, welcoming her back from the edge of the Spirit world, she found her hands were shaking uncontrollably.
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			Meanwhile, back at Moctu’s home shelter, Etseh…

			I wonder why Nuri and Moctu aren’t back yet? And Nindai,” Avi said to Jondu as they sat in their hearth at Etseh. “I hope the Krog aren’t mistreating them, or that a saber-tooth didn’t get them. I really miss Nuri.”

			“I know Alta’s worried sick,” Jondu replied. “Father says if Moctu doesn’t get back soon, we’ll have to assume he’s dead—that they’re all dead. And we’ll have to elect a new leader.” 

			“Ono just wants you to be leader. That’s the only reason he won’t lead us to the Gathering of the Tribes. He wants you to take us there.”

			“He has a bad knee.”

			“Come on, Jondu,” Avi said, rolling her eyes. “He gets around fine. It’s funny how that knee seemed to get worse only after Moctu didn’t get back here on time. He wants you to be leader.”

			“And what would be so wrong with that?” said Jondu, bristling.

			Avi frowned. “Because you’re trying to get it the wrong way. You can’t just take over as leader because Moctu’s a little late getting back from a trip. Everyone’s worried, I know, but there are so many possible reasons for why they’re late. And most of those don’t involve needing a new leader. One of them could be sick…or…they’re learning something new and important like how to make fire…something like that,” Avi said. “Don’t go raising yourself up to be the new leader. Not yet anyway. That’ll just look disloyal—to everyone. And don’t let your father get too hasty about pushing you into it, either.”

			It wasn’t what Jondu wanted to hear, and he scowled. “Well, at some point…some point soon…” He shrugged, then turned and left to prepare for tomorrow’s hunt.

			Avi shook her head, rolling her eyes again. Jondu’s ambition would get him into trouble. Indar, her baby, began to cry, and Avi expertly placed him to her breast and pushed her nipple into his mouth. He took it and sucked eagerly.

			“They’re alive,” Avi murmured confidently. “Nuri’s…well, she’s like a sister to me. I’d know it if she were dead.” A chill went through her, and she gazed worriedly at the distant mountains to the north. “But something is wrong.”
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			The woods had opened, with far less underbrush and fewer places to hide. Nuri continued running, but her head swam, and she gasped for air. She could still hear the weird, excited yipping of her pursuers, but they hadn’t gained on her. 

			“Why can’t I breathe?” she muttered. “Why am I so weak? I’ve got to keep…have to save my baby.” 

			Nausea overtook her, and she went to her knees and vomited violently into a pile of leaves at the base of an oak sapling. She could feel her pulse throbbing in her ears and still could not get enough air. She spit to rid herself of the trail of saliva that hung from her mouth, then used the sapling to help her stand. Her head swam, and her stomach was sick, but she felt a surge of energy as she recognized that the yipping was closer, much closer.

			The hyena pack, Nuri thought. I have to get away from the hyena pack chasing me. She set out again, running hard, heading north, as best she could tell, toward where the trees had boulders interspersed between them. 

			Her burst of energy faded rapidly, and she was gasping again. “Have to find a place to hide—can’t keep running,” she whispered to herself. “Maybe I can hide there.” But desperately dashing between rocks and trees, she found nothing suitable.

			“They’d find me there. Have to find a cave or crevice—Spirits—help me find a hiding place!”

			Her eye registered a flash of movement in the trees, and the eerie yipping got louder. 

			Terror surged through her. If I can see them, they’ve seen me, she thought, and waves of adrenaline flooded her veins. She gave up looking for a hiding place and ran flat out. Oblivious to any possible hiding spots, she raced away from the People Eaters, zigging and zagging through the forest, trying to get out of their sight line. She passed a group of small boulders and trees that might have offered a hiding place, but her only thought was to get farther away. 

			Once again, her legs began to feel leaden, and she struggled for breath. Gritting her teeth, she felt frustration swell within her.

			“Have to…oh, Spirits! Keep going. My baby… Got to keep running,” she coaxed herself onward.

			The creepy yipping of the People Eaters was always there, not far behind her. 

			They’re relentless—just like hyenas, she thought. “And now they’re off to the side over there.” She swerved away from the new source of the yipping. The forest to the north seemed to erupt with new yipping and excited barking. 

			More of them, she thought in horror. Are these people or hyenas?

			For the first time, her new horror didn’t translate into new energy. 

			“Can’t outrun them… Have to find a place to hide. Those big boulders will have to do.”

			She raced to the boulders and spotted a crease between the two largest ones. Scooping an armful of dead leaves, she wedged herself in the depression at the base of the parting. She hunched down and spread the leaves over her head and body.

			She was breathing heavily, and she could feel the leaves move as she desperately tried to still her body. The yipping came closer, and it sounded like there were dozens of them.

			“Oh, Spirits, please. Don’t let them find me. Please.”

			They were close. Although her head was bent downward, she peered upward and could see movement—several of the beasts milling around, still yipping, but sounding confused. Some yipping was farther away, apparently a few of them still pursuing in the direction she’d been going. A nearby group seemed focused on the spot where she’d scooped up the leaves. Nuri saw a large man look toward the two boulders, and her heart ballooned into her throat. She quit breathing, but she worried her trembling would betray her. 

			The man was fearsome—hideous, with painted white cheeks, blackened eye sockets, and red tattoos that looked like fire on his forehead. The black around his eyes was elongated down his cheeks, making them seem to bulge and droop downward. White lightning bolts traced down his huge arms.

			Nuri closed her eyes, worried that he or the others would see the tiny flicker of her eyes beneath the leaves. She could feel the footfalls as the group searched the area, getting ever closer to her. They were almost next to her. Her mouth was dry, but she resisted swallowing for fear of moving or making noise. Desperate to breathe, she took tiny sips of air, and she was pleased that some of the noises and footsteps seemed to be moving away. They hadn’t seen her!

			Nuri screamed as a powerful hand wrenched her by the hair from her hiding spot. She was dragged outward into the open by the huge, hideous man, and a cheer went up. The group heightened their eerie yipping, which soon transformed into loud barking and howling.
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			Gradually, people began to return to Uhda. Hawk had found a group to the west as they emerged from their hiding places after he called out for his mate, Lok, and his baby son, Mik. But Lok and the baby were not among them, nor did either show up in the other small groups as the Krog straggled back to their hearths in the ruined shelter.

			Moctu scrambled along the edge of the woods neighboring Uhda, continually calling for Nuri, Elka, and Rah. He was pleased to see Nindai show up, but the lame young man had not seen the others. Nindai tried to help in the search, but couldn’t keep up with Moctu’s frenetic pace. By late afternoon, a heaviness had descended on Moctu—his pace slowed and the world seemed to darken. His emotions had swung wildly from hopefulness to regret, and from anger to depression. His voice was raspy, but he still loudly croaked out calls for Nuri, Elka, and Rah. 

			Near dusk, Moctu crossed paths with Hawk, who was similarly distressed by not locating his loved ones. 

			“Shiv take them,” Hawk said, his eyes steely. “We go tomorrow. Find and kill Shiv. Maybe get our peoples before they eat.”

			“I’m with you,” Moctu said, his jaw set. “Nothing I want to do more now than kill Shiv.” The fiery rage was back. He was mad at the Shiv, at himself, and especially at the Spirits who were toying with him once again. They’d stolen so much from him before, but this time they’d gone too far. They’d taken his mate, his daughter, and her grandmother—and the loved ones of his friends. 

			The Spirits aren’t toying with me, he decided. They’ve declared war. They’re either pure evil, or they don’t exist at all. He knew the Spirits might punish him for such thoughts, but what more did he have to lose? The question was soon answered. He heard the crying before he heard Rah’s call. 

			“It’s Elka! And Rah! Is Nuri…?” He let out a whoop and bounded toward their sounds.

			“Elka! Rah!” he shouted as he saw them and swallowed them in a bear hug, lifting Rah off the ground. Elka, even though very hungry, briefly stopped her crying.

			“Find Nuri?” Rah asked anxiously.

			The elation drained from Moctu, and his brow wrinkled. “No. Nuri’s not back. I thought she’d be with—”

			“No, she run to…to keep Shiv from finding Elka,” Rah said, looking at the little girl who began to cry again. “Elka need milk from Lok.”

			“Mmm…” Moctu frowned. “Lok’s gone…still not back.”

			Rah smiled bitterly and shook her head. “Two other womans have milk. I find.” 

			Moctu saw movement in the trees to the west. He thought it was a woman, but she moved behind some brush as if to hide.

			“Nuri? Lok? It’s safe…come on out.” He moved toward the trees, but he pulled his atlatl out and had a shaft ready to fit. “It’s safe—come out,” he said in Krog a little louder. As he studied the place where he’d last seen movement, a head of long, light-brown hair showed itself. It was the Mung girl.

			With the atlatl still in his hand, Moctu smiled tightly and motioned for the girl to come closer. He didn’t think this was another ambush, but he was taking no chances. His eyes scanned the nearby forest and brush piles. The girl showed more of herself, but hesitated. She tilted her head and seemed to weigh her choices. 

			Holding Elka, who was wailing, with one arm, Rah motioned with her other for the girl to come, and she finally did. With her hands held low and outward, like she might bolt at any time, the Mung girl slowly moved toward Rah who likewise moved toward her. Rah extended her free hand, and the shy girl took it. Rah nodded toward Uhda, and without a word, they began walking together.

			Moctu warily watched the forest for a while, then he, too, turned and headed for Uhda.

			Tomorrow, I leave to find Nuri, he thought. And kill the Shiv.
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			Smoke rose from the roasting human tongues and lingered in the recesses of the walls of the shallow cave where it was protected from the breeze. The hair was completely singed from two fire-darkened human heads that had been placed upside down near the flames to cook the brains. 

			As three of the Shiv men neared her, Nuri stopped breathing and kept her eyes downcast at the floor of the broad, deep overhang where she sat with several others, her hands tied behind her. They were coming to take another of the group, and she was terrified it would be her. Last time, they’d dragged a struggling young man out toward the fire, and his screams still echoed in her ears. Now, they were roasting him. 

			Her drive to protect the baby within her was overwhelming. “Don’t pick me, oh, Spirits, please, don’t let them eat me,” she whispered soundlessly, her fear overwhelming the self-revulsion she felt for hoping they would take someone else—anyone else. There was a pause while the standing men spoke among themselves in hushed tones. Even looking down, she could see the crude leather wraps around their feet. Her pulse began to pound in her head as the conversation stopped, and the feet moved directly toward her. Nuri’s heart seemed to bulge into her throat, and waves of nausea swept over her as powerful hands roughly pulled her to her feet.

			She wanted to scream, but her chest and throat didn’t respond. “No, no,” she moaned, shaking her head. “Spirits…Oh, Spirits, no…no.” She clenched her eyes shut, and tears rolled down her cheeks as the men dragged her out into the dusky light. The sun was almost below the horizon, but the area under the overhang was well lit by two large fires. The smell of roasting meat—roasting people—sickened Nuri, and she was convulsed by waves of fear and nausea. 

			The blond brute pulling her the hardest cuffed her on the side of her face, stunning her. Nuri quit her resistance, and stumbled toward the men gathered around the fires. There were a lot of them—easily more than two hands. She recognized the man sitting on the highest rock at the far end of the largest fire. He was the huge, hideous one who had found her and wrenched her from her hiding spot earlier in the day. After that, her hands had been bound and her head and eyes covered until they got to this shelter. Although unable to see much as she stumbled along the trail, she knew they had walked a long way that afternoon.

			The hideous man’s face was still painted with the nightmarish, dark eye sockets, and Nuri could tell he was the leader or a man of stature by the way the men addressed him. He stood and waited for her to be brought in front of him. She sensed that this man would decide her fate. 

			Am I to be eaten tonight? she wondered, as if in a dream. Although her pulse raced and her lower lip trembled, she managed to raise her eyes and stare at him defiantly. She allowed him to stroke her long, luxuriant black hair, and he did it a second time, apparently liking its feel. With a strong hand, he raised her head higher and studied her face. She twisted and jerked her head from his hand and he laughed. The men around the fire, largely quiet to this point, also laughed and made raucous-sounding comments.

			As she twisted, Nuri caught sight of the two fire-blackened heads near the fire. Her eyes widened, and her knees almost buckled. She let out a soft moan, and the man laughed again, this time reaching to grab her breast. Although she twisted again, he grasped her bottom and pulled her closer to him. He seemed pleased by what he felt, and Nuri suddenly realized that he was evaluating her—was she to be food or kept for sex. As horrified and repulsed as she was, a sense of hope swept over her. 

			Maybe I won’t be eaten! My baby… Maybe… Nuri remained motionless as his hand moved between her legs and explored her wetness. He sniffed his fingers appraisingly and then, with a jerk of his head, motioned that the blond man should take her away from the fire to a different part of the shelter. 
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