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			To my father, who instilled in me a love of learning 
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			“And it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him.”
Genesis 4:8

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Our forefathers, Early Modern Humans (EMHs), reached southeastern Europe about 45,000 years ago.1, 2, 128 It’s likely that we overlapped in time with Neanderthals in Europe for just a few thousand years before Neanderthals became extinct.115

			The rapid demise of the Neanderthals has been attributed to many possible factors, including genocide by EMHs, infection from EMH-carried disease, competition for food and resources, and climate change (although the Neanderthals made it through numerous periods of substantial climate change over the previous 250,000 years). It’s likely we played a part—the fossil record indicates that Neanderthals disappeared only after EMHs moved into their territory.24 Analysis of a deep, sharp scratch on a rib of Shanidar 3, an adult male Neanderthal who lived in present day Iraq more than 50,000 years ago, suggests he was hit by a spear thrown by an EMH, according to Duke investigators.3 Based on the brief overlap in time of EMHs and Neanderthals in Europe, the fossil evidence, the rapid and truly massive extinction of large animal species following EMH entry to the Americas and Australia, and the xenophobic nature of early (and many would say current) man, I’d bet that genocide played a key role.

			However, EMH-carried disease is also a likely cause and is consistent with the data. EMHs were freshly out of the tropics of Africa, and they almost certainly carried pathogens for which Neanderthals had little immunity. Similarly, in the early 1500s, Cortés unintentionally brought smallpox to the Aztecs and saw a die-off of between 60-90%.86 The Aztec empire went from 30 million people to 3 million in just a few years, by some accounts.82, 84

			A great deal of research has substantiated that EMHs and Neanderthals interbred, and the average non-African person of today owes 1–5% (generally about 2% for Europeans, and higher for East Asians) of their genetics to Neanderthals.5, 6, 69 Neanderthal genetics have given us some good things like an increased ability to fight viruses, and perhaps red hair116 (my first girlfriend, Heather, had red hair). But the Neanderthal genes also brought along some real negatives, including predispositions for type 2 diabetes, lupus, biliary cirrhosis, depression, nicotine addiction, actinic keratosis, and Crohn’s disease.11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 30, 31 So, for my Crohn’s disease I can “thank” my distant great-great-great-etc. grandfather Og.117

			The story of Moctu takes place 45,000 years ago. Although some disagree, a host of researchers has concluded that something happened around that time that dramatically and beneficially impacted EMH development and their resultant diaspora out of Africa.118, 127 Humans successfully made it north into Europe119 and they were off to the races, overwhelming the Neanderthals and other hominids and spreading to all parts of the globe. Certainly population blossomed, and in what Jared Diamond has popularized as the Great Leap Forward, technology, culture, art, and music expanded more in the short period thereafter than it had in the past million years. Even if some of these technological and cultural breakthroughs had happened earlier, the intensification of them is undeniable.127

			What caused this explosion of creativity and success? Various researchers have proposed a genetic change (or changes), for example to the FOXP2 gene, which allowed for better language skills.13, 25, 29, 130 Others have called on our interactions with the Neanderthals for better (e.g. technology transfer and modest beneficial gene flow)2, 11, 12, 16, 31 or for worse (Neanderthal predation that forced us to become the shrewd, and at times bloodthirsty, race we are).24

			We’ll probably never know for certain the cause, or causes, of the transformation, but that hasn’t stopped us from speculating. A single breakthrough, such as mastery of fire starting, or the atlatl (spear thrower, which allowed for greater range and safety during hunting) could have played a major role. A small but consistent advantage can make all the difference—just a one percent difference in mortality could have led to the extinction of Neanderthals and the supremacy of EMHs in as little as thirty generations or about 1,000 years.23

			As I grew up, typical depictions of Cro-Magnon/EMHs featured fair-skinned, fair-haired, blue-eyed people that looked like current-day northern Europeans. Neanderthals, on the other hand, were stooped, darker skinned, darker haired, more ape-like and, let’s face it, uglier.27, 28 It’s only been within the last decade that our perceptions of Neanderthals have begun to change based largely on genomic research, which indicates that European Neanderthals probably had some blue-eyed, strawberry blondes, that in the right garb could easily pass by unnoticed on the streets of New York or Berlin.22, 30 Okay, they didn’t have the art, culture, tool making, and probably language skills to the extent that EMHs did. But recent genetic findings, as well as archaeological discoveries, have had an enormous impact on our image of these people and reversed some long-held misconceptions. In this book, I’ve tried to strike a balance that shows EMHs as more advanced in many things but suggests that Neanderthals had a lot to offer too.

			Did EMHs have more advanced language skills than Neanderthals? We can’t be sure, but the answer is—probably.37, 38 Basque is the oldest European language (the only Pre-Indo-European language of Western Europe), and there is a reasonable chance that it has the greatest similarity to the EMH language of 45,000 years ago.39, 41 Genetic evidence exists for this as well; the R1b haplogroup, which originated in Paleolithic times, is more pronounced in the Basque population.10, 39, 41, 43, 44 I’ve therefore used more than a dozen Basque words, or derivations, for the EMH Nerean people’s (there’s one—a derivation of Nerea means mine or my people in Basque) words and names. Another is etxe (pronounced etseh, meaning ‘home’ in Basque), which is the name of their shelter.

			In 1980, I was enthralled by Jean Auel’s Clan of the Cave Bear, as were millions of other readers. The story takes place about 30,000 years ago, largely in present-day Ukraine where EMH and Neanderthal cultures encountered one another. At the time, Auel was praised for maintaining a high level of authenticity in her characters’ lifestyles, cultures, and technologies. Recent discoveries and genetic breakthroughs, however, have changed our image of her characters’ appearances, and have pushed back the age of Neanderthal extinction (from ~28,000 to ~40,000 years ago). So, we’ve learned that many of Ayla’s accomplishments and discoveries happened long after Neanderthals were gone.

			In this book, all accounts and descriptions of animals (rhinos, aurochs, caribou, wolves, mammoths, saber-tooth cats, etc.) have been extensively researched and are realistic. Pictures of many of these beasts may be found in the center of the book. All were present in Italy 45,000 years ago.71, 72, 73, 95 In fact, even more recent images (from 17,000–36,000 years ago) of these animals can be found in the caves of Lascaux and Chauvet in France, as well as elsewhere in Europe.

			Based on the most recent archaeologic research, I’ve endeavored to make this novel as (pre-) historically accurate as possible regarding the tools and technology in use around 45,000 years ago. For instance, domestication of the horse had not yet happened, and dogs were either not widespread or nonexistent.45, 101 The bow and arrow were yet to be invented48 while atlatls, or spear-throwers, were more likely in use.50, 51, 52

			Archaeological evidence for when humans learned the ability to create fire is more problematic. Clear use of fire by humans dates back at least 400,000 years, and perhaps as far back as 1.8 million years.67 Fire probably played an important role in evolution, allowing humans to extract more caloric value from food, thereby fostering the development of larger brains.68 But early fire use was undoubtedly opportunistic, that is, taken from a natural fire, transported to a hearth, and kept alive. I’ve taken the finding of transported embers found on the ‘Otzi’ Iceman as evidence that fire starting was difficult and perhaps impossible even as recently as 5,300 years ago.62,108 That said, it’s hard to imagine Neanderthals surviving in places like ice age Germany for at least 250,000 years, relying solely on opportunistic fires.

			I strongly encourage you to look over the annotated references at the end of the book and the amazing pictures in the middle before reading the story. Key portions of the references have been bolded, so it just takes a few minutes. It’ll reinforce that essentially everything in this book is based on factual evidence. Besides documenting the topics mentioned above, the references discuss many other subjects such as Neanderthal spear thrusting versus throwing, cannibalism, Neanderthals having better eyesight, a prehistoric flint mining site near Verona, Italy, and the earliest musical instruments yet discovered.

			I hope you enjoy this story.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Moctu of the Nerea

		

	
		
			Main Characters and Places

			
					
Moctu—Young man of the Nerea people

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

					
Etseh—Large rock overhang that the Nerea used for shelter (means home if spelled etxe)

					
Jabil—Excellent young hunter and adversary to Moctu; wants leadership position in Nerea

					
Jondu—Young hunter who is Jabil’s ally

					
Ordu—Leader of the tribe

					
Alta—Moctu’s mother

					
Nuri—Young, dark-haired woman of the Nerea

					
Avi—Young, fair-haired woman of the Nerea

					
Nindai—Lame young man training as a healer 

			

		

	
		
			Map of Places and Activities
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			(Map modified from “More Images of Northern Italy” website)

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Northern Italy, about 45,000 years ago…

			As the burly men charged into the herd of caribou, Moctu could see that they were different, very different, and a chill rippled down his spine. These must be the Pale Ones—the “People Eaters” that Jona and the older hunters warned him about when he was younger.

			Now a tall, well-muscled youth of fourteen summers, Moctu remembered his father’s description of the abandoned dwellings of the beasts which had contained piles of charred human bones that had been split for their marrow. They had eaten people—lots of them. He shuddered recalling the nightmares that followed, where he and two friends were captured and eaten by the creatures. His mind flashed on the dead raven he’d seen this morning—certainly a bad omen, now proving true.

			Moctu could tell the men were huge. Not tall, just…thick…and Spirits—they charged right into the herd where even the cows could kill with their antlers. They were fearless! Things were happening so fast. He could see three of the men stabbing and slashing. The caribou were confused, but some began to break to the south toward him, retracing steps they’d taken this morning.

			He needed to get to the valley narrows fast. He had to make a kill—his people needed it—and if he could set up there, he thought he’d get a shot. Having spent most of the day tracking and running after the herd as it moved northward, Moctu felt the muscles of his legs groan in complaint as he sprinted toward the nearby spot where the stream and meadows funneled between low hills. But as he got there, the panicked beasts rounded a hill and arrived at almost the same time. They’d picked up unbelievable speed and thundered toward him in full stampede now just half a stone’s throw away! 

			“Ooooh, shit!” he hissed through clenched teeth.

			A turbulent sea of antlers was headed straight at him. Coming here had been a bad idea—he wasn’t going to make it! It momentarily occurred to him that even if he did survive and was only injured, the Pale Ones would probably get him—and they would eat him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The day had started out well. The morning air had been crisp and the ground cool as Moctu flattened himself against the scattered rubble and short grass and peered over the crest of a low hill. He had used this hill before to scout caribou and other prey as they grazed on the grass, moss, and low shrubs near the stream toward the middle of the valley. The winter had been harsh, however, and this spring season hadn’t brought the same numbers of game as in the past. Moctu grinned with satisfaction as he counted at least seven hands of caribou, including four small calves. He touched the wolf-tooth talisman hanging from his neck and whispered, “Thank you, Spirits, for bringing game, and so many—our hunting group will be pleased.” His smile broadened as he imagined how excited the hunters would be.

			It had been nearly half a moon since his people, the Nerea, had fresh meat, and everyone was tired of chewing on stringy dried remnants of past hunts. Watching the animals, Moctu began to evaluate options on the best way to attack the herd. It would be good to have a plan to recommend to Ordu and the rest of the hunting party when he got back to alert them. He felt honored that Ordu had given him this role—to scout the west valley for game. He was one of the youngest allowed to participate in the hunt having not yet reached his fifteenth summer. Although thin, he was tall and strong for his age, and Ordu said he was becoming a great hunter.

			Moctu couldn’t spend much time planning because he needed to get back so that the bigger hunt effort could be implemented. All the men would be pleased, especially Ordu, a huge man and gifted hunter but partially hobbled by a glancing blow from a wounded auroch two summers ago. He walked with a limp but still covered distance quickly and was nearly as good as before. Recently, Ordu had carried a worried countenance as game sightings had been sparse, and the tribe, already thin from the winter, was getting hungrier. This was supposed to be the fat season when his people built up their strength and weight to survive the next winter.

			As Moctu turned to leave, he stopped, motionless. Something was wrong. The herd was suddenly alert and nervous, staring toward the south. Although that direction was downwind, perhaps wolves or cave lions were approaching and had been seen or heard by the caribou.

			What the…? He studied an old, wounded, or sick caribou slowly and clumsily limping through the grass toward the main herd. It was only moments before Moctu recognized that the creature was a man wearing a caribou skin, and he knew immediately who it was. Jabil, only two years older than Moctu, was moving in for an attempt at a kill.

			You hyena dung, Moctu thought. You’re going to ruin the hunt. We’re supposed to get the larger group involved when we see this many animals—and you know it. 

			Jabil had been told to scout the valley to the south, but he was here instead, jeopardizing the chance to kill multiple caribou. Moctu was torn between his responsibility to get back to the others and his disbelief as he watched Jabil ruin the hunt.

			Jabil edged closer to the herd and was now within range of the southernmost caribou, a mid-sized female with a calf nearby. The cow was just nosing her calf into moving when he rose up gracefully and flung a spear at her with his atlatl. The herd immediately surged away northward, but the spear took the cow between the shoulder and belly. It grunted loudly in pain and turned away but couldn’t keep up with the rest of the herd. Jabil shed his caribou cloak and pursued the stricken cow. The calf, which had remained close to its mother, finally turned and ran after the herd now barely discernable through a dust cloud in the distance. Jabil, however, was keeping pace with the wounded cow.

			Moctu had seen enough and turned back to inform the hunting party. “Jabil, you slime scum,” he muttered as he began running. He wondered what he should say to Ordu and the men. If he didn’t handle it right, they’d just think he was being jealous. That was when he saw it—a dead raven on the trail, a bad omen. This was a definite sign, and he was going to have to be very careful about what he said.

			Jabil was Ordu’s nephew, and it was well known that he and Moctu had quarreled several times in the past. Jabil was tall with high cheekbones and chiseled good looks. He moved with the self-assured poise of a leader. But he considered Moctu a rival for both the best mates and a future leadership position in the tribe, and he took every opportunity to belittle and sabotage him. The older boy had once wrestled him to the ground and pounded his head savagely against a rock while taunting him. Two older men had to pull Jabil off him. That was after Moctu and Nuri, a cute thirteen-year-old girl, had been talking and laughing with each other.

			Jabil had won acclaim with the tribe a year ago when he was key in locating a cave bear den, smoking it out and, with some help, killing it. The cave bear was enormous, weighing the equivalent of nearly two hands-worth of hunters, and it had been loaded with prized fat and rich meat. Jabil had been awarded the skull and fur to keep at his hearth to remind everyone of his accomplishment, made all the more remarkable by his relative youth. Even Jabil’s fox totem had been changed to the bear totem.

			But today it was just a selfish attempt for glory. Sure, he’d get a kill, but he probably ruined their chance to bring down lots of caribou—something that could have really helped the tribe.

			Cool wind blew Moctu’s long, wavy brown hair back as he picked up speed on a downhill stretch. The men were going to be pretty upset about losing such an opportunity. It was his valley to scout so they might even blame Moctu. If he wasn’t careful, however, criticizing Jabil would only seem petty. Moctu slowed, thinking through alternatives. He’d just say what he saw with no comment. He decided that was best.

			When he found the hunting party, they were seated on some boulders around a small fire but were in a state of readiness. Samar, a dark-bearded bull of a man, bellowed a friendly jab in his deep voice.

			“So one of our sorry scouts is finally back—what do you have for us?”

			Moctu noticed that Tabar, his stepfather, was also there, and he nodded to him.

			“I’ve seen seven hands of caribou in the middle of the west valley. Jabil has wounded or killed one,” Moctu said, trying not to show any of the outrage that he felt. He was gratified when Ordu and some of the other men snorted in surprise and disappointment upon hearing of Jabil’s action.

			“Seven hands?” Ordu asked. “And the herd—what of it?”

			“It’s moved north…out of sight,” Moctu replied, which prompted more grumbling among the men.

			As the group moved out, Ordu asked again, “Seven hands of caribou?”

			The men were soon running easily toward the west valley along a narrow trail through a low sedge of scrub oaks, beech, and small conifers. When they crested the hill, they could see in the distance the tiny shape of Jabil working on gutting and cleaning the caribou. As Moctu had mentioned, the rest of the herd was no longer visible.

			As they pulled up closer to Jabil, he called out, “I’ve made a good kill—the tribe will finally have some fresh meat to eat.”

			“How many were in the herd?” Ordu pointedly asked.

			“There may have been as many as two hands.”

			Moctu remained quiet, knowing that the expert trackers in the group could tell that there had been many more, which was soon pointed out by Samar.

			“There are tracks for at least five, maybe seven hands of caribou here,” he said. “Why did you make a lone attack when we could have made kills that would feed the tribe for a moon?”

			Jabil seemed ready for the question. “I’ve made a good kill here, which should make everyone happy. I had to act quickly because wolves were threatening to scare the herd.”

			Ordu shot a glance at Moctu, and he shook his head imperceptibly, rejecting the comment. Ordu instructed several of the men to help with the cleaning and butchering. In a low voice, he asked Samar to scout the area for wolf sign. He told Moctu and Nabu, a tall, skinny, quiet young man known as the fastest runner in the tribe, to track the caribou to the north to see if they could be found within a suitable hunting distance.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Moctu had a hard time keeping up with the lithe and laconic Nabu, who ran almost effortlessly. He ran up the hills as easily as Moctu ran down them. They spoke little, focused on their running and on the ground to avoid the occasional cobbles that could easily turn an ankle. After running for half the morning, they stopped for water at the stream. Their bronze bodies dripped with sweat, and their hair was wet even before they began scooping large handfuls of cold water over themselves. They still hadn’t located the herd, but the tracks and dung were extremely fresh now and indicated they were close. Continuing on, the two traversed along the side of a low hill then crested a higher one before finally sighting the herd in the medium distance. 

			The caribou had found a small portion of the valley where the dry, cobble-strewn ground had given way to darker, richer earth where thick knee-high grass and clover grew. It appeared the herd was settled in and wouldn’t be moving for a while. They carefully counted about eight hands of caribou, and there was also a smaller group of red deer not far from the main herd. The young men were elated. This was wonderful, perhaps life-saving news for the tribe. Although not the huge herds of hundreds or sometimes thousands of caribou from years ago that they’d been told of by the older hunters, this was the most game anyone had seen for many moons.

			“It took us so long to get here, and only one of us needs to go back,” said Moctu. “Want to pitch pebbles to see who has to do it?”

			Both young men knew that whoever had to go back was likely to be too exhausted to join the hunt after running here, there, and back. So, they pitched pebbles to see who would stay—which of them could land their pebble closest to the gray sandstone boulder about twenty feet away. 

			“Thank you, Spirits!” Moctu whispered to himself, briefly closing his eyes in relief as Nabu’s pebble hit the rock and bounced beyond his. “Sorry, Nabu—sorry that either of us has to go back.”

			“Ah, don’t worry, friend, I enjoy running,” Nabu said with a smile. With that, the lanky, soft-spoken young man picked up his spear and started back to alert the hunting party. After he’d gone, Moctu drank deeply at the stream and chewed more of the stringy jerky. The sun was fully up, and he found it hard to keep his eyes open. Despite the excitement at the prospect of the coming hunt, Moctu was really tired. Including his early morning scouting, he’d covered a lot of ground today. He began to plan the coming hunt in his mind.

			It would be late afternoon at the earliest before the other hunters got there. If it was evening, they’d wait until daybreak—it would be too dangerous in the dark. At dusk, the herd was even more unpredictable, and it was easy to lose footing on the uneven ground.

			The wind was still from the north, and there was good cover from the boulders and the tall grass down there. As long as enough men came with Nabu, they could break into three separate groups—one each to the south, east, and west. Each group would creep close to the herd, and they’d attack it from several sides. The herd would be confused, and the men could keep throwing shafts while it milled around trying to figure out which direction was safe. It would probably break toward the north again, but not before they killed or wounded a bunch of them.

			His plan in place, Moctu continued to watch the herd. They seemed stable and unlikely to move soon. He began to daydream in the warm sun. His thoughts turned to Nuri.

			She was pretty…really pretty with that long, lustrous, dark hair and her big, brown, doe-like eyes. He paused imagining her face. She had all her teeth…and a nice smile. She was a hard worker, and she was friendly, well-liked by everyone. She would make a good mate.

			Then there was Avi. He refocused on the other girl he often thought about. With her light brown hair and those beautiful, intriguing eyes. They were like green fire—a vision of her dazzling eyes came to him, and he smiled. She was really pretty, a good worker and well-liked too. He remembered once, when helping Avi carry firewood, she smiled at him and said that he was very strong. He’d been at a loss for words and hadn’t responded. Both girls seemed to like him, and both were nearing their first menses and would be placed with mates soon.

			His thoughts were interrupted by a change in the herd. They’d stopped grazing and were looking to the northwest. He strained his eyes in that direction to see what had made the herd suddenly nervous. Was it cave lions? He used his hands to block the sun from his eyes as he looked, but he could see nothing of concern. Some of the central animals gradually went back to grazing while the peripheral, mostly male caribou, remained alert continuing their watch.

			Moments later he saw movement in the tall grasses. Actually, movement in two separate areas to the northwest. As he continued to watch, he saw for the second time today a man in a caribou skin moving toward the herd.

			Spirits—not again, he thought. It couldn’t be Jabil, but who…?

			Then another man in a skin appeared a stone’s throw to the south of the first. This couldn’t be his tribe’s hunting party. There was another group, a different tribe involved. He was fascinated because he was rarely exposed to other peoples except at the flint quarry where several tribes would assemble each time one hand of years had passed.

			Could be our sister tribe, he conjectured. Twelve members of Ordu’s tribe had moved out two years before. The group included both Ordu’s oldest son, as leader, and Moctu’s uncle. Ordu’s tribe had grown to number more than eighty members, making it difficult to find enough game and roots, nuts, and berries to feed them all. The tribe’s women were forced to range ever farther to gather enough wood for the hearth fires. So, with the consent of Ordu and the elders, the party of twelve had moved to the south for potentially better chances.

			But these hunters had come from the north or northwest. So who were they? Maybe the Lion People? They were a large clan that lived to the east, whose shaman wore a cave lion skull and whose men each wore a lion claw around their neck.

			He now noticed movement to the northeast of the herd. So perhaps it was the Lion People. The wind would carry the scent of at least some of these hunters toward the herd, and they’d react when they felt threatened. Our hunt will be ruined again, Moctu worried. He began to creep closer to the herd himself. If they spooked, they’d likely move south toward him. Maybe he could bring one down.

			The herd was now focused on the threat from the northeast. All the caribou had stopped eating and were watching the man in the caribou skin gradually move closer. Less noticed, the men to the northwest were also moving closer. Even covered by their skins, Moctu could tell that these were big men, perhaps even larger than Ordu. The herd began to amble slowly away from the threat to the northeast. Suddenly not just one man but two rose up from the northeast and charged the herd, yelling and barking, making sounds that Moctu had never heard before. The herd broke to the south and west whereupon the hunters to the west rose up and charged into the herd, stabbing with long, thick spears.

			Spirits—those aren’t men, they’re…the Pale Ones, Moctu thought. The People Eaters. His mind flashed on the dead raven he’d seen earlier that morning—it had certainly been a bad omen.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			He sprinted to get nearer to the herd where the valley narrowed. He had to get a shot. But the panicked, confused beasts had coalesced and now moved south with desperation in full stampede. They’d picked up incredible speed and, rounding a low hill, thundered toward him.

			Focusing his attention on the animal approaching a nearby boulder, he hurriedly set the back of his heavy spear in the rocky ground at his feet. The charging bull was immediately upon him, and he felt the thick shaft bend as it impaled the beast in the chest. The animal continued forward, careening over and to the right side of Moctu falling awkwardly before being run over by another caribou. There were more behind, and on they came.

			Moctu leapt for the closest cover—a waist-high boulder, and he barely made it just as another beast rushed by, so close that it kicked gravel on him. The air was filled with dust and the smell of animal musk and fear. The wounded animal was up and struggled onward but slowed the remaining herd. That probably saved Moctu’s life. Pressed hard against the boulder, Moctu felt more than heard the rumbling move past him. He unclenched his eyes and teeth to find he was surprisingly unharmed. As he watched the receding herd, he realized that he had a shot if he hurried. Moctu’s hands were shaking as he fitted a shaft onto his atlatl and flung it at the trailing animal. He was gratified to hit it but couldn’t tell if it would kill or even slow the beast. Looking to the north, he saw the Pale Ones just one hillock away. He could see that they’d made some kills, and he could see that they were watching him. An involuntary shudder went through him, and he gripped his atlatl tighter.

			They had killed their nearby wounded animals, and two of them were celebrating, waving their thick, bloody spears in the air. There were at least five of them, Moctu counted, and he could see they were stocky and powerful. The smallest of them, he decided, studying the one who had knelt and was already gutting one of the caribou, might even be a female.

			Two of them were staring at him, the largest of them pointing his way. Waves of alarm swept over Moctu as the creature seemed to be pointing to either side of him. Were they going to try to flank him? He nervously scanned his immediate area to make sure there weren’t more of them attempting to circle around him. He could outrun them—he was sure of that, but he wanted his caribou. He’d gotten at least one. Moctu knew the one he speared was dying. “He’s mine,” he whispered fiercely. At the thought that these odd beasts might try to take his kill, his near-panic was largely replaced by an indignant sense of resentment. They’re not getting my kill, he thought as he placed a shaft in his atlatl.

			He turned his back to them and moved away, following the herd and the wounded animals. He’d keep an eye on the People Eaters, but now it was time to finish his kills. Moctu was glad that the animals had moved south again, taking them away from the group of Pale Ones and closer to his tribe’s hunting party. He broke into an easy run following the trail of the herd and gained quickly on three straggling animals.

			The first caribou he came to was a large bull with a deep gash in his chest, and he was foaming blood from his nose and mouth. This was a wound inflicted by the Pale Ones, so by rights, it was their kill. The beast had now stopped, and he decided to leave it alone and follow the other two wounded animals. They stopped together, both exhausted, about the distance of three atlatl throws farther on. They were far from the main herd that had now moved westward out of a break in the valley toward the lowlands. He could see his heavy spear protruding from the chest of the bull. He’d missed the heart, but it would be a fatal strike nonetheless. The other animal, a female, had his lighter shaft buried deeply at an angle between her stomach and haunch. The bull was listing, about to collapse, but the female still had some fight left. He got within range and threw the shaft in his atlatl with all his strength. It buried itself deep in her chest, and with a grunt, she went down to her knees.

			Wounded animals were unpredictable and extremely dangerous. His father, Jona, had been mortally wounded from having his leg broken by a downed and motionless auroch that he moved in to dispatch. It had seemed dead, but suddenly whipped its head around, breaking his father’s leg completely with two bones protruding sickeningly through the skin. Jona had died in great pain, with a high fever a quarter moon later despite the best efforts of Jelli, the medicine woman. Moctu was a young boy at the time, but he still remembered his father moaning in delirium and his mother Alta’s consuming grief. He tried not to think too much about his father because it still saddened him.

			The bull died first, but Moctu threw another atlatl shaft into it to be sure. His heavy spear was so deeply buried in the bull’s chest, he was only able to extract it after sitting, placing both feet on the bull, and pulling with all his strength. Examining the point, Moctu was pleased to see that it was still secure and undamaged. Elation swelled within him as he regarded the two motionless caribou. This was the most meat he had ever managed to bring down.

			Using the spear to prod the female, he ensured that she too was dead. His animals dispatched, he looked back toward the big bull wounded by the Pale Ones. It was now down, and he was dismayed to see that two of their hunters, their long spears in hand, were moving cautiously toward it—and him. They were still a good distance away, but Moctu worked frantically to retrieve his shafts from the animals, and he positioned his spear prominently at the ready.

			His heart was beating fast, and he was trembling, but he scowled in their direction with his jaw set and his teeth clenched. The People Eaters were not going to take his body back with the rest of their kills today—and they weren’t getting either of his caribou. He touched his wolf tooth amulet as the two Pale Ones moved ever closer, baring their teeth and holding their spears threateningly.

			Moctu put a shaft in his atlatl and readied another one. If they rushed him, he’d hit the closest one with a shaft and then use his big spear against the other. As the two neared their animal, they stopped and stared at him. From this distance, Moctu could see where the creatures got their name—their skin, though hairy, was eerily white. Even their hair was light colored. It looked as though they’d been left in the sun too long and bleached like an old caribou skull. He could tell their legs were slightly bowed, but they walked easily enough. Less than two atlatl throws separated them, and he could make out more details he hadn’t seen before.

			They looked so powerful—bigger than Nerean men, but maybe not as tall. Their shoulders and forearms were massive. They were so hairy…and…Spirits! That one had red hair. Was that real? Did he put red ocher in his hair to make it that color? That would be difficult, because it pretty much covered his whole body.

			They wore crude, ill-fitting animal skins, not the woven nettle and hemp fiber cloth that his tribe favored in the spring and summer seasons. They seemed as intrigued with his appearance as he was with theirs, and they continued to stare.

			He hoped his trembling wasn’t noticeable as he gestured to their animal and then to them. He then pointed down at his two animals and touched his chest. They seemed to understand and nodded. One of them uttered an unintelligible grunt and moved his hand strangely. That one quickly speared their downed bull again with a strong thrust, then knelt and began to gut and clean it. The other Pale One just stood and glared at Moctu.

			Moctu was stunned at the power of the spear thrust he’d just witnessed, and he immediately altered his earlier plan. He didn’t stand a chance fighting close-up with either of those... He couldn’t bring himself to call them men. If they rushed him, he’d hit the first one with an atlatl shaft, then run and hit the other one from a distance. But they were not getting his caribou, he thought emphatically.

			He positioned himself where he could watch them while beginning to gut and clean his animals. The work was even more tedious than usual because of the need to keep careful watch on the Pale Ones and his surroundings. His bull weighed as much as two big men, and the female was almost as big, so this would dramatically help his tribe even if no further kills were made. He watched the sun sink lower on the horizon and was heartened by the prospect of his hunting party getting ever nearer.

			The Pale Ones finished cleaning their animal much faster than he could have, and Moctu was relieved when they began to drag the carcass away back toward their group to the north. Theirs was a bigger bull than his—it must have weighed more than three men before the cleaning. The two Pale Ones handled it easily, however, and moved away at a quick pace. Moctu finished cleaning his bull, and as he continued working on the female, his thoughts focused on the Pale Ones and all he’d seen today. Including the bull that the two had dragged away, their hunters had killed at least three animals.

			What kind of camp did they have? How far away was it, and how many of the creatures were there? How much of a threat were they? Ordu and the others of his hunting party would be enthralled to hear about his interaction with the creatures, and he was anxious to tell them what he’d seen.

			He looked to the north and could still see the two Pale Ones pulling the carcass. They were far away now, and no more of their party could be seen. He wondered where his hunting party was. Moctu hoped they were close and had brought along some of the tribe’s boys and women to help cut and carry the meat back. They’d be especially helpful if the hunters managed to make more kills. He’d gotten his start like that—as a pack boy traveling with the hunters.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Moctu finished gutting the female and ate a hunk of warm, raw liver after first raising it toward the sun and thanking the Spirits. He began the laborious task of removing the hide and collecting the valuable rope tendons and sinews used for sewing. Women would later beat the sinews into fibrous masses from which strands could be removed for thread and string.

			His mind wandered back to the hunt two years ago during which he’d won the respect of the older hunters. Game had been scarce near Etseh, so Ordu organized a long-range hunt with eight men and four boys. The group became dispirited as they traveled far northward for nearly half a moon, but saw little in the way of large game. They managed to feed themselves by killing smaller game such as ducks, turtles, fish, and beaver.

			They circled to the east toward the Dorne River when they spotted a herd of about three hands of aurochs. The hunters killed four of the cattle—a black “mossy horn” bull and three reddish-brown cows, but Ordu was wounded while helping bring down the bull. It was a large one weighing more than ten hunters, whereas the cows were about half that size. The kills would provide a huge amount of meat, and there was a great deal of work to be done. While some of the men cared for Ordu, the rest began to clean and butcher the animals as well as build several travois to help carry the meat back to their people.

			The hunters decided to send some of the meat back with the boys who would then bring others in the tribe back to help. The extra rest would be good for Ordu. It was a simple trek to the south—it would take three, maybe four days, for the boys to get back to Etseh with a travois of meat. With Moctu in charge, the four boys set off at daybreak the next day dragging meat weighing more than two large men on the travois. Moctu was glad that one of the other boys was Palo, his best friend, who was a tall, strong, hard worker. The other two, Seetu and Sokum, were a summer younger, and while both were extremely skinny, they were affable and good workers.

			The boys had made good progress through the lowlands the first day, and Moctu was hopeful that they could reach home in two more days. Moctu chose the highest ground he could find, a low hill on which to make camp. It was fireless because Samar, the fire-master, had unfortunately allowed the skull ember to go out a few days earlier. The skull ember was a mixture of charcoal and animal fat that slow-burned inside the wolf skull protected from the wind and weather. It was used each evening to start the campfire, so since it went out, the hunters and boys had suffered with only cold camps. Fire was precious to Nereans because it couldn’t be created. Fire came from the Spirits. It had to be harvested from fires started by their lightning strikes. The main fire at Etseh was kept burning continually. Moctu had never seen it extinguished in his whole life.

			It was the evening of the second day out when the boys were chilled by the nearby howl of a wolf, which was soon joined by many others. Moctu anxiously clutched his talisman, a wolf totem, because a lone wolf had been killed by his father, Jona, on the day he was born. Moctu knew that wolves most often stayed away from humans, but if there was freshly slaughtered meat around, they could become very aggressive.

			The two younger boys were close to panic since there wasn’t a fire to keep the wolves away. Moctu calmed them by stopping early at a bald hilltop and setting the boys to work gathering large piles of cobbles. Since there were no trees or brush nearby, the hilltop would be more easily defended than any place they’d come across that afternoon. Moctu strained to remember everything his father Jona, the tribe’s best wolf hunter, had told him about wolves.

			“Let’s see, they’re agile, crafty, and hunt cooperatively, and like most animals, they’re best shot at from the side,” he remembered.

			“Trust the Wolf Spirits. They are your totem—they are on your side and will guide you through trying times,” Jona had told Moctu.

			Well, now is one of those times, Moctu thought, but will the Wolf Spirits side with me over their own kind? The boys took stock of their weapons—four heavy spears, two atlatls, and twelve throwing shafts. The boys agreed that Moctu and Palo were the best at using atlatls, so they split the shafts between the two of them.

			“Don’t throw your heavy spears. Keep them with you for close thrusting work, if it comes to that,” Moctu instructed the boys. The wolf howls were closer now, and there seemed to be dozens of them. Palo was trying to show bravery, but Seetu and Sokum were becoming unnerved. Moctu had them practice throwing the rocks, which seemed to give them a little added confidence.

			It was dusk when the first wolf was spotted, and several others soon joined it. The ones they saw were huge, nearly the weight of a grown man and thickly furred. Night fell, and the stars and half-moon shone brightly, allowing the boys to see the shadowy, fast-moving shapes of the wolves as they circled them slightly more than an atlatl throw away. The smell of fresh auroch meat was driving the beasts into a frenzy, and they gradually moved closer.

			The boys seemed buoyed and chuckled nervously when Moctu yelled at the wolves, “Come try and take our meat, and we’ll make worm’s-meat of you.”

			The wolves edged ever closer and began to make darting runs toward the boys’ circle. Spirits! There were so many!

			“Some of them are coming within throwing range now, so throw a rock if you have a good target,” Moctu told the younger boys. Both Seetu and Sokum threw almost immediately but hit nothing. Moctu saw a big wolf begin a move toward them and drew back his arm to throw but hesitated thinking how few shafts they had. So many wolves! I should wait for a better opportunity, he thought. He saw Palo draw his throwing arm back, but he too hesitated. Seetu and Sokum were throwing rocks but rarely hitting wolves. The wolves were quick and skittered away from the bouncing rocks, but they’d be back almost immediately. The young boys were losing hope and beginning to panic. Twice more Moctu raised his atlatl, but the agile beasts seemed to sense his intention and dart away just before he threw.

			He wondered if they were reading his mind. How can they know when I plan to throw? Are the Wolf Spirits helping them and working against me, against us?

			Palo had missed with two shafts. The wolves were fast and nimble, and the darkness made it harder to track their movements. Moctu reverently touched the wolf paw print charm carved on his caribou antler atlatl and prayed desperately for the great Wolf Spirits to help him against these marauders. I’ll throw at the next beast that darts close to us that gives me any kind of side angle shot, he decided. The younger boys were terrified, and even Palo was losing his nerve with his lack of success.

			Moctu saw a large gray beast begin a charge, and he let fly with a shaft that struck it, penetrating the fur and burying itself deep in the creature’s left haunch. It wasn’t a kill, but the boys cheered nonetheless. The stricken wolf yelped loudly and turned, disappearing into the dark where there was fierce growling and snarling.

			“Sometimes wolves will turn on their own wounded comrades, especially if they’re very hungry,” Moctu remembered Jona saying. From what Moctu could hear, that was happening in the darkness lower down the hill.

			Although the night was cool, Moctu was sweating profusely. They’d been defending against the wolves for a long time, and their pile of stones was much smaller. Moctu and Palo had both thrown two more shafts but missed. Occasionally one of the boys would hit a wolf with a rock, causing the animal to yelp and retreat briefly, but there was no overall change in the attitude of the pack. They wanted the meat. Moctu realized they had only five more shafts and a small pile of rocks. “All right, Palo. Wait until they get close…really close before using these last shafts. We have to make them count.”

			Moctu decided he would hold off on throwing his last three shafts until the rocks were gone. It didn’t take long for that time to come.

			“That was the last of the rocks,” Seetu yelled, his voice a higher pitch than usual.

			“So now take up your spears, but don’t throw them,” Moctu stressed.

			With no more rocks coming their way, the wolves seemed to get more aggressive, and several would charge at one time. “That’s some of the cooperative hunting you told me about,” Moctu murmured to his father’s spirit. “But please…help us find a way to beat these beasts.”

			Palo threw again, just missing, a finger’s width below the throat of a huge, light-gray wolf. He was down to just one shaft. The boys were demoralized from the seemingly endless attacks. All their rocks and most of their shafts were gone and only one wolf had been wounded. Moctu threw another of his shafts, but it glanced harmlessly off the heavily furred back of a wolf. One of the wolves charged in close, and the younger boys thrust their spears at it. It grabbed Sokum’s spear in its jaws and ripped it from the boy’s hand, dragging it out of sight.

			“We can’t let that happen again,” Moctu warned the boys. “Have to keep a firm grip on our spears and not let them be pulled away by the wolves.”

			Jona, we’re down to three shafts and three spears, he thought, with at least a dozen of these ravenous wolves almost on us. They’re relentless. We’re doing our best, but I don’t think we can beat them.

			Moctu took a deep breath and fitted one of his two remaining shafts on his atlatl. He again waited for one of the beasts to start a charge, and he threw it hard. He knew as it left that it would hit. The atlatl magnified the throwing power, and the shaft buried in the chest of the wolf. Its paws went under and, carried by its momentum, it rolled to within a few feet of the boys’ line of defense and lay motionless. The boys cheered once again, and the wolves seemed to back away. Moctu fitted his last shaft onto the atlatl and said to the younger two boys, “One of you…Seetu, you’re closest. See if you can spear that wolf and drag it back to our line.” But the wolves were snarling, and neither Seetu nor Sokum, who had Moctu’s spear, seemed inclined to act on his request. Palo stepped in, quickly putting down his atlatl and with his heavy spear, thrust it into the belly of the wolf, ensuring it was dead. Palo dragged the hundred-pound beast the short distance back to their defensive line and again took up his spear thrower.

			“Good job, Palo,” Moctu said. “Sokum, pull the shaft out so we can use it again, but be careful not to break it.”

			The wolves were back again, and Seetu thrust his spear to parry a charging wolf only to again have it bite the spear. It growled savagely trying to pull it away. As Seetu hung on grimly to the spear, the wolf who weighed about as much as the boy pulled him off his feet and began to back up. It snarled loudly as it dragged both the spear and boy slowly away. Seetu made a wailing cry and Moctu, who had only a frontal shot, threw his last shaft hard at the animal and was gratified to see it bury in the left eye socket of the wolf. It released the spear and went down motionless. Seetu scrambled back, still holding his spear, which made Moctu smile with pride for the boy. The two other boys had happily cheered Moctu’s shot and seemed to regain their failing morale. The shaft had been extracted from the dead wolf they’d pulled within their lines, and it was given to Moctu who could make out in the dark that the flint head was loose but still attached. He fitted this shaft in the atlatl and waited for the next charge.

			It never came. The pragmatic wolf pack decided this target wasn’t worth the trouble and dissolved into the night. The boys were exhausted but thrilled that the wolves were gone and they were still alive and well. They were charged with adrenaline and loudly gushed with praise for Moctu.

			“We’d be dead if not for you,” Seetu said, pointing both forefingers at him. “You killed two wolves and wounded a third.”

			“You were great, and the people will be proud of you. They’ll hear of this, I promise,” Palo said.

			Moctu was embarrassed but pleased and deflected the praise by saying, “You all impressed me with your courage, but I’ll tell you, when Seetu didn’t let go of that spear as that giant beast was pulling him down—that took some real courage.” The boys laughed at the memory, and Seetu glowed with pride.

			There was lots of talk and laughter, but the nervous energy rapidly drained from them all, and Moctu found himself dead-tired. He forced himself and the boys to gather in the other dead wolf and extract the shaft and collect the few stones that were not too far out.

			Morning came and after breakfasting on chunks of raw auroch liver and heart, the boys scouted for the missing spear and shafts. They found most of them, including the shaft in the partially eaten corpse of the third wolf. The other wolves had indeed finished off one of their own. That carcass was useless, but Moctu gutted the two other dead wolves and put them on the travois near the auroch meat but separate. The furs were good, and the wolf meat would likely be eaten, but it was gamey and probably best made into jerky for eating during the lean times.

			It was a long day’s trek, especially after the previous night’s battle and not much sleep. In the evening, however, they began to recognize the very familiar geography closer to Etseh, and they buoyantly pressed on. It was dark when a lookout heard them and called out, and soon many of the clan were coming to meet them. There was rejoicing when the auroch meat was uncovered, and the three other boys began telling what had happened.

			Sokum summed things up, saying, “Moctu saved us and the meat. We’d be dead if not for him!” Moctu’s mother, Alta, was there and beamed with pride. The tribe feasted that night, and speeches were made around the main fire about the bravery of the boys—especially Moctu. Nuri smiled at him every time their eyes met, each time looking down shyly afterward. Everyone enjoyed the fresh roasted meat, and the whole tribe seemed happy—except Jabil.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Moctu’s thoughts were broken by a shout from Nabu and the hunters. They were soon upon him and he said, “The main herd has headed westward through that break in the valley and toward the lowlands.”

			Ordu immediately sent Nabu, who’d already had a full day of running, and another scout in that direction to see about remaining hunting possibilities.

			“What is it with you young hunters?” Samar complained. “Why did you attack the herd before we got here? Spirits! We’ve been running all day long.”

			As Moctu told them in detail what had happened, he saw Ordu’s eyes narrow. The men’s disappointment quickly turned to amazement tinged with a bit of skepticism. Ordu sent Tabar and another man north to scout for evidence of the Pale Ones and information on their strength and whereabouts. The rest of the men finished cleaning and prepping the meat for transport back to Etseh.

			It was late evening by the time the hunters got back to Etseh. Even from a distance, the men could see the small hearth fires that lit up the length of the deep, gently sloping overhang that sheltered the Nerea. Anxious to get back, the hunters picked up their pace, and they were soon gathered around the central fire while the women prepared their food and drink. The simmering stew of fresh meat, pinon nuts, onions, wild grain, and herbs gave off a wonderful smell. Most of the hunters, however, were grumpy. Besides being tired and hungry, they were disappointed that most of them hadn’t been involved in the kills—they’d been unsuccessful locating the remainder of the herd that had moved through a pass in the valley, continuing far westward toward the lowlands.

			Each night the men listened respectfully to the “Song of the Tribe” chanted by Nindai, a young man who’d been lamed by a fall from a tree at an early age. Since then, he’d been trained as a medicine man by Jelli and her predecessor, Mago. Nindai’s chanting was interspersed with his adept playing of an eagle-bone flute. In the background, outside the circle, Jelli beat a rhythm with a thick stick on a section of hollow log. Before Mago died two winters ago, the nearly blind, white-bearded healer had taught Nindai to play the flute expertly. Tonight, the pounding rhythm and the rich, wafting notes seemed to penetrate deep within the men. All seemed moved by the haunting tones and melodies, the flickering fire, and swirling smoke, which set an ethereal mood.

			First was the Earth with her beautiful mountains, streams and sky

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			Then was born the sun which comes every morning where the mountain and sky meet

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			Then was born the moon to teach woman, yet to come

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			Then came the stars in beautiful design

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			We were birthed by Earth Mother, discharged from the deepest cave

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			First came man, then woman. From them, all others

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			We stand on the Earth’s fullness, we enjoy all that is good

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			She has placed the trees, animals, fire, and sparkling stones here for our use and pleasure

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			From Mother Earth we came to wander this beautiful land

			We are the Earth Mother’s People

			To Earth we return where Mother Earth cares for us

			We are the Earth Mother’s People.

			After Nindai had finished there was quiet while the men once again processed the words and dealt with their innermost thoughts.

			Finally, at a sign from Ordu, Samar rose and broke the silence.

			“Seven hands of caribou,” he said, scowling. “Not far from Etseh. And we got…one. Why? Because there were wolves? No. We scouted for wolf sign and found none.” He looked scornfully at Jabil, who was toying nervously with a long, thin braid that extended from his right temple.

			Many of the other hunters were equally infuriated that Jabil had ruined their chances for a larger kill, and Ordu rebuked him sternly. Jabil seethed with barely contained rage, staring in turn at Samar and Ordu. Two older men stood to remind the hunters that Jabil had located and killed the cave bear just one year before and today had indeed killed a good-sized caribou. That seemed to soften the mood of the men. It was clear, however, from what Ordu said, that there would be some punishment for Jabil, at a minimum excluding him from scouting and hunting for at least a half moon. He’d have to do women’s work—which any man loathed—including gathering firewood, cleaning, skinning, drying meat, and foraging for nuts and edible plants. Not what a cave bear killer expected to be doing.

			Ordu nodded at Tabar, who had scouted the area north of where Moctu had made his kills, and he stood.

			“At the northern kill site, we found evidence of the Pale Ones,” he started.

			This was what the tribe really wanted to hear about. The men quieted and were riveted to Tabar’s words. Women on the outskirts of the fire circle edged closer to listen in.

			“It’s clear that they made three kills there and that the animals were gutted, cleaned, and dragged away to the north. At least five individuals—five Pale Ones were involved, and one left this.” He held up a crudely made, broken sandal, and the curious men around the fire leaned in and strained to get a better look.

			Ordu then nodded at Moctu, indicating he should speak about all that he had seen of the Pale Ones. Moctu was honored to be asked by Ordu to speak to the gathered men. Interest was even higher in his comments because he’d seen the creatures. Women defied convention and crowded near the fire to hear what he had to say.

			“They’re big,” Moctu began. “Bigger than Ordu or Samar, at least in the shoulders and arms. Not as tall, though. They’re hairier than we are, but it’s light-colored—and they are too—their skin looks bleached—and I saw one that has red hair.” This caused some consternation, as no one there had seen a person with red hair before.
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