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For Joe, who loves swift horses


Introduction

Twenty-five thousand years ago, our planet lay in the frozen grip of the last Ice Age, the Pleistocene. Glaciers covered northern Europe, reaching as far south as England and northern France. These glaciers locked up so much of the world’s water that the level of the sea was substantially lower than it is today, and the English Channel was dry land.

One would not think such an inhospitable world conducive to the growth of human culture, but it was during this very period of the late Pleistocene that one of the most creative and successful of prehistoric peoples appeared in southern France and the Pyrenees. This is the Cro-Magnon people, known to modern anthropology as the Magdalenians.

The Magdalenian period was perhaps the golden age of Stone Age man. This period saw not only improvements in tools and hunting weapons, but also the creation of the magnificent paintings found in the caves of Lascaux, Niaux and Altamira. This culture is chronicled in my two previous prehistoric novels, Daughter of the Red Deer and The Horsemasters.

The Magdalenians were hunters and gatherers, and the freezing climate they lived in was host to a multitude of cold-weather animals. Mammoth and wooly rhinoceros were to be found in the valleys of Ice Age France. Most important of all, there were reindeer—great herds of reindeer—roaming the tundra and sparse woodlands of the time. Hunting and gathering can offer humans an extremely viable way of life if the game is as plentiful as it was during the late Pleistocene.

Ironically, it was actually the warming of the climate that created a major crisis for this successful prehistoric hunting society. About twelve thousand years ago, the glaciers began to withdraw, pulling back so that the margin of the ice eventually lay in central Sweden and south-central Finland. This warm interglacial period is called the Allerod, and during this time temperatures were probably close to what they are today.

One would think that mankind would have found this warmer world a far more congenial place than the frigid Pleistocene had been. But the cold-weather game did not like the warmer weather. The great winter migrations of the herds into areas such as southern France and Britain halted, as the reindeer, following the cold weather and the glaciers, retreated ever farther to the north, taking with them the main food and clothing supply of the people who hunted them.

This is the time in which I have set my story. As in my previous prehistory books, the language the characters are supposedly speaking is “translated” into modern English. The setting is the French side of the Pyrenees Mountains.
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PART ONE

THE NORAKAMO


Chapter One

Nardo snaked through the high grass, his belly so close to the ground that he would be invisible to any eyes that might be watching from the Norakamo camp. He felt a light tap on his left shoulder, and immediately he passed the signal along to Dane on his other side. In a moment’s time the whole raiding party had come to a stop.

Nardo lay perfectly still, the fresh, sweet scent of wet grass and flowers in his nostrils as he watched the first gray light of morning brighten the eastern sky. His reindeer skin clothes were wet with dew and the ground under him was cold, yet he was aware of no discomfort.

At last the red rim of the sun peeked over the horizon. The twelve men in the grass lifted their spirits to the rising god and, in the quiet of their own hearts, recited the dawn prayer. Then, with Nevin in the lead, the entire raiding party began to snake forward once more.

The horse herd also had awakened to greet the morning. As the pearly light of dawn slowly brightened into day, the horses’ coats turned from a uniform shadowy gray into varying hues of brown and chestnut. Foals reached up their heads, eager to nurse, while their mothers stretched their thick, short necks downward to graze on the rich valley grass. Nardo and the men of the Kindred were downwind of the herd, so the horses fed peacefully, undisturbed by the scent of strangers.

The raiders assessed the herd with expert eyes. Their aim was simple: each man was to catch a mare and ride her back to the Big Ford, where the rest of the raiding party waited with their remounts. Then the men of the Kindred would be on their way back to their safe summer grazing camp in the high mountains, with the Norakamo mares and foals to add to their herd.

Nardo had just decided to try for a short-backed chestnut with a dark foal nursing at her side when the peaceful morning air was shattered by a shrill, piercing whinny. The chestnut mare Nardo was watching lifted her head, and her nostrils flared in alarm.

Ever impatient, Varic had moved too quickly!

Nardo scowled and leaped forward, grabbing the short, stiff mane as the frightened chestnut mare backed away from him. He vaulted onto her back, not taking the time to use the halter he carried slung over his shoulder. The mare squealed as she felt his weight, then she reared. Her foal, abruptly dislodged from his breakfast, fell to his knees. Nardo dug his knees into the mare’s sides and flung his weight forward to bring her down. As her front feet touched the ground, he cast a quick glance around to see how the rest of the raiding party was faring. That was when he saw the band of men galloping toward them out of the hazy morning light.

Dawn was a favorite time for both the Kindred and the Norakamo to stage a raid, since it was usually possible to catch the enemy unaware. Not today, however. Today the Norakamo were horsed and ready. Nardo cursed and raked the horse herd with his eyes, searching for his uncle, the raiding party’s leader. They had to get out of here quickly!

The chestnut mare snorted, alarmed by the sound of galloping horses and by the stranger on her back. Her foal, catching his mother’s fright, squealed and butted his head against her side. She swung around on her hindquarters, circling nervously. Nardo finally caught sight of his uncle. Nevin had not caught a mare, but was on foot on the outside of the herd, shouting to his men. With horror Nardo saw the horsemen bearing down on the solitary unhorsed figure.

“Nevin!” It was impossible for Nardo to control the frightened mare without a halter, so he slid from her back and began to run.

Nevin was the most famous horse raider of his time. For three handfuls of years he had been stealing horses from the Norakamo, and it seemed this morning as if the Norakamo had determined to put an end to his career. Ignoring the rest of the raiding party, ignoring even the possible loss of their precious horses, they were clearly intent upon capturing Nevin.

The herd’s lead mare gave another shrill, piercing whinny and began to gallop away down the valley. The rest of the panicked mares followed immediately. There were shouts from the mounted Kindred raiders, who were being swept along helplessly by the stampeding herd. Only the fact that Nardo was on the outside of the herd saved him from being trampled to death. As it was, one mare knocked into his shoulder, sending him crashing facedown into the wet, aromatic grass.

By the time Nardo leaped to his feet, the Norakamo had his uncle surrounded. Nardo’s fingers tightened on his javelin as he assessed the situation. Nevin was turning warily in the midst of the circle of his enemies, his short spear raised, but he was trapped. Nardo ached to go to his uncle’s assistance, but he was realistic enough to see that his single javelin would make no difference to the outcome of this encounter.

The Norakamo were going to capture Nevin, and they would demand a great number of horses for his return. If Nardo was captured also, his father would lose half the herd.

Then, as Nardo stood there watching, one of the Norakamo horsemen surged forward into the circle, his javelin raised. One of the other men in the circle bellowed, “Loki, don’t!” but the javelin had already buried itself in Nevin’s chest. Nevin bent forward at the waist, then slowly collapsed into the knee-high grass.

A rush of color, red as Nevin’s blood, suddenly swam before Nardo’s eyes. A great roar of fury and anguish erupted from his throat. He leaped forward, swift, graceful and deadly as a cave lion in the morning light, straight for the man who had killed his uncle. He had the satisfaction of feeling his spear bury itself in living flesh before the horses closed in around him.

*

Alane was bringing the morning’s water from the river when her father and the men returned to camp leading three horses with bodies slung across their backs. She rushed forward so quickly that water splashed out of the basket on her head and wet her hair. Her father roared out his wife’s name: “Adah! Come quickly! One of these men is injured.”

“Aiiiya!” Alane’s mother ducked out of her tent and came running. The rest of the women in the camp called to their children, and all stood in breathless silence at the thresholds of their tents, watching as the scene unfolded before them. The tents all formed a large circle, so everyone had a good view of the men as they untied one of the bodies and carefully lowered it to the ground.

In the silence, a flock of geese rose like smoke from the river, their wings hammering the air as they climbed into the sky.

“This is the one who is hurt,” Alane heard her father saying. “The other two are dead.” The shadow of the flying geese passed over the men and horses, and Tedric added grimly, “One of the dead men is Nevin.”

Alane’s heart began to hammer. Then she raised her hands to the basket on her head and carefully lowered it to the ground. Her hands were shaking, and more water spilled onto the beaten-down grass of the campsite.

“I thought you were only going to capture him,” Adah said, her voice sharp with fear.

Tedric gestured to the body that was slung across the third horse. “An evil spirit must have possessed Loki. He ran Nevin through with his spear. The injured man killed Loki in revenge.”

A high-pitched scream came from one of the tents as Loki’s mother learned of her son’s fate. She rushed forward, and the men lifted Loki’s body from the horse and laid it gently upon the ground. His mother fell to her knees and began to keen loudly. A few other women joined her.

Alane could feel her heart beating in her throat. She looked at her father’s grim face and wondered if he had made any attempt at all to save Loki’s life.

“We do not want this one to die, then,” Adah said, gesturing to the man who lay stretched unconscious upon the ground. She raised her voice to be heard over the sounds of grief that were pouring from the throat of the bereaved mother and said to the men, “Bring him into the medicine tent and I will tend to him.”

One of the keening women looked up and demanded, “Where is the shaman?”

“I am here.” The voice was mellow and deep, the voice of a singer. The slim man approaching the center of the campsite was wearing the great horsehair cape that signified he had been engaged in a religious ceremony. His face was thin, almost gaunt, with deep creases down each cheek.

“Hagen!” Loki’s mother screamed to her brother, lifting her tear-blurred face. “Loki has been slain!”

The shaman halted and looked at Tedric. His lightless gray eyes bored into the chief’s. “How did this happen?” he demanded.

Before he answered, Tedric deliberately gestured to his sons, who bent to lift the injured man under his shoulders and feet. Then two more men stepped forward to support him at the waist, as if his weight were too great for only two to carry. The sun shone brightly on the front of the unconscious man’s shirt, which was soaked with blood.

As the procession moved off toward one of the tents, Tedric explained tersely to the shaman what had happened. Without a word Hagen went to examine the body of his dead nephew.

The rest of the men stood nervously by, regarding the dark-haired corpse that was tied by its hands and feet across the chestnut mare’s back.

“I am thinking that the Kindred will not return home without Nevin’s body,” Tedric said to the shaman’s back. “They will also wish to learn the fate of this other man.”

“Until they come, we do not want to keep the body here!” one man said.

“Sa, sa,” the others agreed fervently. The Norakamo were always uneasy in the presence of death. The ghosts of the newly dead were yet too close to the body for living men to feel safe.

Hagen rose to his feet. “Put it on the raft and take it to the far side of the river,” he ordered. “The water will keep his spirit away from us.”

The men nodded and moved with alacrity to do his bidding.

“Alane!” It was Adah, calling from the open doorflap of the medicine tent. “Bring that water in here.” As Alane bent to lift the water basket to her head, Adah spoke next to the shaman. “Will you come and look at the injured man, Hagen?”

The shaman stared once more at the body of his sister’s son. Then, “I will come and look,” he said.

*

The stranger stirred and sighed, and Alane hastened forward to see if he was finally waking. But after a moment he subsided back into sleep once more.

Both her mother and Hagen had said it was not the spear wound in his shoulder but the great bruise on his temple that was keeping his spirit from returning to the land of the living.

“He came roaring into our midst like an enraged bull,” Alane’s father had said. “He killed Loki and wounded Oden and Larz before I finally felled him with my spear handle.”

Alane thought of this conversation now as she gazed down into the face of the unconscious man. The skin on his temple had been broken by Tedric’s blow, and under the jagged tear a huge lump had risen. Her mother had told her to keep putting cool, wet buckskin cloths over the lump, and now Alane dipped a fresh piece of buckskin into the water basket, which was lined and made waterproof by salmon skins. She removed the now-warm cloth from his forehead and replaced it. He did not stir. Alane resumed her post by the injured man’s side.

All the Norakamo understood the code of the blood feud, and so they knew that it was in the best interest of the tribe that this man live. Loki’s action in killing Nevin had changed the rules by which the tribes played their raiding game, and the Norakamos’ one hope of avoiding a devastating vendetta lay with this man. Loki had killed Nevin; Loki had been killed by this man. If he lived and could be returned to his tribe in health, then perhaps the Kindred would be satisfied that vengeance had been done.

He was a young man, Alane thought, her eyes on the stranger’s face, although the dark stubble of beard indicated that he was not a boy. Alane’s gaze moved next to his naked chest and shoulders. Dhu, but he was strong! Surely a man built like that could not be killed by a blow on the head. She reached over and spread her cool fingers on his sound shoulder. His skin was much darker than hers, and it was too hot. She frowned.

He should drink. It was not good to be so hot and not drink.

Alane filled an antelope horn with water and dropped to her knees at his side. Slipping one arm under his head, she raised him, propping his head upon her shoulder. His head was very heavy; his eyelashes were amazingly long and thick against the hard line of his cheeks. Alane lifted the horn to his lips.

“Drink,” she commanded. Centuries before, the Norakamo had spoken their own language, but after many years of living in the lands of the Kindred, they had gradually adopted the other tribe’s language. They used their original tongue now only in certain prayers.

There was no response and Alane trickled a little water upon his closed lips. It dribbled down his chin, but after a moment his lips moved. “Good,” she said softly. “Come now. Drink.” She held the cup once more to his lips, pressing its rim upon his bottom lip to encourage him to open. She smiled when she saw him swallow.

A shadow fell upon her. She looked up and saw Hagen standing between her and the light from the open doorflap. Hung around his neck was the feathered stole he wore when he healed.

“You should not be holding that man against you,” the shaman said in a cold voice.

Alane could feel her face flush and was angry with herself for such a reaction. She was doing nothing wrong! “My mother said that he must drink,” she said.

“Your mother should not leave you alone with a Kindred murderer,” the shaman said, his voice even colder.

“He is still wandering in the land of the spirits,” Alane replied. “He is no danger to me, Hagen.” Carefully she lowered the Kindred man’s head until he was lying flat. She looked up once again at Hagen, her face a mask of calm.

Alane was well aware of the long-running power struggle between her father and the shaman. Both were strong, dominant men and each felt that the other was always trying to encroach on his circle of authority. Hagen had recently tried, and failed, to win Alane to wife for one of his nephews, and Tedric’s refusal still rankled.

The sound of the chief’s voice floated into the tent, and then came the sound of steps approaching. Two young men came rushing over the threshold to drop to their heels beside the man lying on the reindeer skin bedplace.

“Nardo!” the bigger of the two men said urgently, “Nardo, it’s Dane! Varic is here, too. Can you hear me?”

“He is in the land of the spirits,” Hagen said in the same cold voice he had used earlier to Alane.

“He is so pale,” the man called Varic said. His dark brown hair fell forward around his cheeks as he leaned over the unconscious body of his fellow tribesman.

“Dhu,” said Dane. “If he should die!” There was anguish in his voice.

“He will not die,” the shaman said. “His heartbeat is strong. He is gathering power from the spirits to heal his body. When he is powerful enough, he will awaken.”

The man called Varic raised his head, and Alane saw that his brown eyes were set very widely apart, giving him a peculiarly childlike look. When he spoke, however, his voice was hard and full of menace. “For your sake, shaman, and the sake of your tribe, I hope you speak true.”

Alane shivered.

Her involuntary gesture attracted Varic’s attention, and he looked at her for the first time. “You are caring for my cousin?” he asked.

As he spoke, Adah came in the door. Alane’s eyes darted to her mother, and Adah responded by answering the stranger for her. “This is the chief’s daughter. She has been keeping watch on your kinsman while I attended to other matters.”

Varic’s widely spaced eyes did not move from Alane’s face. “He will like waking up and seeing you,” he said, and Alane’s eyes fell before the frank admiration in that look.

Adah said, “If you try to move him, man of the Kindred, you will do him harm. It will be best to leave him in our custody until he is healed.”

The man who had identified himself as Dane lifted his head and gave Adah a piercing look. Alane’s mother responded in a reassuring tone: “We know well it is to our advantage that he recover. You may trust us.”

Varic’s voice was deeply bitter. “Your treachery killed my father. How can you expect us to trust you?”

Alane regarded him with deep surprise. If Nevin was this Varic’s father, she thought, then why had vengeance been done by someone else?

There was a movement by the door, and Tedric came into the tent. Evidently he had heard Varic’s last words, for he crossed his arms and said impassively, “My orders were to capture Nevin, not to kill him. Loki acted on his own, and he has paid for it. This man”—Tedric pointed at the recumbent figure—“killed Loki. A life has been given for a life. It is finished.”

Involuntarily Alane glanced at Hagen. His face was set like stone. He did not speak.

Slowly Varic rose to his feet. “It is not finished,” he said to the Norakamo chief, “until my father’s sister’s son has been returned in health to his mother’s house.” He paused, then added with cold deliberation, “And to the house of his father, Rorig the chief.”

There was a reverberating silence. It was Adah who finally asked, “This man is the son of your chief?”

“Sa. His name is Nardo and he is the son of our chief.”

Tedric said grimly, “I hear you.”

Varic looked down once more at his cousin’s unconscious face. “I am thinking that you are right when you say it would be ill to move him. Therefore I will leave him with you and take my father’s body home.” He stood up again, and this time he looked at Alane. “Take good care of him,” he commanded.

Alane bowed her head. Dane touched the unconscious man on the cheek with a gentle finger, then rose to follow his fellow tribesman out of the tent.

In grim silence the men of the Kindred loaded Nevin’s body onto one of their horses and took the path downriver toward the Great Ford. After the corpse was well out of sight, Hagen, dressed in his great horsehair cape, went around the entire encampment, sprinkling water for purification. Then, chanting the proper incantations, he threw four javelins: one toward the Altas in the south; one toward the plains in the north; one toward the east, where the sun rose; and one toward the west, where the sun set. The javelins, he told the tribe, would drive back Nevin’s ghost should it seek to return.

“Now,” said Tedric to his wife as he came back into the tent, “this man must get well!”

*

Adah took over the sick watch, leaving Alane to see to dinner for her father and her brothers. There was deer meat from yesterday’s hunt, and Alane seasoned it with wild onions and thyme and cooked it in a stone-lined fire pit. With it she served a salad of sorrel and hawthorne berries.

The men ate hungrily, and Alane moved quietly around the hearth, offering more meat and filling their cups with mint tea. It was not until the men were finished that she took some food for herself. It was always the way of the Norakamo women to eat only after the men had been satisfied.

“Father,” she asked after she had finished chewing her first piece of meat, “why did not Nevin’s son avenge his death?”

Tedric drained his tea and held out his cup for a refill. “He was probably caught in the herd’s stampede.” He waited until Alane had filled his cup before he added, “But even if that had not happened, the primary duty of revenge would still have fallen to this Nardo.”

“I don’t understand,” said Stifun, Alane’s second brother.

“The Tribe of the Kindred does not count kinship as do we of the Norakamo,” Tedric explained. “They make their first prayers to Earth Mother, and to them it is the mother’s line that is the important kinship connection. A man of the Kindred belongs to the kin group of his mother, not of his father.”

Alane’s eldest brother, Rune, ran his fingers through the pale bangs that hung almost to his eyebrows. “We know that, Father, but I still do not understand….”

“Nevin was this man’s mother’s brother. To the Kindred that is the closest of all male ties,” Tedric said.

“Even closer than son to father?” Fenris, the youngest boy, asked incredulously.

“Even closer than son to father” came the reply.

There was silence as Tedric’s three sons tried to comprehend such a strange thing. Then Alane said, “He is the son of the chief. Do the Kindred pass the chieftainship from father to son as we do?”

“Sa,” said Tedric grimly. “They do.”

Alane was clearing away the antelope horns in which she had served the stew when Irek and Piet, the elders for each Half of the tribe, appeared in the open doorflap. Tedric gestured them in. Shortly after they were followed by Hagen, who was accompanied by his nephew Vili. Tedric scowled when he saw Vili, who had no right to attend a chief’s council. He did not challenge the shaman’s decision, however, but sat in disapproving silence while Alane poured tea for all the men. Then she retired to a corner of the tent with Stifun and Fenris and picked up the basket she was weaving.

Finally Tedric opened the discussion. “So,” he said heavily, “it seems we are dealing with the life of the chief’s son.”

“Are you certain he will recover, Shaman?” Irek asked.

Hagen took a small sip of his tea. “I think so,” he said.

“You told the men of the Kindred that he would definitely recover!” Tedric bellowed.

Hagen shrugged, unperturbed by the chief’s anger. “He should. But sometimes unforeseen things happen. You all know that.”

He is such an eel, Alane thought with exasperation. Her head was bent over her basket, but her ears were attuned to the voices of the men.

Tedric looked from Irek to Piet to Hagen to Rune. Deliberately he did not acknowledge the existence of Vili. The summer sun had not yet set, and the men’s faces were easily visible in the light from the open doorflap. Tedric’s eyes came back to Hagen. “This man must live,” he said, slowly and deliberately. “We do not want a blood feud with the Kindred. They are a much larger tribe than we are.”

“We are as good as they at horse raiding!” Vili said furiously. He had not missed Tedric’s deliberate insult. Like his uncle, Vili had a narrow, hollow face, but his lips were oddly full. He had been the husband whom the shaman had proposed for Alane, and she had been vastly relieved when her father refused him. There was something about Vili that repulsed her.

Tedric raked his fingers through his thick beard. “Horse raiding is a game,” he said shortly. “A blood feud is serious.”

Vili jutted out his chin. “I am not afraid of the Kindred.”

What a fool Vili is, Alane thought scornfully. Her fingers flew automatically over the basket, their skill so deeply ingrained that they could work without the attention of her brain.

“If the Kindred call for a blood feud, we will not back away,” Rune said to Vili. His blue eyes moved to the shaman’s face. “But we would be fools if we did not do what we could to avoid a war of vengeance.”

Hagen said, “My nephew Loki lies dead and my sister weeps.” His face was impassive.

“Loki killed first,” Irek said. “I was there and I saw.”

“Loki was a Norakamo!” Vili was almost shouting. “His murderer, who lies at our mercy, is a man of the Kindred!”

A fool and a coward, Alane thought, to want to take advantage of a helpless man. She looked up from her basket and her eyes met those of her brother Stifun. He made a disgusted face, and Alane nodded in silent agreement.

“What are your thoughts on this subject, Hagen?” Piet said forthrightly. “Do you think we should slay the son of the Kindred chief?”

Alane smiled. Everyone knew how the shaman hated plain speaking. He preferred to work by innuendo and suggestion. She understood perfectly that he had brought Vili with him to do his dirty work, to say the things Hagen would not want to say himself.

However, no discomfort showed on the shaman’s face as he returned Piet’s look. “I am a healer, not a murderer,” he said. “I have said that this young man will recover, and he will. But I thought it would be well for you to understand the mind of Loki’s kin. Loki rid the tribe of its greatest enemy; it is hard to see his death go unavenged.”

Vili growled in agreement.

Tedric said, “I understand your grief, but Loki chose to act outside my orders. Under the circumstances he has no right to vengeance.”

“I agree,” said Irek, leader of the Black Half of the tribe.

“And I,” said Piet, leader of the Red Half.

Hagen rose to his feet and Vili hastily followed. “The tribe has spoken,” Hagen said. He put his hand on his nephew’s arm.

Alane watched the two men depart, and then her eyes went to her father’s face. Tedric looked grim.

“Mother is sitting with the Kindred man,” Rune said into the silence.

“Tell her to remain there,” Irek said. “Just to be sure.”


Chapter Two

Someone was pounding him over the head. The pain was excruciating, and Nardo groaned and opened his eyes. He had to make it stop.

Sunlight was pouring through the open doorflap and, narrowing his eyes against the brightness, Nardo realized with surprise that he was alone. No one was hitting him. Carefully, moving his eyes and not his head, he looked around.

He was in a tent. Not a Kindred tent, though. This tent was circular, tapering upward to a tall, narrow smoke hole.

Where am I?

Gritting his teeth against the agony in his head, he tried to sit up, and it was then that he felt the pain in his shoulder. He looked down and saw the deerskin bandage wrapped around his bare torso. He was covered to the waist by a reindeer skin rug and, sliding his hand under the rug, he verified that he was naked. Cautiously he lay back down again.

What has happened to me?

He was ragingly thirsty, and he ran his tongue over his dry, cracked lips. It was warm in the tent, and the air held the bittersweet scent of healing herbs.

He tried to gather his thoughts, but the last thing he could remember was setting forth with Nevin. After that there was nothing.

A woman’s voice spoke from the open doorflap. “You’re awake. Good.” He struggled to sit up again, and she came to kneel at his side, putting out a hand to press him back.

“I’m hurt,” he said. His voice came out in a croak.

“Sa, you are hurt. But you are getting better. It is important that you be quiet.” She spoke his language, but her accent was unfamiliar.

“What happened?” he demanded. “How did I get hurt? Where am I? Who are you?”

“Softly, softly,” she said. “I will answer all your questions, but first you must drink some water.”

Ignoring the thunder of pain in his head, he managed to push himself up on his elbow, and she held the antelope horn to his lips. He drank thirstily.

“That is good,” the woman said.

He had flopped exhaustedly back to the bed skins after drinking, but now he said, “I want to get up.”

“In a little while you can get up.”

His mouth set stubbornly. “Now.”

“Don’t you want your questions answered?”

He looked up into the face of the woman. She was no longer young; her fair hair was streaked with gray, and there were lines at the corners of her blue eyes and her mouth. Fair hair and blue eyes…

“Are you Norakamo?” he asked harshly.

“Sa.”

He stared up at the high cone of the Norakamo tent. “Tell me,” he said.

There was a long pause. “You don’t remember anything?”

He said fretfully, “I remember leaving camp with Nevin. After that there is nothing.”

“You came to raid our horses.”

This did not surprise Nardo. The Norakamo and Kindred had been raiding each other’s horses for generations. The raiding helped increase the raider’s horse herd, but the main reason for the forays was that next to hunting, horse raiding was one of the main ways the young men of both tribes could prove their manhood.

The distant sound of children’s laughter floated through the open doorflap of the tent. There was the noise of running feet and the laughter became louder. The woman added, “My husband, the chief, was waiting for you.”

There was a pause as Nardo assimilated this information. Then he demanded, “How did he know that we would be coming?”

“We wounded two of your men on our last raid. My husband was certain that Nevin would retaliate quickly.”

A muscle quivered in the corner of Nardo’s mouth as he realized how accurately the Norakamo chief had read his uncle. The woman was going on, “My husband gathered our men together. ‘We must capture Nevin,’ he told them. ‘Rorig will pay many horses to get back such a man.’”

Nardo said nothing.

“That was the plan,” the woman continued. “And they were almost successful. They were ready for Nevin, they cut him out from the rest of his tribesmen, they had him surrounded. Then…” Her voice wavered. She paused. “You do not remember what happened next?”

“Na,” he said harshly. He had a bad feeling about what was coming next.

The woman said simply, “One of our men disobeyed his chief’s orders and killed Nevin with his spear.”

Nardo lay as still as a stone, staring up at the smoke hole.

“You saw this,” Adah continued after a moment, “and you came running to avenge your uncle’s death. You were like an enraged bull, my husband said. You killed Loki, the man who had killed your uncle, and you wounded two more of our men before my husband hit you on the head with his spear handle and brought you down.”

There was a long silence.

“Then Nevin is dead?” Nardo asked at last.

“Sa. Nevin is dead, and Loki, his slayer, is dead also.”

More silence. Outside, the children’s voices rose shrilly in argument.

“Where are the rest of the men who came with us on the raid?”

“They took your uncle’s body home to his kin.”

“They left me here with you?”

“It was not safe to move you, and they knew we would take good care of you,” Adah said.

He did not answer, but closed his eyes. Nevin is dead, he thought. Nevin is dead. Why could he not remember?

“Sleep a little now,” he heard the woman’s voice say. “When next you wake you may eat.”

I shall never sleep with my head pounding like this, Nardo thought, just before he slid back into unconsciousness.

*

When next Nardo woke his head was still aching, but the terrible pounding was gone. He opened his eyes and saw a different woman sitting beside his bedplace. Her head was bent over the moccasin she was stitching, and a shining sheaf of the palest hair Nardo had ever seen had fallen forward to screen her face.

“I’m thirsty,” he said, and the woman looked up.

“You’re awake. Good. I have water here for you.” Her voice was low-pitched but very clear. The hand that she laid upon his brow was wonderfully cool. She dipped some water into the antelope horn and knelt beside him. “Can you sit up a little or shall I help you?”

Nardo found himself gazing up into the most beautiful face he had ever seen. “Help me,” he said.

She slid an arm under his head and lifted it, then she held the horn to his lips. She did it so easily, so naturally, that he knew she had done it before. He let the full weight of his head fall back on her breast, and he drank all the water in the horn.

“More?” she asked.

“Na.”

He let her lower him back to the skins. “How long have I been lying here?”

She held up two fingers. “So many days.”

“That must have been some blow your chief gave me,” he remarked and watched with fascination as faint color stained her cheeks.

“My father wished to stop you from killing more of our men,” she said. She averted her eyes, obviously uncomfortable with the way he was looking at her.

“Your father? Then you are the chief’s daughter?”

“Sa.”

Her skin was as pure and delicate as a young child’s. He asked, “What is your name?”

She gave him a quick, startled look. “That is not a question a man of my tribe would ask a woman.”

He had heard that the Norakamo were very strict with their girls. He said with easy reasonableness, “You have been taking care of me for two days. Surely it is not inappropriate that I should know your name.”

She reflected for a moment, clearly uneasy. At last she said, “My name is Alane.”

“Alane,” he repeated, tasting the word on his tongue. “Alane, I want to get up.”

She forgot her embarrassment in alarm. “You cannot get up!”

“I cannot get up until you leave,” he agreed. “I do not have any clothes on.”

She was shaking her head. “You cannot,” she repeated. “You will fall and open the wound in your shoulder.”

“Perhaps.” Cautiously he levered himself to a sitting position. His shoulder hurt and his head ached, but he knew he would be able to get up.

“I thought you couldn’t even raise your head for water!” she said.

He grinned at her. “Be a good girl and leave so I can get up.”

Alane felt a flash of annoyance that this Kindred man thought he could dismiss her so easily. “I will get my father,” she said stiffly.

“Good.”

She rose to her feet and walked proudly toward the door flap. Nardo watched her appreciatively until he could see her no more. Then he began the laborious task of getting to his feet.

*

When Tedric entered the injured man’s tent, he was surprised to find Nardo had actually managed to get to his feet without help. The first thing the scowling, black-haired young giant said was: “My father will not give you a single horse for my return. You owe him my life, Chief of the Norakamo.”

Tedric was not at all surprised by Nardo’s words. Both of their tribes shared a fanatical devotion to horses, and Tedric would actually have been surprised if Nardo’s first thoughts had been for something else. On this subject they thought alike. The name Norakamo actually meant Horsemasters, and it was said by the shamans of Tedric’s people that long ago it was the Norakamo who had brought the art of riding horses to the people of the Kindred.

“I had no thought to demand a payment for you,” Tedric replied. “One of my men took your uncle’s life, and you took the slayer’s life in revenge. It is finished. When you are well enough to ride, you will be returned to your father.”

“Are you certain it is finished?” Nardo asked. His voice was harsh, his brown eyes hostile. “What of the slayer’s family? Won’t they demand my life as blood revenge for his?”

“There will be no revenge,” Tedric replied. “I am the chief of this tribe; my father and grandfather were chiefs before me. I have said that it is finished, and my people have heard me.”

Nardo’s gaze bored into the eyes of the Norakamo chief. Then the younger man nodded. “Sa. I see that you are a chief.” He swayed a little and his scowl returned.

“You should not be standing,” Tedric said and moved forward to help.

Nardo held up a hand to stay him. “I was dizzy for a moment. I am all right now.” He took a step forward to prove his point, and staggered.

Tedric slid his arm around Nardo’s back and braced him with his shoulder. Among his people Tedric was tall, but the younger man was almost half a head over him. “Dhu,” said Tedric feelingly. “You are no lightweight, son of Rorig. Let us get you back to your bedplace before you fall.”

Nardo swore, but clearly he was not going to be able to remain upright for much longer. His head was pounding again. With Tedric’s help he lowered himself onto the reindeer skins of the bedplace and shut his eyes.

“I will get my wife,” he heard Tedric saying. The darkness reached out for Nardo and, grateful for a place to hide from the renewed pounding in his head, he slid back into it.

*

Alane was returning from the river, riding one of her father’s horses and leading two others she had taken for water, when she saw the first horseman come around the bend in the river. By the Norakamo camp the River of Gold was broad, and the sweet meadow grass grew right up to its edges on both banks. The bright summer sun danced on the clear water, demonstrating vividly to any who might wonder just how the river had gotten its name.

A whole line of horsemen had come into Alane’s view by now, each of them leading two extra horses. Kindred, she thought as she watched them advance through the high grass. All around them butterflies and small birds rose out of the wildflowers, and on the river a mother goose honked to her young as if in warning. Alane thought: They have come for the chief’s son. She pressed her calves against the sides of her horse, urged him into a canter, and hurried toward the safety of camp.

Others had seen the horsemen by now. As Alane rode into camp she could see Norakamo women herding their children into tents. In a few moments the camp circle, which shortly before had been noisy with the daily activities of busy women and children, was silent and empty. A huge bearded vulture glided over the deserted campground, casting its shadow on the beaten-down grass. Alane shivered and made a quick circle with her fingers to ward off evil.

Then Tedric emerged from his tent, walked to the center of the empty circle, crossed his arms on his chest and stood there waiting. He had not gone with the hunting or the herding parties since they had brought the injured chief’s son into their camp. He had been waiting, Alane knew, for just this moment. Her eyes went back to the line of riders, and she saw that they had halted at a little distance downriver. As she watched, one man gave his two extra mounts to another to hold and began to ride forward alone.

Tedric looked at his daughter. “Tie those horses up, Alane, and get into the tent.”

Alane looked at the approaching horseman and then back at her father. She wanted to hear what would be said. If she moved quickly enough, she reckoned she could manage it. She squeezed her legs, pushed with her seat, and the mare she was riding exploded into a full gallop. The two mares whose ropes she held squealed and galloped alongside. Tedric scowled.

Alane tied the three mares to the hitching post behind her father’s tent, ran to the front of it and ducked inside just as the single horseman entered their camp circle. Her mother and her youngest brother, Fenris, were also inside the tent, standing next to the doorflap, obviously prepared to listen. Alane joined them.

“Greetings,” she heard her father’s voice say. “I am Tedric the chief, son of Hal, son of Urik, born to the Black Half of the Tribe of the Norakamo.”

The stranger responded in turn, also identifying himself by family and by kinship. “I am Rorig the chief, son of Berta, grandson of Mira, born to the Eagle Clan of the Tribe of the Kindred.”

Silence fell as the two men regarded each other. Then Tedric said, “You have come for your son.”

“Sa,” replied the other. “I have come for my son. Has he awakened?”

“He has awakened,” Tedric replied. “I will take you to him.” His voice grew louder as he turned to face his tent. “Fenris!” he called. “Come and hold the chief’s horse.” Alane’s brother gave her a quick grin before he darted out the doorflap to answer his father’s call.

Alane had not been allowed back into the injured man’s tent since he had awakened, but she had seen him for the past few mornings washing in the river with her brother Rune. Her mother said he was well on the path to recovery. She gave Adah a quick look, then peeked out the tent doorflap and saw that the group of Kindred horsemen were still keeping their distance. To the watching eyes at the doorflaps in every Norakamo tent, time seemed to pass very slowly. Finally, however, the Kindred chief emerged from the medicine tent, and after him came his son. They were followed by Tedric, the shaman and Rune.

Alane’s eyes were attracted by a flurry of motion among the Kindred horsemen. Obviously they had recognized Nardo. Rorig raised a hand to signal, and one of the riders began to gallop toward him, leading a beautiful long-maned gray mare. It did not take Alane long to recognize the rider as Dane, the man who had been so distressed to find Nardo unconscious. Dane pulled up, leaped off his own horse and held out his cupped hands to assist his friend to mount.

Nardo shook him off, jumped onto the gray mare’s back and picked up his reins. His father said something to him and he grinned, his teeth very white in his dark face. Then the three men cantered back toward the waiting group of tribesmen.

Tedric and Rune watched them go. Then the two Norakamo men turned and walked toward the tent where their womenfolk awaited them.

*

Rorig had agreed to share a meal with the Norakamo later in the day, but for now the band of Kindred men rode a short way back downriver and pitched their own camp. Once the horses were hobbled and grazing peacefully, a group of the men went all the way back to the Great Ford in hopes of getting a deer as it tried to cross the river. They wanted to have some meat to bring as a guest offering to the feast. Rorig and Nardo were among those who remained behind, Nardo because he was still too weak for hunting and Rorig because he wanted to talk to his son. While the rest of the men busied themselves with camp chores, father and son leaned against their rolled-up sleeping skins, watching the horses.

The peaceful scene before them was unshadowed by a single cloud. The sky above was cobalt blue, and the horses grazed peacefully among the fluttering butterflies and the vivid flowers. There was a shadow in Nardo’s eyes, however, and a pain that was not physical sounded in his voice as he asked, “How is my mother?”

“Very distressed,” Rorig replied. “Nevin was her only brother.”

Nardo scowled. “They surprised us, Father. They were on horseback and waiting for us. Tedric says his plan was to capture Nevin, that he did not plan on a killing.”

Rorig nodded. He was a good-looking man, with dark, leathery skin molded over strong facial bones. His black, gray-streaked hair was worn loose to the shoulders, and about his forehead was bound a buckskin headband decorated with three perfect golden shells. His eyes were hooded as he watched the grazing horses. He said, “Do you think he is speaking true?”

“Sa,” said Nardo almost reluctantly. “They were very anxious for me to recover. Mother could not have given me better care than did Tedric’s wife. I think they do not want a blood feud with us, and they must have known they would be courting one with the slaying of Nevin.”

With his eyes averted from his son’s face, Rorig said, “I am sorry, Nardo. You will miss Nevin sorely, I know.”

Nardo’s mouth set grimly. He nodded without speaking.

A little silence fell. Then Rorig said, “I do not want a feud with the Norakamo either.”

Nardo lifted his brows in surprise at his father’s forceful tone.

On the far side of the river a small group of red deer, three does and three fawns, came down to the water for a drink. Nardo’s gray mare raised her head from grazing to watch them, then lowered her nose once again into the lush grass. Rorig said, “While you were in the high mountains at grazing camp, I went to the Summer Gathering at Big Rivers Joining.”

Nardo gave his father a thoughtful look. “You do not usually make such a journey.”

“That is so,” Rorig agreed. “But I have been hearing tales from the traders that made me uneasy, so I thought I would go and see for myself.”

Nardo was silent, waiting.

“Things are changing in the world outside our mountains,” Rorig said at last. “Trees are growing on the grasslands where once the aurochs and the buffalo and the horse herds used to graze.”

“Sa?” Nardo said softly.

“The people who dwell in the river valleys to our north are going hungry, Nardo.”

Nardo shrugged. “The Horse Eaters have offended the Mother, and she has punished them. Why should this make you uneasy, Father?”

Rorig did not reply.

Across the river one of the fawns had finished drinking. He stood close to his mother’s side and peered under her belly, watching the horses on the other side of the river. Nardo smiled faintly at the sight.

“The weather is changing,” Rorig said at last. He raised his face to the sky. “You can feel the sun, how warm it is. In the days of my boyhood it was never as warm as this.”

“Warm weather is a blessing,” Nardo said. “In the warmth of spring the salmon come back to our rivers. It is warm when the reindeer bear their fawns and the mares their foals. In the warm weather the snow melts from the high pastures, and Mother Earth blesses us with thick green grass for our herds.”

“This is how it is for us in the mountains,” Rorig agreed. “Our reindeer still climb into the high pastures each summer and descend to the lower hills when the snow begins to fall. It is still cold enough in the mountains for the reindeer. But they are no longer coming to the river valleys, Nardo.” Rorig turned somber eyes toward his son. “I have heard that many tribes have already left their ancestral hunting grounds to follow the reindeer north.” Brown eyes looked into brown eyes. “I am thinking that someday one of these tribes that are losing their game will hear how good it still is for us. I am thinking they may even try to push their way into our mountains.” A beat of silence. “If ever we should face an invasion, Nardo, I would rather count the Norakamo as friends than enemies.”

Rorig could see understanding dawn in his son’s eyes. There was a long silence. Then Nardo said, “Do you really think such an invasion possible?”

“It is not impossible.”

“We do not want Horse Eaters in our mountains!”

Both men stared with possessive eyes at the lovely animals grazing so serenely on the banks of the golden river.

“It is in my heart that it would be wise of us to cry a peace with the Norakamo,” Rorig said. “No blood feuds.” Pause. “No more horse raiding.”

“No more horse raiding!” Nardo repeated in astonishment. “But, Father, what will we do for fun if we can no longer go horse raiding?” Rorig did not reply, and after a long while Nardo sighed. “It takes two to cry a peace. Do you think the Norakamo will agree?”

“I think they will agree to almost anything if it will avoid a blood feud with us,” Rorig said.

“Sa,” said Nardo somberly. “I think you are right.”

*

The Norakamo were roasting huge haunches of deer over an open fire in the center of their camp circle when the men of the Kindred arrived. The Kindred horses were taken by a group of young boys, and the visitors were invited to join the circle of males.

Nardo could remember no other occasion when these two tribes had met on friendly terms with each other, and the mood of the gathering was tense. The death of Nevin loomed large in the minds of all. It loomed large in Nardo’s mind also, but he remembered his father’s words and turned to Rune, who was seated beside him, and asked him something about his horses. Rune ran his fingers through his long bangs, glanced around the circle himself, replied and then made a complimentary remark about Nardo’s gray. Nardo gave a genial grin and leaned over to relay the comment to Dane, thus drawing him into the conversation.

Across from Nardo the shaman sat in brooding silence. Nardo had scarcely seen Hagen since he had awakened, the residue of his nursing care being left to Adah. But Nardo had sensed the hostility of the Norakamo shaman. Now, as Nardo watched, the young man next to Hagen leaned over and said something in his ear. The two of them glanced at Tedric, and Hagen said something in reply. Both men had their backs rudely turned to the Kindred men on their other sides.

But the chiefs, Rorig and Tedric, were speaking together with obvious good humor, and Nardo could feel the tension in the group relax slightly.

The meat was passed around, and conversation, at first extremely stilted, became easier as the men traded hunting stories and talked in endless detail about horses. The mood of the gathering, while not exactly cordial, at least was not actively hostile. The shaman and his satellite sat in silence, but no one seemed to pay them much attention.

The sun was hanging low in the western sky when Tedric asked Rorig and his son for a private conversation. The Kindred chief accepted gravely and gestured to Nardo. Rune got up also and the two younger men followed their fathers into the privacy of Tedric’s tent.

Adah was there to welcome them, and Nardo immediately looked around the large tent for Alane. He felt a pang of disappointment when he did not find her. He had caught only tantalizing glimpses of the chief’s daughter during the days of his convalescence, and he had been hoping to see more of her today. He thought with exasperation that these Norakamo were overly strict with their girls.

The four men sat around the stone hearthplace, and Adah took the tea cauldron off the small fire. Nardo had learned that the Norakamo made their tea with mint instead of sage, and he had also learned something of their tea-serving customs. Now, as Adah ceremoniously filled a single large clay cup with the hot liquid, he murmured in his father’s ear, “Take only a few sips and then give it back to her.”

Rorig’s face remained expressionless, but when Adah presented him with the cup he did as Nardo had told him. Adah received the cup back, returned to the pot, refilled it and then brought it to Nardo. He sniffed the minty fragrance appreciatively, took two sips and handed it back. Adah repeated this ritual, offering the cup to her husband and last to her son. Then she retired to the recesses of the tent. Tedric cleared his throat, a signal to the others that the real business of the meeting was about to begin.

Nardo sat in silence and listened as Tedric assured his father that the Norakamo did not want a blood feud. Tedric said this at length and several times over, and after a little while Nardo ceased to pay attention. Instead he looked at Rune, who sat across the small hearthplace from him.

There could scarcely be men more physically different than the two who gazed at each other over the stone hearthplace. The Norakamo’s sun-colored hair was cut in long bangs across his forehead and then tied back by a band made of the skin of deer antlers taken in the velvet. His face was narrow, with a thin, straight nose and wide-spaced light blue eyes. He had a slim, pliant body that looked as if it would never withstand the rigors of a hunting life, but Nardo, whose cousin Varic was built the same way, knew well how deceptive such slenderness could be.

Now Rorig began to talk, and Nardo transferred his attention to his father’s words. Rorig was speaking of the warming weather and the disappearance of game from the river valleys to the north. From the look upon Tedric’s rugged features, Nardo suspected that what Rorig was saying was not news to the Norakamo chief.

“We do not go to the Gathering at Big Rivers Joining, we go to one farther west, but I have heard the same things,” Tedric said. “There is much unrest among the Horse Eaters.” With some ceremony he rested his hands upon his knees and said, “It is in my heart that during these troubled times there should be friendship and not enmity between our tribes.”

“I have felt this also,” Rorig replied.

Tedric looked pleased. “The Norakamo and the Kindred are children of the Horse God. In the past we have let this divide us; now is the time for it to bring us together.”

“Your words are good,” said Rorig. “But how is this friendship to be accomplished? Our people have been at odds for many lives. It is not easy to change the feelings of the heart.”

Tedric was stroking his short blond beard. “It is true that the young men of my tribe will be reluctant to give up their horse raiding. If we are to succeed it will be necessary to make this friendship between our people with something more binding than mere words.”

“I agree, but how are we to do that?” asked Rorig.

A small silence fell. The air in the tent was scented with mint from the tea and with the fragrance of the other herbs which were hanging from the tent poles to dry. The chief’s tent was very large, but to Nardo’s eyes, accustomed to the clutter of his mother’s house, it looked almost unfurnished. Sleeping skins were piled along one wall, and the cooking gear was arranged upon a large stone by the hearthplace. There were two handfuls of large baskets also lining the walls; Nardo thought that the rest of the family’s belongings must be stored in them.

Finally Tedric spoke. “We must make a bond of kinship,” he said. His blue eyes were steady on Rorig’s face. “That is the only way. And in order to do this, I will give my daughter to your son in marriage.”

There was stunned silence as both Rorig and Nardo stared at the Norakamo chief. Finally Rorig found his voice. “How can this be? My son is to be the next chief of our tribe. He cannot come to live among the Norakamo.”

Tedric’s gaze did not waver. “Among my people it is not customary for men to live with the families of their wives. We would not expect your son to live with us. It is the Norakamo custom for a woman to join the family of her husband.”

A steady drumbeat began outside the tent. Then came the rich, hypnotic voice of the Norakamo shaman.

“I do not think you understand.” Nardo could see that his father was striving to speak mildly. “Among the Kindred, a child belongs to his mother’s clan. Since your daughter’s children would be of her clan, not of ours, they would have no place among us. The kinship you speak of would not be accomplished.”

Tedric did not seem at all perturbed by this objection. “The Norakamo do not have clans as do the Kindred,” he said. “Our tribe counts kinship by halves. However, the children of a Norakamo marriage always belong to the half of their father. My daughter has always known that her children would be of their father’s lineage. In this one instance, for the good of both our peoples, would it not be possible for her children to be of the clan of your son’s?”

Rorig looked amazed. “I do not think you realize what you are asking of your daughter,” he said. “First you propose sending her to live her life separated from all the women of her blood. Next you say that even her children will not belong to her. How can she, or any woman, live in such a way?”

Tedric shrugged. “That is the way it is for a girl. She does not grow old in the tent in which she was born. Her fate is to be given to a man, not to grow old sitting by her mother’s side.”

Nardo felt a stab of pity for the lovely girl he had seen so briefly. Outside, the voice of the shaman rose and fell, and the beat of the drum began to hurry.

“If I do agree to such a marriage,” Rorig said slowly, “what will you want from me?”

Tedric smiled and waved a casual hand. “Nothing that is not usual. You must pay me bridewealth for her, that is all.”

The shaman was singing about the creation of Raven, a tale that was familiar to all the Kindred. In some things, then, we are alike, Nardo thought.

Rorig said, “Bridewealth. You are saying you will expect a gift from me in return for your daughter?”

Tedric’s thick blond brows lifted. “Do you not give bridewealth in your tribe?”

Rorig shook his head.

Tedric’s blue eyes widened. “You give your daughters away for nothing?”

Rorig’s dark face was impassive. “We do not give our daughters away,” he said. “Unlike yours, our women do grow old in the tents in which they were born. It is our men who change households when they marry.”

Nardo glanced across the fire and saw Rune’s incredulous look. Evidently the marital ways of the Kindred were as astonishing to him as those of the Norakamo were to Nardo.

“What would you expect me to pay in bridewealth?” Rorig asked.

Tedric smiled again. “Five handfuls of horses.”

“What?” Nardo almost leaped to his feet. “You must be mad.”

Tedric nodded. “That is so. It should be much more, but I am a generous man and I understand that our ways are strange to you. Therefore I will only ask for five handfuls.”

Nardo began to speak again, but Rorig gave his son a look. Nardo closed his mouth.

“What you have offered is indeed generous,” Rorig said to the other chief. “Must the five handfuls of horses be paid all at once?”

Tedric stroked his beard and looked thoughtful. Finally he said, a little reluctantly, “It is paid three times, at each step of the marriage ceremony.”

Nardo thought furiously: The son of a hyena was thinking of asking for it all at once.

With infinite courtesy Rorig asked, “Will you explain?”

Tedric continued to stroke his beard, clearly trying to organize his thoughts. “First, I must begin by telling you that while it is true that a married woman goes to live with her husband’s people, she does not do this right away. At the beginning of the marriage the husband must come to live among his wife’s family.” His eyes moved to Nardo. “This is so he can establish bonds with his wife’s father and brothers,” he explained.

That is impossible, Nardo thought. I cannot live among the men who killed my uncle. He looked back at Tedric, his face impassive.

Rorig said, “For how long does the husband stay with his wife’s family?”

“Until the birth of the first child.”

Rorig nodded.

Tedric smiled happily; he felt he was doing a good job of explaining. “The bridewealth is given three times, then,” he said. He held up a finger: “One, when the marriage is agreed to.” He unfolded a second finger: “Two, on the bonding day when the husband first lives with his wife.” Now came the third finger: “And three, when the first child is born. That is when the woman is truly a wife and she leaves her father’s family and joins the family of her husband.”

A thoughtful silence fell and Tedric turned to signal to his wife. Adah came forward, and once again the ceremony of the tea was repeated. When Adah had retired to her corner and the men were once more alone around the fire, Rorig said, “Let me be certain I am clear about this. If my son should marry your daughter, you would expect him to come and live among you until their first child was born?”

“Sa.”

“I would give you one part of the bridewealth when I accepted your offer, the second part when they began to live together, and the third part when the first child was born.”

“Sa.”

“At that time your daughter would come to live among us and her children would belong to the Clan of the Wolf, which is my son’s clan.”

“Sa.”

“I understand.” Rorig moved his legs, a signal that he was about to rise. “I will think about your generous offer, Chief of the Norakamo, and I will give you my answer tomorrow.”

Everyone got up. It was not until Nardo was ready to pass through the doorflap that he asked Tedric, “We are speaking of your daughter, Alane?”

The chief crossed his arms on his broad chest. “We are speaking of my daughter, Alane.”

*

The men Rorig had left behind at camp had built a temporary corral along the river out of the rawhide ropes they always carried and some wooden posts they had cut down in the stand of woods to their east. After the returning party had put their horses in with the others, they unrolled their sleeping skins along the perimeter of the corral and lay down to sleep.

Nardo’s shoulder was aching after the long day, and he lay flat on his back and stared up at the growing sliver of Horse Foal Moon in the night sky. The crickets were chirping loudly in the high grass, and frogs were croaking in the river. An owl hooted, and grunts came from horses in the corral as they lay down to rest. The smell of fresh manure drifted to Nardo’s nostrils, a familiar and comforting odor. The men had built two large fires to warn away predators, one at each end of the horse corral. They would take turns tending it during the night.

Rorig spoke in a low voice from his sleeping skin beside Nardo’s. “It is in my heart that such a marriage might be a good thing for both our tribes.”

Nardo’s eyes were on the moon. “They want me to live among them, Father. I cannot live with people who have slain my uncle.”

Rorig moved restlessly, and then was still. He understood Nardo’s objection very well. Among the Kindred the important male relative to a boy was not his father but his mother’s brother. Rorig was of the Eagle Clan, and Nardo was of the Clan of the Wolf, the clan of his mother. He did not share a lineage with his father at all. The blood that counted, Mother’s Blood, he had shared with Nevin, his uncle. Nevin had been the one to teach him the skills of hunting and riding, to instruct him in all his religious duties. Nevin had been the one to sponsor him when he was initiated, first as an adolescent and then as a man. Rorig had also done these things, but for his sisters’ sons, not for Nardo.

Rorig said now in a soft voice, “Tedric was right when he said that a bond of kinship is the only way to make peace between our tribes.” Nardo did not reply; his dark eyes still gazed at the moon. Rorig went on, “It would be a good thing for you to live for a little while among the Norakamo, Nardo. As Tedric said, you would learn to know the men of your wife’s blood. Your cousins would visit you, and they too would learn to be friends with these people. It is the way to build a bond between our tribes.”

A horse squealed somewhere on the other side of the corral rope, and there was the sound of scrambling hooves. The two men listened, but the herd remained quiet.

Nardo said quietly, “And what will my mother and my sisters say to such a marriage?”

“You must remember, Nardo, that Tedric was not the slayer of your uncle. You killed the man who killed Nevin. Blood has been exacted for blood.” Rorig’s voice came a little louder, as if he had turned his head in Nardo’s direction. “You have grown friendly with Tedric’s son, I think.”

“Sa. Rune is a good man.”

“It will not be so impossible to live among these people. And it is only until the birth of your first child. Less than a year.”

“And my mother? She will understand this?”

“Your mother and sisters think the rainbow arches over your head,” Rorig replied. “I am thinking they will be in favor of any marriage that will keep you within their household.”

From nearby came the sound of grass tearing as several of the horses decided to graze. From across the river a jackal howled. Another answered, and then the howling turned into excited yipping as the two greeted each other.

Nardo regarded the night sky and reflected upon his father’s words. If he married this Norakamo girl it would mean he would not have to move away from his mother’s house. He would escape the divided loyalty all the men of his tribe lived with: husbands in one house and sons and brothers in another.
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