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To Scott Gorham

A wonderful, valiant friend
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Author’s Note

SLEEPS WITH WOLVES IS a stand-alone book that follows the saga of the first two novels, Moctu and the Mammoth People and The People Eaters. I’ve skipped ahead a dozen years, because I really wanted to write about the grown-up hybrid, Elka, and well, I’m not getting any younger.

I’ve always admired authors like Michael and Kathleen Gear that can pump out great novels quickly (they recently finished their 80th), but I don’t seem to have that ability. I remember a notable quote from Louis L’Amour, who wrote nearly a hundred western novels. He claimed that he could write a novel sitting in the middle of Sunset Avenue with his typewriter on his knees. “Temperamental I am not,” he said.

I strive to be like that, and I don’t think I’m temperamental, but I just don’t write very fast. I also like the words of another famous author, Isaac Asimov, who, when asked what he’d do if he were told he had only six minutes to live, said, “I’d type a little faster.”

I’m actually thankful that I’m not like that. There are too many other things in life to savor and enjoy, too many wonderful distractions. I have more in common with this last quote, which may be the best acknowledgement ever:


To my wife Marganit

and my children Ella Rose and Daniel Adam

without whom this book would have

been completed two years earlier



Although I’m slow at it, I enjoy writing—all the exciting action and adventure, sex and violence, drama and love stories. But my real passion is research about paleo humans. New technologies are just giving us so many new and exciting breakthroughs like these:


	The first complete ancient genome was sequenced in 2010. Five were completed that year, including the breathtaking discoveries that, yes, we HAD interbred with Neanderthals, and wow—Denisovans, a species we knew nothing about previously, had also interbred with us. Svante Paabo led the teams that made those two discoveries, for which he was awarded the Nobel Prize. Since 2010, the rate of data acquisition and discovery has gone exponential. There were thirty-eight genomes sequenced in 2014, 249 in 2015, and by 2017, David Reich’s lab alone was pumping out thousands per year.1 Discoveries are coming so fast that researchers are having trouble keeping up on publishing all the important findings.

	Most bone fragments found at ancient human sites aren’t analyzed because they can’t be identified as human. Tom Higham and Samantha Brown tried a new technique—mass spectrometry—to scan small bone fragments for collagen which can then be screened for slight differences to tell if they are hominin remains.2 They scanned 1,500 bone fragments from Denisova Cave in Siberia (where Denisovan remains were first identified) and determined that all but one were the remains of cows, deer, and other non-hominin animals. One tiny fragment, weighing less than 6/100ths of an ounce, was human, and gene sequencing showed it to be a FIRST-GENERATION HYBRID FEMALE (hmm—sounds familiar), with a Denisovan father and a Neanderthal mother—wow!

	In the 1940s, huge geoglyphs were discovered in the high Nazca desert of Peru. The geoglyphs were typically several hundred feet across and depicted animals, humans and other figures. Through the early 2000s, one or two would be discovered each year, mostly by people in aircraft. By analyzing high-resolution imagery, researchers increased the rate of discovery to nearly twenty per year between 2004 and 2020, bringing the total number of known geoglyphs to about 430. More recently, scientists trained an artificial intelligence (AI) system to recognize faint traces of geoglyphs, and they identified and ground checked 303 previously unknown geoglyphs in a single field season.3–4 Hundreds of other possible geoglyphs were seen but have yet to be verified.



These and dozens of other amazing technologies are now being employed, and the new findings are blowing the doors off previously set-in-stone theories about paleoanthropology.

Several new findings that apply to our story of 45,000 years ago are that bows and arrows were used much earlier than previously believed, 5–13, 71 that wolves were probably domesticated earlier,14–18 and Paleolithic people almost certainly incorporated constellations into their artwork and likely used them for directions, telling time, and predicting seasonal changes.19–21

Paleo people likely had vast knowledge of plants, mushrooms and molds. They knew which were good for eating, which could be used for medicines or hallucinogens, and which made potent poisons22–31. The Annotated References at the back will attest that, although some cultures were peaceful, hunter-gatherers were generally prone to fighting with their neighbors.32–36, 70 Likewise, although some groups were environmentally conscious, there were enough bad actors that the environment often lost out.37–41

All the new genetic data pouring in has scientists often changing their opinions. When The People Eaters was published, researchers tended to dismiss the notion of red and blonde hair and blue eyes in Neanderthals. Now, the evidence is pointing us back that way.67–69

Probably the one overriding theme that stands out from most of the new data pouring in is that these paleo peoples were more creative and advanced than we used to think. I’d encourage you to peruse the references before starting to read this story. Most key parts are highlighted so it’ll just take a few minutes. The research underscores how most of what you’ll be reading in this novel was, in some form or fashion, happening way back in the Paleolithic.

I hope you enjoy the story.





Main Characters and Places


	Moctu—Leader of the Nerean people (Homo sapiens)

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

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

	Nuri—Talented, dark-haired woman of the Nerea and Moctu’s mate

	Krog—Tribe of Pale Ones (Neanderthals)

	Shiv—Tribe of violent, cannibalistic Pale Ones (Neanderthals)

	Elka—Hybrid daughter of Moctu and a Krog woman (elkartu means unite in Basque)

	Uhda—Shelter of the Krog

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







PART ONE The Sea People Come




Chapter One—The Storyteller

“WHY ARE YOU HERE?” the silver-haired woman croaked in a raspy voice.

“To learn,” the three boys and one girl said loudly in unison.

“What will you learn?”

“The story of us all,” the adolescents said, once again in unison.

The old woman smiled and nodded. The young ones had been coached well.

“Then I’ll tell you the story,” she agreed, slurring the last word through a gap in her front teeth. The wrinkles on her leathery skin could not totally obscure a flickering beauty, and it was clear to anyone perceptive that she’d once been lovely. But a long, hard life had taken its toll, and the woman’s hands shook as she touched the string of engraved bone fragments that hung around her neck. She peered at the largest fragment for a long moment, then her hand moved to the next bone down, and she studied it.

“What…what are you looking at?” the oldest boy said haltingly, a little intimidated by the woman. He sat shoulder-to-shoulder with his twin, the only girl in the cramped hearth. The two had been born twelve summers before with strikingly light-colored hair which they still had.

“It’s a long story, and these beads, these tokens keep me from forgetting parts of it or getting them out of order. Now listen and remember, because one day you’ll need to tell your children this story. We’re looking way back through time, and it’s a story of pain and bravery, of skill and endurance…and love and luck.” After a pause, she added, “And the blessings of the Spirits.” The old woman looked each one of the young people in the room directly in the eyes, then nodded, pleased with their rapt attention.

“It’s back in a time when the land had many different peoples and different tribes. Some were peaceful and some…” The old woman shrugged. “Weren’t. Some came from the mountains and some from the sea. And the story today starts with a murder of a boy about your age and a girl, not much older, who went out to avenge his death. And the story goes like this.”

It was dark, and the hair on the back of Elka’s neck rose even before Misha, her wolf, started a low growl.

They’re right here.

Too close.

Elka heard whispers—controlled, deliberate—and the soft scrape of movement. Whoever they were, they’d heard her or Misha, and they were readying themselves.

She touched her thumb lightly to Misha’s head, and the wolf went still. Elka studied her surroundings and listened to what her Krog grandmother Rah had called the song of the night. The forest to the north had gone quiet—birds, insects, all of it, like a breath being held.

Then she smelled it. Smoke.

She’d nearly walked straight into their camp.

Now that she knew where to look, Elka could make out the faint glow of a tiny campfire through the dense woods.

A noise—closer now—indicated the killers hadn’t just taken defensive positions. They were coming for her. She’d been hunting them, and now, they were hunting her. Elka froze and held her breath for fear of making a sound. They were still some ways off. Maybe they’d stop as they got farther from the light of their fire.

A frigid autumn breeze gusted from the northwest, and she got a stronger whiff of the smoke. Elka realized she was shivering. Not the subdued, early type of shivers, but handshaking, violent ones. Was it the cold wind or nerves? She shook her head and wrapped her only fur—her sleeping fur—tighter around her shoulders.

Another hard freeze coming tonight. She grimaced and shook her head again. Right now, I just need to get away. If I can, that is…then I’ll figure how I can get ahead of them. It needs to be me ambushing them, not the other way around. She began silently edging backward.

There’d been two of them. They’d come three nights earlier wanting to kill Elka and her family—especially her father, Moctu. They’d killed Ender, the guard, and they’d almost succeeded in killing her father. He still might die, but it was almost for now. Mother Nuri was tending him and Elka’s youngest brother, Meko, who might die too. Elka scowled and clenched her teeth at the thought. She closed her eyes trying to clear the image of his clubbed, beaten body, so she could focus on the immediate sounds and smells.

After the attack, the marauders had most of a half night’s head start, and it had been foolish of Elka to try to chase them in the dark—little trail to follow and too much chance for an ambush. But the light from a half-moon and a little help from a torch showed that they’d retreated northward, and she didn’t want them to get too far away. Elka couldn’t continue using the torch. That would be like yelling, “Here I am,” the whole way as she trailed them. But the half Pale One–half Nerean girl knew the area well—every hill and creek bed, every boulder and giant tree—and Misha’s sense of smell was nearly as good as being able to track in daylight.

Most of the Nerean men and a few women were away on a hunting trip that was to take at least half a moon, and the others were dead, wounded or needed to guard Etseh from further attacks. So, an unwavering and seething Elka decided she and Misha would chase them down, and she’d provisioned her pack even as Mother Nuri and Grandmother Alta tried to talk her out of the dangerous pursuit.

Northward from where she was now, the area was heavily wooded with rocky outcrops, but the forested highlands would soon give way to low, rolling hills and lowlands with tall grasses and shrubs.

They’re almost certainly warriors of the Lion People, Elka thought. Haven’t been hiding their trail. One has a big hole in his right moccasin on the ball of his foot, right behind his big toe. They’re large men, bound to be well trained, good with atlatls. I’m no match for them unless I can set up an ambush. Without realizing it, she’d backed up more than ten paces, all the while gently tugging on Misha’s fur to get her to do likewise.

Nereans and the Lion People had been at war intermittently for her whole life of fourteen summers. In fact, many believed that Elka was the cause of the war, and some Nereans shunned her for it. Devu, the Lion People shaman, had prompted the war, saying the half-Pale One girl was repulsive and was sickening to the Spirits, and that she was the cause of all the disease and poor hunting. He foresaw the misfortune worsening as long as she lived. Both she and her protector, Moctu, had to die. Although having someone kill Elka would ease the problem, Devu had instructed that she be taken alive, if possible, so that he could sacrifice her to the Spirits.

Now, as Mother Nuri had taught her, Elka moved like the Nightwalkers—creatures that prowl soundlessly through the forest in utter darkness. She retreated with the breeze, moving downslope, and she was finally far enough to the southeast that her heart slowed to a normal rhythm. Elka closed her eyes as she again analyzed the night sounds.

“There are secrets in the whispering wind if you only listen,” Rah had told her many times.

For now, there were no worrisome sounds or smells, and as Elka calmed, her mind drifted, and she felt the sadness coming. It was a debilitating gloominess, and it was happening more often these days. Her head sagged, and her lower lip protruded. She rubbed her forehead hard and squeezed her temples before pushing a thick strand of light brown hair behind her ear.

She shook her head violently trying to avoid the looming despair.

There’s just too many… Too many have been killed or wounded on both sides, so something needs to change. I’m just…so tired.

The glow of a high tree shimmering with moonlight brought Elka out of her melancholy contemplation.

Perhaps a good omen from the Spirits.

It was time to move, and she knew just the route to get ahead of the killers.





Chapter Two

“WE SHOULDN’T HAVE LET her go,” Nuri said, the trail of a tear still visible on her cheek. “One young girl chasing two murdering men. We can’t lose another…” Her voice cracked as she gazed at the covered body of her son of eleven summers, Meko.

“You couldn’t have stopped her,” Alta said, wiping a cheek with the back of her hand. “We both tried. But Elka’s strong and smart, and she has Misha,” she continued with more confidence than she felt.

“I can’t believe…not one man stepped up to go with her.”

“Well, so many are gone…or dead.” Alta’s gaze moved to her son’s body on the ground near Meko’s corpse. “Or wounded.”

Nuri nodded and scowled. “Once we get Moctu healthy and able to fend for himself, I’ll be out there, and I swear…” She shook her head, and all Alta heard was an unintelligible snarl.





Chapter Three

A COLD MIST HUNG in the morning air, and protected pockets of the forest were still dew covered. Elka raised her head higher, over a rounded boulder, peering downslope through the thin foliage of a hornbeam bush that clung to a crack in the rock. She could see well enough through the bush, but the attackers were less likely to see her. Well-trained and quiet, Misha stayed out of sight near Elka’s side. The young wolf’s two brothers, Peet and Loebo, had never caught on to that. Although all three wolves looked similar, with dark ears and the white tuft of hair on their forehead, they were very different natured. The males weren’t as trainable and obedient—or loving—and more often than not, they’d bark or growl at game during hunting and charge ahead. Two winters ago, as spring neared, both males took off, and Elka hadn’t seen either since.

All her wolves except Misha had run off at some point, but only Neska, Misha’s mother, had returned. And she had returned pregnant. Elka expected Misha to run off sometime in the future when she went into heat. She just hoped the wolf would come back like Neska had.

As Elka anxiously studied her back trail, she chewed on a ragged thumbnail expecting the marauders at any moment. She knew the land far better than they did. Elka felt a bond, a kinship with each of the hills and creeks, and she remembered the position of every large tree and boulder that could hide a person or bend a trail. And using her skills as a Nightwalker—nearly as sharp as her mother’s—she’d gotten ahead of the men she hunted.

Now she waited.

It had taken a day to circle around them, and Elka had monitored their progress northward for two more days as she searched for the best place to ambush them. There were problems with every potential site, but it had to be soon. They were nearing the last of the hills before the lowlands, and Elka wanted to use the elevation to her benefit. Her breath caught as she saw a stirring in the brush near the tree line just across the ravine. It was near a trail that she’d used at first light.

“There they are,” she murmured, and even though she was pleased that all was going to plan, a chill went through her. She unconsciously felt the smoothness of her wolf-tooth totem.

Now what? They’re coming this way. They must suspect that I’m close. But this is the best chance that I’m going to get—it has to be now.

The men were still behind a brush line, and she couldn’t see them well—just their movement. Elka bit her lip and shook her head at the thought of what she was up against.

Two grown men were more than a match for a young woman, even one like her. She was very strong, with broad shoulders and a well-muscled body. Although short compared to other Nereans her age, she could out-wrestle any of them, including most of the young men. She could climb trees faster and throw a spear with an atlatl farther. That was part of the problem—another reason she was alone and didn’t yet have a mate, even though her menses had come almost a year ago. Some men and boys, probably most, didn’t want a girl who was stronger than they were.

Can’t think about that now. Focus.

Elka’s mind cleared, because now it was time—time for retribution. On the trail the killers were taking, they were nearing a small clearing one good atlatl throw away. From there, the trail began to move westward, away from her position. It has to be there, she thought, clenching her teeth. Elka touched Misha’s head again, warning her to silence. She fitted one of the long darts onto her atlatl and readied two more for quick throws. She checked the area around her for limbs and brush that could be impediments to a good throw.

They were big men, and they paused before moving fully into the open. Elka couldn’t make out the features of their faces, as they were painted with splotches of black, white and red. She grimaced at the realization that the war paint meant they were expecting to encounter their pursuers. The lead man was tall and broad-shouldered, and he wore a reddish-stained tunic that had brightly colored, red and white beads forming two crisscross patterns on the front. The other man followed closely behind. He was shorter and stockier and had long, dark hair tied in the back. Elka was surprised that neither man wore the distinctive lion-claw and white shell necklaces of Lion people warriors. The men cautiously studied their surroundings, and the leader’s gaze lingered on the boulder and brush where she hid. But after a moment, they moved into the open.

Elka rose and threw.





Chapter Four

“YOU…YOU’RE ALRIGHT?” MOCTU MURMURED weakly. There was relief in his eyes.

Nuri nodded with tears in her eyes. “Mother Alta,” Nuri called out loudly, knowing Alta would be relieved to see her son out of a coma. “Mother Alta—he’s awake!”

“The children—where…where are Meko, Koby and Elka?” Moctu tried to prop himself up but fell back onto the furs.

Nuri gently patted his unhurt shoulder, “You remember that Koby went on the hunting trip as a pack boy,” she said reassuringly. She opened her mouth to say more but then thought better about it.

Alta rushed in and knelt by Moctu, taking his hand from his undamaged right side. “Oh—it’s so good to have you awake again,” she whispered, and as she closed her eyes, a tear streaked down her cheek.

Moctu smiled thinly, and his eyes closed. “How…?” he started, but after a deep breath, he was asleep again.





Chapter Five

ELKA HAD ALREADY FITTED a new dart onto her atlatl as her first took the shorter man in the right side of his chest, spinning him around. A thin smile of satisfaction and retribution—as well as relief—marked her face.

I’m going to win this, she thought fleetingly.

Both men cried out, and the taller man immediately charged toward her position, drawing a cudgel from his belt with his right hand and holding his spear in his left. He shrieked malevolently as he zig-zagged up the hill making himself harder to hit with a shaft. Elka remembered all that Moctu had taught her—take a breath, focus and follow through. The warrior was halfway to her when Elka threw, and she knew at once it would hit him.

The big man saw her throw, slowed, and watched the dart speed toward him. It was almost to him when he moved his upright spear sideways and knocked the dart to the right, where it careened out of harm’s way. His teeth gleamed as he smiled and continued racing up the hill.

Although Elka knew that atlatl darts could be fended, she was momentarily stunned by the development. Half a breath ago, she was sure that she’d won the battle. Now the assailant was almost to her. Recovering, she touched Misha’s hind quarters, and the wolf charged from behind the boulder down toward the warrior.

The man’s eyes widened as a snarling wolf that weighed nearly as much as he did, came out of nowhere and barreled downward toward him. But again, the well-trained warrior maintained his composure, braced himself and swung his cudgel.

Misha saw the cudgel swing and nimbly ducked below it absorbing only a glancing blow to her thickly furred back. The big wolf hit the man, and the impact sounded as loud as two rutting bucks charging at full speed. The man fell sideways and partly down the hill into an area of low brush and small boulders. Elka fitted a new shaft to her atlatl, but she had no shot. She watched, worried but riveted, as the two bodies rolled around on the rocky ground. She could hear Misha snarling viciously, and through the dust and brush she saw the wolf’s head shaking and wrenching savagely, her teeth clamped on the forearm of the warrior’s spear hand. The man cried out in pain and alarm, releasing his spear to grab the wolf’s neck fur. In moments he, too, was snarling and cursing loudly.

The two figures rolled again, and Misha was on top, violently ripping and jerking at the warrior’s left arm. With his right, the man swung his club again, hitting the wolf a hard blow to the ribs, and Misha yelped, almost releasing the arm. Elka whistled for Misha to break away just as the man pivoted and swung the cudgel again. Elka gasped as the cudgel took the wolf in the left eye, crushing it. Misha fell to the side, limp and lifeless.

Stunned to her core, Elka watched dully as the man pushed the dead wolf—her beloved Misha—roughly to the side and retrieved his spear. He was to his knees before Elka came out of her fog and launched her dart. It was a good throw, but even on his knees, the warrior was able to fend the dart away from him. He sneered as he stood and began moving toward her.





Chapter Six

“WHERE’S ELKA? WHERE IS Meko?” Propped on an elbow, Moctu was shouting deliriously as Nuri ran into the hearth.

“Moctu, Moctu,” Nuri said soothingly while kneeling down, “You need to eat and rest. Let’s get your strength back.”

“You told me…” Moctu stopped and shook his head, trying to clear it. “You said Koby was…was safe…he’s with the hunters.” Nuri nodded, and Moctu closed his eyes. His eyes reopened part way, and he said, “How about Elka…and Meko?”

Nuri had dreaded this moment, wanting Moctu to regain his strength before hearing the awful news. “Let’s talk about that later after you’ve rested a little more and gotten your strength back.”

“So…so it’s bad,” Moctu’s eyes searched hers. “Are they…are they both…?”

“No,” Nuri said quickly. “Elka’s…” She looked up briefly searching for the right words, then back to him. “Elka wasn’t hurt in the attack.”

“But…but Meko…” Moctu closed his eyes again and took a deep breath trying to steel himself.

Nuri had thought about this conversation many times over the past days, and she’d decided to be strong for Moctu’s sake. “Moctu…I have some bad…I have some ba—” her voice cracked and her face contorted. A tear ran down her cheek which she quickly wiped away. “He’s…” Nuri fought the feeling, but it was like the ice on the rivers breaking with the spring thaw. A low moan escaped her, followed by a quiet sob which she tried to stifle. She shook her head, trying to stay strong, but then she broke down and wept uncontrollably, her face buried in the furs at Moctu’s chest.





Chapter Seven

ELKA COULD ONLY VAGUELY remember it. The warrior had blackened eye sockets that made his face look like a corpse or something from the Spirit world. He’d thrown his spear which she dodged, but it sliced her shoulder. Then he’d come at her with the cudgel, and she’d turned and crashed her way through the brush and around boulders. Now she was running, running in panic, fear, and desolation.

I’ve failed, she thought. Lost everything. Oh, Spirits! Misha—oh, my precious, precious girl. And I left everything—all my food, my fire-starting supplies, the sleeping fur—everything. She tightened her grip on her atlatl and the one shaft. Well, not quite everything.

Farther on, her thoughts returned to Misha, and she was overwhelmed with gloom and remorse. She slowed to a stop on a lightly forested hill with large, dark boulders. As her heartbeat slowed, Elka stared vacantly at a line of ants carrying bits of leaves by the side of the trail. She scowled and shook her head, then rubbed her forehead. It was me…I did it. I sent Misha to her death…and then I ran. Like a scared rabbit. I ran from that horrible…

The pain from her shoulder brought her out of her despair.

Whew—don’t feel good. My shoulder aches. Elka touched the area of the wound and rubbed it gently, checking the amount of blood. Don’t feel good…weak…haven’t lost that much blood. Was it poisoned? Need to wash it.

Before going on, she listened intently and watched her back trail for a long moment. She saw nothing, and all she could hear was the rustling of leaves. He’s not following anymore, or at least he’s not anywhere close.

The wind began to blow harder, and the upper branches of the nearby trees began to bend and sway. Elka looked to the sky and watched the gray, cumulus clouds rolling in from the northwest. The breeze cooled the sweat on her neck, and she shivered. Going to rain, she thought. No furs or gear, better find some kind of shelter. Going to be a cold night. But first, gotta wash this shoulder—killing me.

At a fast-running stream, Elka stripped off her tunic and looked at the wound. Most of the bleeding had stopped. Rivulets of dried blood ran to the bend in her arm and had caked on her skin and clothing from her shoulder blade all the way down her side. After pouring handfuls of cold water over the wound and washing off the dried blood, the cut reopened, and bright red blood flowed down her bronze-colored arm. The area around the wound was red and hot, and Elka knew that the spear had been either poisoned or contaminated with feces—or both. Lehoy had told the Nereans that, in preparation for war or hunts, Lion warriors dipped their spears and shafts in a poisonous concoction made from yew seeds and leaves. Nereans had adopted the practice when expecting battle with Lion warriors. Simple grinding of the plant material, mixed with spit was all that was needed. The poison was strongest now, in the cold season.

Elka’s head swam, and she sat and covered her face with her hands, groaning softly. She couldn’t tell if her weakness was from the poison or the desolation that she felt. The cold water that she’d rinsed her wound with had mostly dried, and she shook with chills as she reclothed herself. Elka gasped as her back spasmed, and she knelt and retched violently.

Oh, Spirits, she thought as another wave of nausea swept her. Strands of saliva hung from her mouth, and she panted, knees and hands on the ground, as she waited for the next wave to come.

Her thoughts were erratic and fitful. “So cold,” she murmured, “…need to cover myself…cover with leaves…freeze to death.” Another surge of nausea hit, and she heaved, but nothing came out. “Oh, Spirits! Grief…I can’t…”

She shook her head, spitting off the strands of vomit and saliva. She breathed heavily, and through her half-closed eyes, the ground looked distorted and hazy.

Not going to make…she began the thought but shook it off angrily.

“So cold…just…need to lie down,” Elka murmured again. She felt the cold ground against her face. “Just for a little…”





Chapter Eight

“HELLO, INDAR,” MOCTU SAID to the tall boy with deep-set, dark eyes, who had just put his head beyond the furs at the hearth entrance. “How is your mother, Avi?”

“Mother is fine, and the baby’s coming soon. Thank you, sir. I have important news—exciting news.”

Moctu was seated, leaning back against sleeping furs he had propped against the rock wall near the fire. He winced at the pain in his ribs as he readjusted his position to face the young man. He forced a smile, even though the boy looked exactly like Jondu, his father, who had been, more often than not, Moctu’s adversary. But Jondu had been killed by the Shiv long ago, and Indar was a hard worker, so Moctu tried not to let it affect his opinion of the boy.

“Exciting news?”

“Yes, our scouts have seen and met with a large group of boat people—people in boats—many boats. They’re three days west of here,” he gushed. “They don’t speak anything like our language, but we’ve been able to use signing. They came from far away across big seas, and they’ve been here a while fixing two of their boats. They want to trade for meat, nuts and other food. And for tar and pitch.”

Moctu was intrigued. ‘ “What kind of boats? How many people? What do they have to trade?”

“They showed us one of the boats. It’s got a wooden…um, skeleton—a wooden frame—with hides stretched over it.”

“How many people?”

“Seven hands, maybe a few more.” Indar tried to sound matter of fact, but his excitement was evident, and it was contagious.

“This is very interesting…and exciting,” Moctu allowed. He thought for a long moment, weighing his desperate need to search for Elka and the attackers, compared with a much easier trip to the western coast. But he had to know if these newcomers were a threat, and if not, what they had to trade. “I need to make a trip to see these people and their boats,” he said finally.

“That might not be wise in your um…” Indar cleared his throat, then said, “your condition.” He went on quickly. “And it may not be necessary—they’re sending several scouts and traders this way.”

“Any word from our hunters?” Moctu asked. He worried that anyone seeing how thinly guarded Etseh was might be tempted to attack. And if the hunt had failed again, his people had little of value to trade.

“No word—nothing.”

“We can’t spare anyone to go search for them,” Moctu muttered, mostly to himself. “Indar, tell the northern lookout to set two more signal fires. Maybe our hunters will see the signals this time. We need them back here.”





Chapter Nine

ELKA KNEW SHE WAS dying—freezing to death—but she had no energy. She was wet from the rain that had awakened her, and she was cold—so cold. Her thoughts were fleeting, fragmented and confused.

Need to get up…find a warmer… Bury myself in leaves. Yes. That’s what Moctu… Just need to rest a little more.

She dreamt, and even in her dreams she knew the end was near. It was a cold, snowy winter, and the wind was blowing so hard that the snow kept hitting her face. She was chasing a buck that she’d wounded, but her body shivered uncontrollably, and her back continually spasmed and seized. She was exhausted, and her hands were blocks of ice that she couldn’t move or feel.

So cold. Must get warm. Have to… If I can just bring down that buck, I can cut him open and stick my hands inside. Just need to get them warm.

But the buck stayed ahead, always just ahead, a little out of reach.

Must rest. Have to stop. Just lie here a moment. What’s this? Getting warmer…better now. But… What did Nindai tell us about… Before people freeze, they get…warm feelings of peace. Is that…?





Chapter Ten

“PALO…AND KOBY…THEY’RE BACK,” Indar yelled from his lookout. “And they’ve got a loaded travois!”

People rushed to meet the returning hunters—both to see what was on the travois and to tell them of the deadly assault. The triumphant smiles that Palo and Koby sported changed abruptly as they learned of the murderous raid and the deaths of Meko and Ender, as well as the wounding of Moctu. Koby covered his eyes with his hand while walking a few paces away, trying to control his emotions.

Palo hugged his mate, Siduri, who carried their second boy at her hip. “I’m so glad you and Jaxon are okay. What about Luca? What about Nuri and Elka?”

“Luca’s fine,” she said of their oldest son. “And so are Nuri and Elka. Well, about Elka, she went after the killers, so we’re hoping—”

“She went after the killers?” Palo asked incredulously, and Koby drew nearer to better hear the conversation. “Who went with her?”

Siduri just shook her head. “Misha—that’s all…she had her wolf.”

“One girl against two warriors? Well, I’m going then,” Palo said firmly. “Even Elka is no match for two Lion warriors.”

“I’m going too,” said Koby. “Let’s get this meat in, and we’ll be off.” To the crowd he said, “This is two of them—two caribou. We killed four, as well as a boar. So, two more travois are coming.”

A muted cheer went up, and Siduri said, “Moctu will be pleased—finally, a good hunt. We have traders coming from the west—Sea People in boats—a large group.”

“Sea People?” Palo asked. “How big of a large group?”

“About six or seven hands, almost all men, and at least two traders are coming here in a day or two—with lots of goods and things we haven’t seen, so your good hunting—all this meat—will be valuable. You should stay for that long—won’t you? I want you to stay for a while,” Siduri said, hugging him suggestively.

Palo wanted to stay with Siduri and see these Sea People and trade, but his lower jaw was set.

“I have to leave tomorrow. Moctu’s wounded and can’t help his own daughter. Elka shouldn’t be out there by herself.”





Chapter Eleven

ELKA’S FACE TWITCHED AS Nuri rubbed a warm, wet cloth upward across her cheek. Elka grimaced and moved her head to the side trying to avoid the rasping cloth, and her eyes fluttered open. They widened, and her mouth gaped open as she realized that it wasn’t Nuri after all. It was Misha, and she was curled up next to her, keeping Elka warm.

Is this a dream? Elka thought as her heart soared. Misha adjusted her position, and intensified her licking, encouraged that Elka was awake and stirring.

“Oh, Misha,” Elka murmured as a tear rolled down her cheek. A warmth spread through her chest, and she whispered, “Misha, oh, my sweet…” Her elation waned as she saw the wolf’s crushed left eye, still with fresh, bloody drainage alongside black, caked residue that matted her fur. Elka attempted to lift her arm to stroke the wolf and check her wounds, but her arm barely moved.

“So weak!” she wheezed, but the alarm at her own weakness was swamped by her relief at seeing Misha alive. “Thank you Spirits,” she whispered, and let her body sink back toward the warmth of the wolf.

She kept me alive, Elka realized. I would have frozen. Spirits, thank you, thank you, thank you. With difficulty, Elka managed to raise her left arm so she could stroke Misha’s fur. But her strength gave out, and her hand flopped down, hitting the wolf’s back and left side, and Misha yelped in pain.

“Oh, no—I’m sorry Misha—I’m sorry.” Her hand slipped down, stroking the wolf’s right side, and Misha calmed, and resumed her licking.

“Wow, aren’t we a pair? Two badly wounded girls. But we’re still here, and we’re together.” Elka couldn’t restrain a thin smile, in spite of their difficulties. “What are we going to do, girl? At least my head’s cleared some, even if my body’s still got problems.”

It was a cool, dewy morning, and the fresh breeze, and the birdsong and other noises of nature began to have the same effect it always did. Elka felt the stream of life running through her veins, the same stream that ran through Misha, the birds, and even the numberless blades of grass at her side.

“We’re going to make it, Misha. You’re down to one eye, and I can barely move, but we’re together, and we’re going to make it.”

The radiating ache in her right shoulder and her thirst and hunger tempered the burst of optimism. With her left hand, Elka touched the wound and was rewarded with a surge of intense pain that took her breath away.

Poison, she thought, and infected. Need to wash it again. She closed her eyes and exhaled at the thought of the pain that would bring. Elka attempted to get to her feet, but could only manage to reach a sitting position. She rolled her eyes and muttered, “Going to have to…” She looked down at the ground and shook her head. “Crap, going to have to crawl to the creek.”

Elka was breathing heavily as she reached the creek. She drank from the fast-flowing, cold, clear water and murmured, “That’s a little better.”

Misha followed her, limping noticeably, then began lapping water at a small bend in the stream. Elka struggled out of her tunic and began pouring handfuls of water over the wound which was red, swollen and pouting. Each handful brought a new wave of pain, and Elka’s head swam.

She lay back on the cold ground gathering her strength for a few more handfuls, and Misha came to her side.

Washed the poison away, she thought. But it’s infected, and it’s spreading. What would our healer, Nindai do? What potion…what poultice would he put on it?

Elka closed her eyes, thinking, and she took a deep breath readying herself for another few handfuls of the clean water. She was jolted by an explosion of pain as Misha began to lick the wound.

Elka swung away from the wolf crying, “Ai-ow! No Misha, No.” She watched Misha back away, her ears flattened, as Elka steadied her breathing and regained her composure.

“That’s all right, Misha. You were trying to help,” Elka said reassuringly.

After a moment of reflection, she thought, hmm—wolves heal themselves by licking their wounds, I wonder…

Elka touched her wolf tooth amulet, nodded to herself and said, “Come here, Misha, come on.” She motioned to the wolf and offered up her shoulder to the beast, and Misha obliged. Each lick was a wasp sting of pain, and Elka clenched her teeth on the leather of her tunic to withstand it. The licking went on and on, and the individual stabs of pain merged until there was a continuous mountain of it. But Elka began to feel a numbness replace some of the pain, and she hoped that meant the infection might be lessening. Misha was still licking as Elka blacked out.





Chapter Twelve

“THANKS FOR GOING, PALO—I wish I could,” Moctu said. “I’m really worried about her.”

“You can still barely walk, and your arm…I’m just glad you survived the attack. We’ll get those scumbags who did this.” Palo’s scowl was replaced by a tight smile. “If Elka hasn’t already.”

Moctu smiled at the comment, but his brow wrinkled. “Just bring her back safe. And thanks for taking Koby. He wants to help, and it’ll be good experience for him. And it’s best for there to be two of you out there.”

“He’s a good boy…young man. He’ll be an asset.” Palo patted Moctu’s good shoulder. “He takes after his father.”

“Thanks Palo.”

There was a commotion outside the hearth entrance, and they heard Indar shout, “They’re here—the Sea People—the traders are here.” Indar stuck his face past the hide that covered the entrance. “Two of them,” he gushed. “With big packs and a travois.”

Intrigued, both Moctu and Palo ventured out toward where a crowd had gathered around the newcomers.

“Moctu—he wants you. He’s asking to speak with our leader,” Alta called to her son. “I can’t understand anything else he’s saying,” she said, gesturing at the broad-shouldered, shorter one of the two strangers.

Moctu slowed his gait to be able to walk with less of a limp. Both of the two traders were stocky with muscular chests and arms. Both had full beards and dark, weather-beaten skin. The shorter man that Alta was pointing at had a well-made, cream-colored tunic handsomely decorated with small, dark shells and ivory. The gray in his beard and hair suggested he was considerably older than the taller man. The men smiled at him, and Moctu saw the taller man was missing an upper front tooth.

If I could sign with the Pale Ones enough to understand them and learn their language, I ought to be able to deal with these guys, Moctu thought as he neared them. He smiled and put his fist to his heart and bowed his head. Both traders followed suit, and Moctu pointed to his hearth and motioned for them to follow him.

Addressing the crowd, Moctu said, “No one is to touch their packs or travois. Parents, please see that your children understand that. We’re building trust here, so let’s be respectful.”

He caught Nindai’s eye and said, “Nindai, you, Palo and Nuri come with us. Indar, you watch over their packs and travois and make sure nothing is disturbed.” He smiled again at the traders and nodded his head toward his hearth and turned and began walking with as much grace as he could muster.

Nindai and Nuri are good choices, Moctu thought, satisfied. Both of them learned to sign with the Pale Ones, and that’ll help. And Palo, well, he’s my best friend.

Within the hearth, Moctu offered the most comfortable seating to the newcomers, then busied himself with restoking the fire. Soon, although cramped, the hearth was alight, warm and pleasant.

Moctu turned to the traders, and touching a finger to his chest, said, “Moctu.” He then pointed to them questioningly.

The older man smiled, put his hand to his chest and said, “Arno-pey-latzu-tok.”

Moctu’s head involuntarily jolted back slightly, and he said uncertainly, “Arno-pey…?”

The man chuckled and said, “Arno,” while nodding his head, indicating the shorter version would be fine.

The other man said, “Zeke-la-sek-nosh-tok,” slurring some of the sounds through his missing tooth. He smiled at Moctu’s confusion, and followed up with, “Zeke.”

Zeke pointed at Arno and held up one finger, indicating Arno was the leader of the Sea People. He then touched his own chest, and raising his chin higher, he held up two fingers indicating he was next in command.

The others in the hearth introduced themselves, and Moctu frowned as he noted that both of the newcomers were transfixed by Nuri, paying her more attention than seemed proper.

Palo stood, and smiling, touched his chest and nodded to Arno and Zeke in turn. He pointed outside and said, “I have to go. I have an important effort to um…” He shot a look at Moctu who nodded in understanding. “To look into.”

Over the course of the afternoon, Moctu learned that the boat people had come from the southeast along the coast after crossing big waters even farther to the southeast. Moctu was excited to hear that during their travels along the coast, they’d encountered some of his kinfolk—led by Ordu’s son, Marco—far to the south. It sounded like that group was doing well.

The Sea People had been on the move for almost four moons, and two of their more than three hands of boats had ground their bottoms on rocks and needed repair. These boats were their lives—more important than anything else. The traders had seal skins, but they needed birch bark tar, pine resin and/or bitumen, all of which Nereans could provide.

Moctu smiled, thinking of the bitumen seep that was two days to the south. Nodding and spreading his arms far apart, he said, “Bitumen—we can provide a lot of that,” he said, “and skins full of pine resin. He pointed at some samples of birch bark the traders had brought, and he held his thumb and forefinger slightly apart. “We don’t have as much birch bark, but we can get you some of that too,” he said.

“And meat,” Arno added patting his stomach. With a grimace he indicated they were tired of fish and seal meat.

“And women,” Zeke said finally, casting a glance at Nuri.

“Hmm,” Moctu said with a frown, drawing back a bit. After a moment, he smiled, put his hands to the top of his head, fingers splayed out like antlers, and said, “We have some fresh caribou meat you’ll like. But we have
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