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Author’s Note

Daughter of the Red Deer is a fable about how men and women might have lived together fourteen thousand years ago in the Vézère Valley of France. The people in the novel belong to the specific Cro-Magnon culture which scientists have called the Magdelenian, a culture which flourished from the Dordogne to the Pyrenees during the Upper Paleolithic, the period of the last ice age.

The sculptures and engravings and paintings produced by the Magdelenians are the creations of enormously talented and observant artists. The technology of the Magdelenians was equally astonishing. With only the very basic raw materials of stone, bone, and antler, they made all of the tools necessary to secure life in a cold, relatively inhospitable climate. Further, they made decorations and ornaments, to beautify life as well as simply to survive it.

In regard to Daughter of the Red Deer, what is fact and what is fiction?

All of the paintings, tools, and weapons described in the book are based on actual artifacts left by early man. Specifically, the description of the sacred cave of the Red Deer is based on the cave of le Tuc d’Audoubert in the Pyrenees at Montesquieu-Avantes. The famous sculptures in the sanctuary of Le Tuc d’Audoubert are of bison, however, not of deer. And the sacred cave of the Tribe of the Horse is, of course, the famous cave of Lascaux, in the Vézère Valley of the Dordogne.

Outside of what the Magdelenians left in paint, stone, bone, and antler, almost everything postulated about their way of life (by scientists as well as by novelists) is speculation.

It is pretty well agreed upon that the Magdelenians must have had a fully articulate language, but of course that language has been completely lost. In writing this book, I decided to go ahead and use relatively sophisticated English words and not overly worry about “realism.” Obviously the characters are supposed to be speaking their own language and not modern English, so, since we are pretending, why not pretend that they would have had a word to express the concept of fastidious or religious?

An issue of some controversy is whether or not the Magdelenians would have understood the relationship between copulation and pregnancy. While it is true that many primitive peoples do not, it seemed to me that one does not necessarily have to draw the same conclusion about the Magdelenians. These were extremely observant people, who were very attuned to the animal world (the cave paintings are certainly worthy to be ranked among the most expressive of mankind’s artistic works). Even if the Magdelenians did not herd and breed animals, they were surrounded by wild animals whose habits they obviously observed closely. There are also many signs drawn in the caves and shelters that can be interpreted as fertility symbols: triangles to signify the vulva, loops to signify the phallus, etc. Under the circumstances, it does not seem to me unlikely that the Magdelenians would have understood this most basic fact of human life.

There is also some disagreement as to whether or not the Magdelenians had pottery. They most probably did not know how to fire pots (there are none extant), but it is not unreasonable to speculate that such a versatile people would have known how to make pots from sun-baked clay.

Out of all the extensive reading I did on the subject of the Magdelenians and their artifacts, the book I found most illuminating was Alexander Marshack’s The Roots of Civilization. I recommend it to anyone interested in this subject.


PART ONE

THE AUTUMN


Prologue

The hunters burst silently out of the trees and ran along the narrow trail that led beside the shore of the small mountain spring. They ran lightly, with a long and bounding stride, their spears held securely in their right hands, their bows slung over their left shoulders. They were deadly quiet: the small animals scurrying underfoot on the forest floor did not hear their steps as they went by.

It was not just the spears and bows that marked these ten as hunters. They wore red ochre on their faces, in the hunter’s distinctive markings, and they were dressed in undecorated deerskin shirts and trousers, the traditional hunting garb of the Tribe of the Red Deer. Behind them followed two large hunting dogs, as silent and as light-footed as the boys they shadowed.

For they could only be boys, these ten. The bodies under the deerskin clothing were too slender to belong to grown men. Boys, then: perhaps a hunting pack not yet initiated into Tribal manhood, out to bring down a Great Stag and thus prove to the tribe their worthiness for initiation.

Only when the line stopped, and the leader bent to examine the spoor on the path, did the image of boyhood shift. A clear bell-like voice said, “They are just ahead of us.” The leader straightened and, in silhouette, the curve of breasts under the deerskin shirt was faintly evident.

The hunters raised the traditional chant: “Let us run with the deer! The deer in the forest, the deer on the mountain, let us run with them, oh Mother! Swift and strong, let us run with the deer!”

The voices were pure, high, and unmistakably feminine.

Then, as swiftly and silently as they had come, the line of hunters vanished into the forest.

It was ten minutes before the two young men who had been watching them came out from their hiding places. They stood for a long silent moment, looking up the trail along which the girls had gone.

Then, “Are you thinking what I am thinking?” the smaller, black-haired man said in a soft voice to his companion.

“Sa,” came the equally soft reply. White teeth showed in a summer-brown face. “Tane, I believe we are in luck.”

The black-haired man let out his breath in a long, reverent sigh. “All those girls,” he said. “And they are out in the forest alone!”

“Easy game for an ambush.” The big blond man threw up his head, and his white grin flashed wider. “It is in my heart that the men of the Horse will not be sleeping alone for many more moons.”

The two young men looked once more up the game trail. A brown rabbit hopped out of the woods, hopped across the trail, and disappeared into the trees on the other side.

“We’ll stay in the area for a while,” the blond finally said. “We need to learn more about their habits. Then, when we come back with the rest of the men, we’ll know what we must do.”

“Sa.” The man called Tane nodded his dark head in approval. Then both men turned and, with the long loping gait of the hunter, they vanished down the trail in the opposite direction from the one the girls had taken.


Chapter One

“Alin. I have been looking for you.”

The girl’s head tilted, but otherwise she remained perfectly still, gazing at a rock in the rushing stream before her as the man approached across the clearing.

“The Mistress wants you,” he said when he came to a halt beside her. He glanced at the stream also, and his lips curled in a small, wry smile. “She is beginning to be annoyed, so I thought perhaps it was time that someone found you.”

Alin’s gaze veered to the face of the man beside her, and then slowly returned to the large rock jutting up aggressively in the midst of the mountain stream. She said, “How did you know I would be here?”

He answered, “I used to come here when I was a boy and I wanted to be alone.” Once again he gave that small, wry smile.

Alin did not reply, but her brown eyes, the same color and shape as the man’s, were thoughtful.

“The time of Winter Fires will soon be here,” the man said. He looked at the almost-bare birch trees that lined the stream as it wound its way up the mountainside. “The stags are rutting; the leaves are falling. Soon the snow will be here.”

“Sa.” And the girl crossed her arms over her breasts, as if his words had brought with them a blast of winter cold.

The man asked, “Will Lana be making the Sacred Marriage at Winter Fires this year?”

There was a long silence. As he waited, the girl’s profile was very still, very remote. Finally she said, “This year it will be for me to do. The Mistress is beyond the bearing of children, she says. It will be for me to make the Sacred Marriage for the life of the tribe.”

He raised one thin, strong hand, looked at it thoughtfully, then flexed it. “So the talk then is true.”

“What talk?” Her head swung around; her clear, bell-like voice was suddenly sharp.

The man shrugged, his eyes still on his hand. “Even the men’s cave hears gossip. There has been talk, that is all.” He dropped his hand and his large dark eyes moved to her face. “It is time, after all. The Mistress is no longer young.”

Alin’s brown eyes looked back at the man who had fathered her.

“Tor…” The word was long and drawn out, sounding as if it were strange to her tongue.

“Sa?”

There was a moment of hesitation. Then she said, “I have been thinking of whom I should choose.”

He nodded, his eyes still on her face. “It was in my heart that that might be what had brought you here.” The hand he had been flexing moved slightly to reach out to her, and then it stilled. He said softly, “Whom does Lana say you should choose?”

“Jus.”

Tor looked away from her toward the rock in the midst of the stream. “Na,” he said. The word was final, though he spoke softly still. “Not Jus.”

“Why not?” Alin asked.

“Jus is Lana’s man. He will always be Lana’s man, Alin. Take a man who will be loyal to you.”

“There is no rivalry between me and my mother, Tor!” The words were sharp, almost frightened.

“I know that,” he said. He looked down at her gravely. He was a tall man, and he had given his height to her as well as his eyes. “Take one of the younger boys,” he said. “One of the boys you know and like.”

She did not reply.

“Ban is a nice lad,” he said.

Still she said nothing.

He sighed. “The Mistress rules the Tribe, Alin. She may have grown too old to bear, but she has not grown too old to rule. She will not give over any of her power to you. So take a boy you will like. It is Lana’s man who will be chief of the men, no matter whom you choose. Leave Jus to her. Take one of the boys.”

Alin drew in a long deep breath. Then she said, her voice carefully expressionless, “I was thinking the same thoughts. That is why I came out here.”

He nodded as if he perfectly understood.

“Tor,” she said, and frowned as she heard the note that had come into her voice. She raised her chin. “How did you know?” she asked. “We have seen so little of each other. How did you know what I was feeling?”

He looked away from her. He said, “You are the Mistress’s daughter, Alin. You belong to her. Without her there would be no children for the Tribe, no fawns for the deer.” He shrugged, a graceful gesture that Alin herself often made. “I am only a man. It is not for me to meddle with what is hers.” Then he reached out and took her chin into his hand. “But I care for you, my daughter,” he said, “and so I tell you: Do not take Jus.”

Alin did not try to pull away from his hold and the two pairs of brown eyes met and held. “Did you seek me out today only to tell me this?” Alin asked at last.

“Sa,” he said. “I did.”

There was a thoughtful silence. Then Alin said, “It will be Ban, I think.”

Tor nodded and let go her chin. “Ban.” He turned and looked toward the path he had come by. “Come now, before the Mistress begins to be angry.”

In silence, without touching, father and daughter returned through the forest.

*

The caves belonging to the Tribe of the Red Deer lay in the chain of mountains that would one day be called the Pyrenees. There were a number of other tribes dwelling in this area, as the mountains here were riddled with caves that for thousands of years had served as dwelling places and religious sanctuaries to the tribes of men. They were hunting tribes and, as the game was generally plentiful, for the most part they lived with one another in peace.

The Tribe of the Red Deer belonged to the grouping of people who called themselves the Kindred. These tribes covered the land between the mountains, where the people of the Red Deer dwelled; to the sea to the west and the great river valleys to the north. The tribes of the Kindred spoke the same language, lived mainly in the caves or rock shelters that were so plentiful, and met together each spring and autumn at tribal Gatherings, where they traded for goods and wives.

The Tribe of the Red Deer differed from most of the other tribes of the Kindred in one important respect: the people of the Red Deer still followed the Way of the Mother, while long ago their neighboring tribes had learned to follow the male God of the Sky.

The home of the Tribe of the Red Deer was located in the valley of the Greatfish River, and the scene that greeted Alin and Tor as they came into the settlement was both peaceful and pleasantly domestic. The two large caves used by the tribe as communal dwellings lay at the level of the valley floor. Above them towered the dark stone of the mountains and the deep crystal blue of the sky. Winding through the center of the valley was the Greatfish River itself, at this time of year lower and less rapidly flowing than it would be in the spring, but still a plentiful source of fish and of clear water.

Covering part of the valley floor were the huts within which most of the tribe lived. These huts were round in shape, and the main support of each was a tree trunk in the center; saplings dug into the earth leaned against the central tree to make a frame. Smaller boughs were interlaced between the saplings, and then the whole was covered by animal skins.

The married couples of the tribe lived in these huts along with their very young children. The unmarried girls and women lived in the women’s cave, under the rule of the Mistress. The unmarried boys and men lived in the Men’s Cave, under the rule of whichever man the Mistress had chosen that year to be her mate.

For in this tribe dedicated to worship of the Great Earth Mother, it was the chief priestess, or Mistress of the Mother, who ruled, whereas in the tribes who worshipped Sky God, the ruler was the male who was chosen to be chief. Because the Tribe of the Red Deer was so different from most of its neighbors in this regard, it held itself aloof, rarely attending the seasonal Gatherings, choosing instead to make its marriages within the tribe when possible, seeking mates from without from the few individual tribes near them with which they were on good terms. The rest of their commerce was limited to the occasional peddlers who came to trade their shells and furs for the beautifully soft deerskins the Tribe of the Red Deer excelled in producing.

As Alin and Tor came up the valley, they could see the smoke from the hearth fires spiraling out of the smoke holes in the roofs of the huts. Fires were burning too in the openings of the two dwelling caves. Alin and Tor parted without further speech, Tor to go to the hut he shared with his wife and younger children, and Alin to go to the women’s cave, which lay the greatest distance from the river and in front of which only a single hut was pitched.

Three girls were standing just outside the cave opening, laying the small fire of sticks that would be the evening’s cookfire. They looked up as Alin approached.

“Alin,” one of the girls said with a small frown, “where have you been? The Mistress has been looking for you.”

“I did not know,” Alin returned. “I came as soon as I heard.” But instead of moving away, she stood for a moment and watched as one of the girls lifted a cut branch and thrust it into the large fire that had been lit at the edge of the cave opening for warmth.

The girl who had first spoken said again, “The Mistress has been looking for you.”

Alin met her best friend’s eyes. She smiled wryly, a smile that suddenly made her look very like her father, and said, “All right, Jes. I am going.”

A fire blazed in the circle of stones that formed the hearthplace of the Mistress’s large hut, and the smoke from it stung Alin’s eyes as she came in through the flap in the skins. She blinked and then she saw Lana, half reclining on a pile of deerskins. The air in the hut was dense and warm after the brisk autumn chill outside. Alin said, “You wanted me, Mother?”

“Sa.” The woman on the pile of deerskins did not move; even so, she managed to give the distinct impression of coming to attention. “Where have you been?” she asked her daughter calmly. “I have been wanting you since midday.”

“I am sorry,” Alin said. “I did not know.” She knelt on the edge of the deerskins, sitting back on her heels so she could look directly into her mother’s face. “How may I serve you, Mistress?” she asked, reverting to her mother’s formal title.

A short silence fell as the two women regarded each other. Lana’s light blond hair had been arranged with bone hairpins into an intricate knot at the back of her head. Its paleness almost hid the faint streaks of gray. Her eyes were long, faintly slanted, and blue-gray in color. She was not a tall woman, but the sense of power that emanated from her small, almost-plump person was one of the most striking things about her. She wore a necklace of golden shells around her still-firm neck, and bracelets of ivory adorned her wrists and arms.

The faintly irritated expression faded from Lana’s face as she smiled at her daughter and held out her hand. “I wish to make final arrangements for Winter Fires,” she said. “Leaf Fall Moon is past the three-quarter phase, so it is time.”

Alin felt a flicker of apprehension. She knew her mother would not like her choosing Ban. “As you will, Mistress,” she said, her face perfectly composed, and she put her hand into her mother’s.

Lana sighed. “How well I remember the first time I made the Sacred Marriage,” she said. “I have been sitting here all day, remembering and feeling old.”

Alin squeezed the small capable hand that reposed within her own long narrow grasp. “You will never be old,” she said.

Lana smiled faintly. Then she sighed again. “I can no longer bear children, however. Last year, at Spring Fires, I was not sure. But it is certain now.” She compressed her lips. “All those sons! So many years, and I have only one daughter to offer to the goddess. And now, to know that there is no chance of any others…” Her lips pinched together even more tightly.

Alin remained silent, holding her mother’s hand and watching her face. It was still a remarkably youthful face, wider at the brow and eyes than it was long from brow to chin. A cat’s face, Alin had often thought. A cat’s face, with slanted cat’s eyes. A striking face. Almost, a beautiful face.

Lana had not borne a child in over seven years.

Sensing her daughter’s thoughts, Lana straightened her spine and crisply removed her hand from Alin’s. “Your hands are all callused,” she complained. “I do not understand this insistence of yours upon hunting. The men are perfectly capable of doing the hunting. You are the only Daughter the Mother has given to the tribe. If you are killed, where shall we be then?”

“The Mother holds all things in her hands, Mistress,” Alin replied, her voice quiet yet firm. “What she wills to pass, will pass. Nothing that I can do will change her will. If I am marked to die, it will happen one way or another.”

“You are not marked to die, my daughter.” Lana was staring now into the fire. “You are marked to be Mistress of the Tribe after I am gone. I saw that in you when you were still a child. You are beloved of the Mother.” She flashed a faint, nostalgic smile. “The night you were conceived, I knew.”

There was a pause. “And yet…” Alin hesitated, and then asked the question that had puzzled her for years, one she had never dared to ask before. “You never again picked Tor to be your mate, Mother. Yet it was he who gave you your only daughter.”

Lana’s eyes swung back to her daughter’s face. The smoke drifted between them, veiling each other’s face. Lana said at last, “Listen now to what I tell you, Alin. Never choose a man you cannot control. That is how Sky God came to rule so many of the tribes of the Kindred. The mistresses were weak and let the control slip away from their hands. Most men are safe, are properly respectful, spill their sap and worship the Mother who will bring forth life out of it. But every once in a while there is a man who challenges that.…”

“Tor does not challenge the Mother!” Alin protested before she had time to consider the wisdom of doing so.

Frowning Lana leaned forward to see Alin better through the smoke. “There are men whose very being is a challenge to the Mother,” she said, her voice hard. “Tor is one of those men, my daughter.” Lana’s eyes had turned the same color as the smoke, Alin thought as she stared back into the cat-slanted gaze of the Mistress. Lana sat back a little, and the hard note left her voice. “He served his purpose,” she said. “He gave the tribe a Daughter. It would have been dangerous to allow him to continue for more than a year as chief. Under him the men were…different.”

Alin did not answer. Her mother’s gaze did not drop.

“Do you understand what I am telling you?” Lana asked softly.

“Sa,” Alin said. She stared, mesmerized, into her mother’s blue-gray eyes. “I do.”

“See that you do not forget it.” And Lana leaned back on her pile of skins, releasing Alin from the hold of her eyes. “I know that you are old to be a maiden still, my daughter. Fifteen winters is a long time to wait. I know that it must have been hard for you, to watch the other girls at Spring and Winter Fires, but it was proper for you to save your maidenhood for the first time you made the Sacred Marriage. It will be stronger so; a more powerful mating for the tribe.”

Alin nodded.

“Has it been hard for you, my daughter, the waiting?”

It is a little late to ask me that now, Mother, Alin thought, dropping her eyes to the hands clasped together upon her knees.

“Alin.” It was the voice of authority, the voice that no one in the tribe ever disobeyed. “I am asking if the waiting has been hard for you.”

“Na,” Alin answered, speaking the truth. She looked up from her deerskin-covered knees. “It is true that I have watched the other girls at the Fires, and I have wondered. But…I have not yet felt the call, Mother. I think Earth Mother has been waiting also.”

Lana’s slanted eyes scrutinized Alin’s grave face. Then she said softly, “When the time comes, and the spirit of Earth Mother fills your womb, then you will feel the call.”

Alin’s brown head nodded in serene understanding. “Sa,” she said. “It will be so.”

Lana sighed. “It will hurt,” she warned. “It always does the first time. The barrier must be broken. And a man is not gentle when his blood is pounding with the drums of the Fires.”

“I am not afraid,” Alin said.

Lana said, “You will be a worthy successor to me, my daughter. So. Then I shall send for Jus.”

“Na,” Alin said quickly. She saw the surprise spring into Lana’s eyes, and looked away before she could also see the anger certain to follow. “Jus is your mate, Mother. He will still be chief of the men, no matter whom I choose. I understand that. All the Men’s Cave will understand that. I do not need to choose him as mate for him to continue in his office.”

“I am the one who does not understand, Alin.” All the tenderness had left Lana’s voice. “Of course it must be Jus,” she said. “The mate of the Mother is chief of the men. That is the law.”

“You are Earth Mother, Mistress,” Alin said. “My making the Sacred Marriage will not change that.”

“Of course it will not change that,” Lana snapped. “Nevertheless, the man who makes the Sacred Marriage is always the chief of the men. It has always been so.”

Alin felt her heart pounding in her chest, and she drew a long, steadying breath. “But always before it was the Mistress who made the Sacred Marriage,” she said. “This time it will be different. I know, all the tribe knows, that you are the Mistress, and your mate will continue to be chief of the men. My mate will be merely…the god at Winter Fires.”

“And who is to be your mate?” Lana asked in her hardest voice. “Who is so much more to your taste than Jus?”

Alin swallowed. “Ban,” she said.

The fair, faintly graying eyebrows rose. “Ban? Ban is just a boy.”

“And I am just a maiden, Mother. I will choose Ban.”

Lana leaned back upon one elbow. She said thoughtfully, “Jus frightens you, Alin?”

Na, Alin thought. He does not frighten me. But Tor is right. I want a man who will be loyal to me. She could not say that to her mother, though.

“You can control him,” Lana was saying. “He is like the bull: strong and of the earth. He is not one of those men I warned you about.”

“I know,” Alin replied. “It is not that.”

“What then?”

What to say? Alin thought back on Lana’s words, saw the way. “I am thinking that perhaps he is too much like the bull for me, Mother,” she said. “Perhaps he does frighten me a little.”

A small, secret smile pulled at the corner of Lana’s mouth. She said, “When once you have felt the fire of Earth Mother in your loins, then a man like Jus will not frighten you. But you are a maiden. Perhaps you are right, Alin. Perhaps for your first time Ban will be best. He is a boy, but he is man enough to make the Sacred Marriage with you. He may even be man enough to get you with child. Sometimes it is the young ones who can best do that.”

Alin bowed her head and did not reply.

“All right,” Lana said with sudden decision. “Then I shall send for Ban.”

*

“Winter Fires! Winter Fires!” The words were ringing around the tribe. “The Mistress has called for Winter Fires!”

Again and again, as the news circulated from the Men’s and the Women’s Caves to the married folks’ huts, the same question was asked again and again: “Who is to make the Sacred Marriage this year?”

And the answer, which was always given with a lilt of excitement in the voice, was: “Alin. Alin is to be the goddess this year. And she has named Ban to be the god!”

For twenty years it had been Lana. For all those years had the tribe sung and danced while Lana and her chosen mate made the Sacred Marriage to ensure the fertility of the tribe and the herds. For the last three years, since Alin had reached womanhood, the tribe had expected to hear that Lana had resigned her role to the younger woman. For the last three years they had been disappointed.

“It is time,” they said around their hearth fires as the night closed in and they felt the cold of the coming winter creeping into their huts and swirling around the stone floors of their caves. “There must be youth and fire in order for the beasts to bear. Lana will still be Mistress, but it is right that Alin should make the Sacred Marriage.”

In the men’s cave the hunters were congratulating the young dark-haired boy who had been chosen by Earth Mother to give his sap to the ritual mating that would ensure the continued fertility of the animals they all lived upon.

Ban laughed, his dark eyes glowing with pleasure, his blood running hot at the very thought of what was to happen. He and Alin were of an age, and together they had learned how to hunt under the tutelage of old Lar. Of necessity, there had always been a distance between them. He, after all, was only a boy, and she was the Chosen One of the Mother. But in an unspoken way, they had been friends. That was why she had chosen him, he thought, as finally he lay down in the skins of his sleeping place in the men’s cave and tried to compose himself for rest.

Usually he fell asleep as soon as his head touched the warmth of his skins, but tonight he lay awake long after the heavy breathing of the other men told him they were asleep. He lay awake, in an almost trancelike state, staring into the flames of the fire. In his mind’s eye he was seeing Alin, seeing the lithe slimness of her, the sweet curves of her breasts and hips, the warm brown of her hair that was so unusually streaked with threads of gold, the huge long-lashed brown of her eyes. He felt his phallus stir and become erect at his thoughts. His heart pounded.

The Mother would approve, he thought, as he felt his manhood rise hard and taut with life. The Mother would say Alin had chosen well.

She was so beautiful, Alin. He had always thought so. And soon…soon would come the drums and the flutes and the dance of the mating beasts. Soon it would be he who was the one to follow Earth Mother deep into the recesses of her sacred cave. At the thought he felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up as straight as his phallus.

Deep, deep he would go, into the bowels of the earth with her, and there they would make the Sacred Marriage together, his sap waking her womb with life for the tribe, life for the herds, life for the world of men.

He quivered and shook. It was almost too much, the mystery of it, the sensation.

The man who had been appointed fire guard for the night stirred and went to throw on another log. The movement between him and the leaping flames broke Ban’s trance. He blinked, turned over, and willed himself to go to sleep.


Chapter Two

The band of young men encamped on the shore of the small river were eating the smoked buffalo meat they had carried with them and looking at the mountains to the south.

“How much longer do you reckon, Mar?” one asked as he bit off a piece from the strip of cured meat in his hand and began to chew it.

“Two days,” the big, golden-haired man replied, holding up the appropriate number of fingers. He counted: “Two days to reach the tribe’s home ground; two or three days to lay the trap”; more fingers were held up, “then two handfuls of days on the road back. A half moon from now, and we should be home again.”

“With women!” At those words a low murmur of excitement broke out around the campfires.

“How many do you think we might take?” This time the question came from the far side of the second fire.

The man called Mar shrugged. “If we capture the hunting party, then it will be two handfuls. It is the young girls who go hunting, and it is the young girls we want.”

“I still find it hard to believe that women go out on the hunting trail,” said another. “The men of this tribe must be bloodless weaklings, to allow their women to face the dangers of the hunt.”

“The men hunt, too,” Mar said. “Tane and I saw them when we were here in the summer weather. But they do not hunt with the girls. When the girls hunt, they hunt alone.” There was the flash of very white teeth in the growing dark. “That is to our advantage. As I told you before, if they are out hunting we can capture them with little trouble. And by the time the rest of the tribe realizes they are missing, we will be gone.”

“It would be good if we could take more than two handfuls,” a brown-haired boy said.

“We shall take what we can take easily, Melior,” Mar said. “I do not want any fighting.”

“We men of the Horse are fine fighters,” Melior replied, putting up his chin. “We are not afraid of a fight.”

“We number but three handfuls,” Mar said. “There are many more men than that in the Tribe of the Red Deer.” Mar looked at the circle of faces around the fire. “It is in my heart that nothing would make Altan and the nirum happier than to see the young men of the initiates’ cave killed on this expedition,” he said.

There was a startled silence.

“Dhu!” said a very blond boy. “Do you think so, Mar?”

Mar shrugged his big shoulders. He said easily, “Why do you think the chief allowed me to bring only the initiates on this raid?”

The blond boy, who was called Dale, looked around at his fellows. “I did not think about that,” he confessed.

Mar grinned. “I must confess, perhaps I…misled…Altan little about the difficulties involved in the raid.”

An appreciative chuckle ran around the fire.

Mar sobered. “I do not think we will have much difficulty taking these girls,” he told his followers. “Tane and I watched them for the passing of the moon. We know their hunting runs. We will know where to lay the trap. But we cannot be greedy. We must take what we can take quickly, and then get away.”

“Sa, sa,” the men replied. “We hear you, Mar.”

Mar nodded. “It is time to get some sleep. We leave tomorrow with the dawn.”

*

When the new moon of Winter Fires was first sighted, a pale, thin crescent hovering over the western sunset, the women of the Tribe of the Red Deer knew that the time had come for them to go to their sacred cave in order to make ready for the tribe’s great semiannual fertility rite.

The next morning, the matriarchs and the unmarried girls of the tribe began winding their way up the mountainside to the sacred cave of the Mother. All that day they would celebrate the ritual’s prescribed preparatory rites.

There were thirty women in the procession, which took the narrow uphill path along the shore of the Greatfish River that clear autumn morning: the young and the old women of the tribe. Those who were with child or were mothers of small children would come tomorrow, with the men, and the official ceremony of Winter Fires would begin.

There had already been snow in the higher reaches of the mountains, but below, on the slopes that the women of the Red Deer were climbing, the weather was cool and sunny and dry. After a two-hour walk, the procession reached the Volp, a stream that tumbled swiftly along its boulder-strewn bed. The girls and the women turned to follow the stream, which led them toward the stone cliff of the hillside. And then, abruptly, the stream disappeared.

The cave opening out of which the rushing waters of the stream flowed was a wide low arch of rock. In past years, the Tribe of the Red Deer had cleared the undergrowth in front and on this cleared land the women put down their sleeping rolls and knelt to extract from them flat stone saucers filled with animal fat. Carrying these, the women of the tribe gathered around Lana, their Mistress, who was waiting for them near the cave entrance.

As the women approached her one by one, Lana took the live coal she had carried just for this purpose, and lit the moss wick in each of the saucers. The passages of the sacred cave went deep into the mountain, and there would be no natural light once they got beyond the entrance chamber.

The depth of the Volp was shallow at the threshold of the cave, though it grew considerably deeper along the length of the river’s subterranean course. This time of the year the Volp was relatively low, and by walking along the gravel bed beside it, it was possible to enter the first chamber of the cave on foot. In the spring, at the rites of Spring Fires, the river was in flood and the gravel was completely covered. At that time they had to take a small boat through the entrance passage in order to gain access to the first hall.

Carefully carrying their stone lamps, the thirty women followed the stream into the blackness of the cave, treading carefully along the extremely narrow path that went between the cave’s wall and the dark, rushing water. After a little while the stone walls of the cave began to widen, and the stream flowed into a large chamber whose walls were decorated with the engraved pictures of animals: buffalo, reindeer, and horses. There were shamans, too, men who wore the masks of beasts. And, most important, the sign of the Mother, the P, danced before them in the shadowy light.

The river passed through this chamber, and then disappeared into a dark pit, its channel taking it ever deeper and lower into the mountainside.

This decorated chamber, however, was far from their destination, and the women did not pause. Instead they bore to the left, away from the path of the Volp, down a small gallery that led them into yet another chamber, this one vast and white and hung all over the ceiling and the floor with glorious milky white stalactites and stalagmites. This glittering chamber was utterly silent save for a ghostly drip-drip of underground water somewhere in the distance.

Lana, who was in the lead of the long single-file procession, did not linger to regard the startling beauty of the White Chamber. Purposefully she crossed the glittering white floor to an opening in the rock in the far end that led into what seemed to be a narrow chimney. Turning sideways, she slid into the opening. One by one, the women slipped into the opening after her, and then climbed up the ladder of woven sinew that the tribe always left hanging inside the small, high hole.

Alin stood at the top of the ladder, in a dark, narrow passage, and watched as the glowing stone lamps appeared at the top of the chimney one after the other. The air here was cold, for the temperature rarely varied so deep within the mountain.

Once they were all assembled in the passage, Lana turned to the wall on her left and held her stone lamp high. Alin, with the same ceremonial gesture as her mother, also raised her lamp, so that all could clearly see the picture that was engraved there upon the wall.

Two grotesque, fantastical animals leaped into being under the glow of the lamps: the Guardians of the Sanctuary of the Sacred Cave, engraved on this wall by an unknown hand unknown numbers of years earlier. The one on top had a horrible head with a single short horn, flanked behind by a wide ear. Its thin neck supported the heavy head with a rippling outline. The prominent muzzle was rounded and the jaws were open. The withers were sunken, the head and body were marked with vertical and oblique lines, and the slender long forelegs ended in long claws. The animal beneath was reduced to a grotesque head, like the preceding one, crowned by two small ears.

The women looked. For a long moment, it seemed as if even their breathing stopped. Let no unsanctified soul pass here, said the silent fantastical beasts keeping vigil on the wall of the passageway.

The women solemnly followed Lana down the gallery; through other passageways that were so low they had to crawl; through galleries that still bore witness to the cave bears that at one time had made these passages their home; past a silent underground lake, a black, solid, unmoving mass of water; until at last, after over an hour of underground travel, they came to the place that was the heart of the sacred mystery.

It was a long, low chamber, and set in the midst of it, sculpted from golden clay and leaning against a natural block of rock, were the statues of two red deer, a male and a female, so beautifully modeled they could almost have been real.

The female deer, which was finer in form, had her neck stretched forward and her tail raised, in the position of the doe awaiting the stag. The male deer was positioned directly behind her, more robust and less fine in form. He was on the point of mounting the female, already raised on his hind legs, his tail pressed tight between his thighs in the effort.

A long, wordless sigh ran through the group of women.

This, then, was the purpose of the sacred cave: copulation, the perpetuation of the life of the deer and the life of the tribe that bore its name.

Ever since Alin had first come here, for her initiation into womanhood, she had felt the power of Earth Mother pulsing in the still cold air of the sanctuary. Tomorrow, she thought, her eyes on the beautiful sculptures of the deer, tomorrow the power would come through her. She would be the instrument. At last she would come into her heritage.

On the clay floor of the sanctuary were the heel marks of all the previous dancers who had made the fertility dance in this sacred place. On the walls were engraved the signs of the phallus, the male symbol of fecundity and the beginning of life.

Alin felt a tightness, a throbbing, in her loins. For three years she had looked upon these symbols of generation and had known it was not yet her time. The shiver that suddenly shook her had nothing to do with the chill damp of the sanctuary.

Truly, she thought, it is as the Mistress had said: When the spirit of Earth Mother fills your womb, you will feel the call.

It is so, Alin thought, in wonder and in exultation. It is so.

The women were stripping off their clothes, getting ready to don the bell-shaped ritual skirts they had carried, preparing for the ceremony of purification.

All this part of the cave belonged to the women. The only man who was ever allowed to penetrate into the deepest chambers of the sacred cave was the one chosen to make the Sacred Marriage. He would be brought to look at the deer, he would see what few others of his kind had seen, he would lie with the Mother upon a bed of soft skins, and serve her, and in so doing he would ensure the fertility of the tribe and of the beasts that fed the tribe.

Alin drummed her heels and sang with her sisters as the skin drums beat for them in time. She could feel the blood flowing strong and steady in her veins. Mother, she thought, I am ready.

They slept that night outside the cave, under the autumn stars. The night air was chill but very dry; the stars overhead were brilliant, undimmed by the pale scimitar of the new moon. Having packed away their ritual skirts until the morrow, the women lay down to rest, dressed in long-sleeved shirts and soft deerskin trousers.

Alin did not fall to sleep right away. Her mind was too full of what was going to happen the next day, of the mysteries of nature and fertility and birth. She lay on her back under the warmth of her skins and gazed, wide-eyed, up at the stars. There was darkness all around her, but up there in the sky the stars were bright. She felt open to them, felt their pure keen light pouring into her, exalting her, filling her with the potency of their power.

Tomorrow night, she thought, she would lie deep in the heart of the sacred cave. Ban would lie with her, but it would be the power of the stars that would be entering the fertile darkness of her womb. It would not be a single man, but all of nature she would embrace when she lay tomorrow night with Ban.

Alin lay awake for a long time, looking up at the bright heavens. Then she fell into a deep and dreamless sleep, and when she awoke the stars had faded and the darkness of night was beginning to glimmer with the light of morning. A breeze was blowing off the river, and with it was coming the pale light of dawn. As Alin lay still, watching the sky, the light grew stronger, and then, over the whiteness swept a glorious flush of rose.

The sun was rising. The light shifted, the rose began to shimmer and turn to yellow, and the young flaming ball of the sun pushed its way up from beneath the earth to begin its daily journey across the sky.

Alin’s soul quivered with ecstasy.

It was then that they came. One moment all was bright and perfect, and then the next the day was shattered by the aggressive noise of men and of dogs. Instantly Alin sat upright. She reached for her javelin and spearthrower, which were not there. She flung up her head and there, at a distance of less than three feet, she saw the spear pointed straight at her heart. She froze. Then, very slowly, she raised her eyes. A man stood there, holding the big spear and looking back at her. Even in her fear and confusion, Alin noticed the blue of his eyes.

All around her the women of the Tribe of the Red Deer were scrambling to their feet, their voices raised in a babble of protest. Alin slowly rose as well and, wrenching her eyes away from that blue stare, she looked around.

The ambush had been neatly done, she thought with bitter recognition. The captive women, now on their feet, were securely surrounded by a barrier of men and spears and dogs. Their own weapons were out of reach, having been piled for the night in a place close by the fire.

Abruptly one of the older women spun around and began to run toward the trees that were directly behind them. A deep voice said a single word, and suddenly a dog was in her way. The dog’s lips drew back; he snarled, low and menacing. The woman stopped dead.

The silence was intense. Then another male voice said two words that sounded like: “Got them!”

At that, the huddle of women parted a little, and Lana stepped forward. “Who are you and what do you want here?” Her voice was cold and sharp as an icicle; every inch of her small frame blazed command. She sounded furious, and not at all afraid. Pride in her mother surged through Alin.

The blue-eyed man was the one to answer. He spoke the language of the Kindred, although with a strange accent. “We have come to take your girls,” he said. “We have need of women in our tribe.” There was a heartbeat of appalled silence. Then he added, “We want only the young ones; the old mothers can stay.”

A clamor of feminine voices rose to the heavens.

“Silence!” Lana no longer looked small and plump; she seemed to have grown inches since the man had first begun to speak. The Mistress stared coldly at the blue-eyed giant who had addressed her. Her words were clear and distinct, pronounced so that he would be sure to understand every syllable. “Do you know with whom you meddle? We are here on the Mother’s business, and you violate her sanctuary. Perhaps if you go away immediately you will not suffer overmuch for your blasphemy. But if you try to take our girls, the curse of the Mother will fall upon you all.”

Alin felt a shiver go up and down her spine. Lana sounded so menacing! Alin looked to the man whom her mother had threatened, fully expecting to find him ready to retreat. In all of her years on this earth, Alin had never yet seen a man stand up to the Mistress when she spoke in that voice.

This man laughed. No words could have made his answer more petrifying. He glanced at the slim black-haired man beside him and said, “Separate the girls out, Tane. I do not want to tarry. We do not know when their men might be coming.”

Who were these men? Alin stared in shocked disbelief as a group of the invaders, accompanied by the dogs, began to advance toward the women trapped within their circle of spears.

“Take your sleeping rolls with you,” the blue-eyed man who was obviously their leader ordered. “We have a long journey to make, and the sleeping will be cold and hard if you must lie unprotected on the ground.” The words he used were familiar; it was the intonation that made them sound so strange. He broadened some of the sounds and clipped short others.

Where did these men come from? Alin thought with a mixture of fear and bewilderment.

Now the slim black-haired man was standing beside her. “You,” he said. “Pick up your skins and come.”

“No!” The voice was Lana’s, imperious yet also filled with anguish. “You cannot take her! She is the Chosen One, the Daughter of the Mother! You will be cursed forever if you take the Chosen One from her place by the Mother’s side.”

The man paused and turned to look at his leader. Alin held her breath.

“Do not worry,” the blue-eyed man answered Lana. He actually sounded amused. “Your Chosen One will be about the Mother’s business all right. We shall see to that.”

The rest of the men laughed, and the man who was standing beside Alin put his hand upon her arm. “Come,” he said. “Over there.”

She tensed her muscles, contemplating resistance. The man was not that much taller than she, and she was strong, with muscles trained in the discipline of the hunt. The man must have felt her thought, for he lowered his voice and said quietly, “You will only be hurt if you try to run. Be sensible, girl, and come with me.”

Alin turned, looked into a pair of black-lashed green eyes. “We will not harm you,” he said.

Alin looked beyond his shoulder to where Lana stood. “We have no choice, Mother,” she said.

The Mistress’s face was a mask. She said to Alin, “You are the life of the tribe, my daughter. Remember that and be watchful of your safety.” There was a beat of silence. Lana looked, narrow-eyed, at the tall leader of the kidnappers, and then she said to Alin, “I shall find you. Be sure of that.”

The eyes of mother and daughter met. Then Alin nodded, once. She bent to pick up her skins and crossed to where the men were holding the girls they had separated out from the larger group.

*

Sixteen girls between the ages of twelve and fifteen were marched at spearhead away from the sacred cave that perfect autumn morning. The older women, the tribal matriarchs, had been left behind, bound hand and foot with leather thongs, to await rescue by the men of the tribe who would be coming to the cave at midday.

Half of the kidnapping men were in front of the girls, with the other half behind, and the dogs roamed freely back and forth. Alin walked in the midst of the girls, with her closest friend at her side. They were going eastward, she noted, along a track she knew from her hunting expeditions. Next to her, Jes voiced out loud the thought that was in all the girls’ minds. “Who are these men? Where can they have come from?”

The girls in front and the girls behind all looked to Alin for an answer. She said, “They speak the language of the Kindred so they cannot be reindeer hunters from the north, or mammoth hunters from the steppes to the east.”

“Sa. Sa. That is so.” The girls all nodded their heads in agreement.

Elen said, “If they are of the Kindred, then they will not be beyond the reach of the Mistress.”

Just then a dog came cantering past them at the very edge of the track. Alin watched it go by, then she said very softly, “The Tribe of the Red Deer has dogs also.”

There was the flash of teeth as the girls around her smiled.

“Did you count their number?” Elen asked next.

“Sa. Not quite four handfuls,” Alin answered.

“The Mistress will call out the whole tribe,” Jes said. “All the men and the boys. The dogs will find us, and then these,” she flicked a hand in disparagement toward the men striding before them, “these will fall like deer beneath the flying spear.”

“Liniut can track anything,” Elen said.

They all pictured the great wolf-like dog who belonged to Tor. They exchanged glances and satisfied nods.

“The men will bring Ban to the sacred cave at midday,” Alin said. “Then they will have to go home again for the dogs.”

“We will not be celebrating Winter Fires tonight,” Elen said regretfully.

“Na,” said Sana. “But perhaps tomorrow night we will be.”

“Walk more slowly,” Alin suggested. “Let us do what we can to delay.”

Alin was surprised by the ease with which these strangers zigzagged their way through the hills. For how long, she wondered, had they been planning this raid?

The spirits of the girls remained high for the first two hours of the march. And then they came to a stream that cut across the track, and the blue-eyed man ordered them to bear right, wade in, and follow the water.

The girls looked at each other.

“Why?” Alin demanded. “I know of a hunting track we can easily take if that is the direction you wish to go in. We shall get our moccasins and trousers wet if we wade through the stream, and it will make walking both cold and uncomfortable. It is not necessary to go through the water.”

“I did not ask you, girl,” came the deceptively pleasant-voiced reply. “I told you. Everyone into the water. We will follow the streambed for a while.”

Alin looked up at the man who had come to stand beside her. He was a full head taller than she, with great broad shoulders under his buffalo skin vest. His hair was the color of the sun. He held a large spear in one hand, and a tall well-muscled dog shadowed his heels.

Alin said. “I do not like to be wet. I will walk along the stream’s edge.”

The man’s eyes, bluer than any eyes she had ever seen, glinted at her. “I suppose I could carry you,” he said, “but I am not inclined to do so.” He handed his spear to the black-haired man who usually walked beside him, lifted her by her elbows, walked to the stream, and plunked her down in the water. “Now walk,” he said, and went back to retrieve his spear.

The water was freezing. All around her the men were urging the girls into the stream. A dog nipped at someone’s heels and a girl yelped.

May his spear shatter when he needs it most, Alin thought viciously as the icy water lapped against her shins and she felt the hard rocks of the streambed dig into the soles of her wet moccasins. He was drowning their scent.

No matter, she thought as she waded miserably through the freezing water with the other girls. The men of the Red Deer would know what had happened when their scent disappeared at the stream. The dogs would simply follow the stream and pick up the scent wherever they exited. That blue-eyed son of a hyena could not keep them walking in the stream forever, after all.

He kept them walking for much longer than was comfortable, however. The girls slogged along, heads downcast, teeth set to keep them from chattering with the cold. After a while Alin’s feet turned numb, and she stumbled over stones she could hardly feel. She knew the way they were going, and so she did not look up until the men in front of her finally turned to climb out of the water.

Then Alin looked at Jes, who was walking beside her. Neither of them spoke, but followed the men up the stone bank with alacrity.

They went along a wild pig track for a while, and now the girls walked with their heads up, looking around, taking care to rub here and there against a tree in order to leave their scent. Then, abruptly, the men in front stopped.

“Now we turn around,” said the deep authoritative voice Alin was coming to detest.

Alin and Jes looked at each other again. “Turn around?” Alin raised her voice challengingly. “What do you mean, turn around?”

The leader was coming toward her. “You are a hunter, girl,” he answered as he came up to her. “I’ve seen you and your pack out after the deer. I think you understand very well what I’m doing.” He came to a halt directly before her. “If anyone following you has the sense to follow this stream, the dogs will pick up your scent at the place where we came out, and follow the trail you have so carefully laid. They will follow it to this point, and then it will vanish. Because we are retracing our steps, girl, and then we are going back into the water.”

There was a brief, stunned silence as Alin stared up at the big, golden-haired man whose shoulders were blocking her view of the track ahead. When the silence continued, and Alin did not move, he raised his eyebrows. “Turn around,” he said softly. “We are going back.”

Alin felt her hands curling into fists at her sides. The dog at the man’s heels growled in his throat. Alin spun around and strode away, so angry she scarcely saw the stricken-faced girls who hastily parted their ranks to let her through.

*

They waded through the freezing stream for another hour before finally they picked up a reindeer track that ran toward the north. They followed this track until the sky began to turn dark, the girls growing all the while progressively colder and hungrier and more depressed, until finally, in the distance, they saw the light of what appeared to be several fires. Dogs barked from the encampment.

Hunters! Alin thought, and her heart leaped with hope. Perhaps they would find help after all.

“It’s Mar!” she heard a male voice shout from the campsite before them. “And he’s got the girls!”

The hope in Alin’s heart died. More of them, she thought despairingly.

The dogs she had heard came bursting out of the wood, barking a greeting to those accompanying the arriving party. The blue-eyed man, whose name it seemed was Mar, said to the brown-haired man who had appeared before them on the track, “We’ve got them all right, Bror. And they are weary and hungry, as we are. I hope you have supper ready.”

“That we do, Mar,” came the cheerful reply. “The meat is just about cooked now.”

Mar grunted and looked over his shoulder, his eyes automatically seeking Alin. “There is food ahead,” he said to her. “And fires. We’ll have all of you warm and dry and fed very shortly.”

Alin was about to tell him that she would choke on any food he offered her, but then the succulent smell of roasting boar came floating to her nostrils. Her mouth watered. None of them had eaten since the evening before. It would be easier to resist an enemy on a full
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