
LAENA’S CHILDREN I.

Children of the Ice

Charlotte Prentiss

Strange Particle Press

ISBN 978-1-929670-51-2

Copyright 1993 Charlotte Prentiss

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or 
reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written 
permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief 
quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
For information contact Digital Parchment Services.

Strange Particle Press is an imprint of Digital Parchment Services

Laena’s Children

––––––––
[image: image]


Children of the Ice

Children of the Mesa

Children of the Sun

Children of the Island

Children of the Ocean

CONTENTS

PART ONE

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

PART TWO

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Epilogue

LAENA’S WORLD: THE FACTUAL BACKGROUND

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PART ONE

[image: image]


——————
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Laena crouched beside the fire, holding her hands close to the flames, seizing their warmth. It was snug, here, in the shallow pit that had been dug beneath the roof of mammoth hide. This was her home, which she shared with her sister and her parents. Four beds of dry moss were ranged around the fire. A pile of furs lay to one side. There were a few sets of firesticks, a couple of flint knives, a leather bucket, a small store of meat, and some spare mittens—nothing more than that.

Outside, the arctic cold was waiting for her in all its cruelty. She wished she didn’t have to leave this sanctuary, with its familiar smells of smoke and animal skins. But if she stayed here much longer, her little sister would come pestering her, or her father would be looking for her with chores to do.

Laena was in no mood for that. She was almost a grown woman, and she desperately needed some time that she could call her own. So she summoned her willpower, picked up her pack, turned away from the fire, and loosened the thong that secured the flap of the tent. She crawled out quickly, fastened the flap behind her, and pulled on her mittens.

She blinked in the sudden daylight. The sun hung over the hills to the south, gleaming fiercely on the slopes of snow. Laena pulled her fur hat lower over her forehead so that its fringe of dried grasses hung over her eyes, filtering the glare.

She glanced quickly around. The winter camp of her tribe consisted of a dozen large, low tents arranged in a circle. Each tent was fashioned from a patchwork of hide stretched across a framework of mammoth ribs. Wisps of smoke trailed from vent holes and wafted away in the wind.

The surrounding land was stark and bare. Clusters of stunted trees, none of them taller than a man, grew near a wide river that was deeply crusted with ice. Dry grass poked through thin, powdery snow. To the south and to the west, low hills were shrouded in white.

And yet, life endured. Laena’s tribe, the Panther people, had spent their winters here for many generations. Even now, the hunters were out in search of wolves or white tigers. Winter was almost over, and the animals were returning to the land. Soon the great herds of caribou would migrate from the south, and it would be time for everyone to pack up their simple dwellings and trek east to the summer hunting grounds.

Laena paused and listened. Somewhere, a dog was barking. Down by the river, someone was chipping ice that would be melted and used as drinking water. Not far away, two children were squealing. Laena recognized them—Moru, and Lani, another little girl the same age. They’d been told to sweep snow off the tents, but they’d gotten bored with the task and were wrestling with each other, giggling as they rolled on the ground.

A man shouted to them. It was Henik, Laena’s father. He was the leader of the hunters, and normally he would have been out with his men. But he’d hurt his leg while scaling a frozen slope a few days ago, and he had to rest till it healed. So here he was, now, making himself useful in the camp. That meant he was interfering all the time, telling everyone what to do. Laena ducked down so that he wouldn’t see her.

She peeked around the other side of the tent. Her mother, Arla, was working with two other women, setting up meat-drying racks in case the hunters brought back a kill. Laena realized that the women needed help, and she felt a twinge of guilt, because she knew she should go to them. But not today.

Henik was busy, now, scolding Moru. Arla had her back turned. Laena decided to seize the opportunity. She jumped up and ran, heading straight for the river.

She didn’t slacken her pace until she was sure she was hidden by the slope of the land. Then, with the cold air burning in her chest, she slowed to a walk and picked her way carefully among the stunted trees. Wood was so scarce here in the far north, she’d been trained from an early age to avoid damaging even the smallest sapling.

She felt good, now, out on her own. She walked with a spring in her step, and she smiled, humming to herself. She was warm inside her furs—for the time being, at least—and she felt alert and full of life.

Further on, she heard a clink-clink sound coming from somewhere in front of her. She paused and listened. It was Elbrau, she realized, the flintknapper, searching for stones that could be fashioned into new tools and weapons for the tribe. Elbrau was one of the elders, a quiet man who often seemed lost in his own thoughts. But he had always been friendly to Laena.

She moved ahead more slowly, placing her feet so that they made no sound. She turned her head from side to side, focusing carefully on the source of the sounds. Finally she saw Elbrau directly ahead, crouching on a broad slab of rock overlooking the river. He was intent on his work, oblivious to her.

She stood watching him. He ran his fingers over a heavy white cobble of flint, searching the limestone cortex for a crease that would have been invisible to the naked eye. The flint spoke truly to him only on certain days, revealing how it might be split into shapes of value and beauty. Perhaps this was one of those special times. She watched as he laid the flint carefully before him, then raised his hammerstone, grunted, and brought it down hard. There was a crack that echoed from the hill behind him, and a huge flake of the white cortex flew away revealing smooth, dark flint beneath.

This wasn’t the right moment to interrupt him. In any case, she didn’t really want to talk to him, or to listen to his stories about the hunts he had been on in summers before she was born. Today, even Elbrau’s company would be a distraction from what she really needed to do.

Laena backtracked, circled around him, then continued following the river. Finally she came to a spur of land that would conceal her from the camp if anyone happened to be looking in this direction. She started following the spur, climbing up into the low hills.

The snow, here, had drifted deeper. She had to start placing her feet carefully, watching for drifts that could engulf her if she blundered into them. After a while, she paused and peeked over an outcropping of tumbled rock. She could see the camp far away, encircled by hills on one side and the river on the other. It looked so tiny—a frail outpost of human life in the vast, empty land covered in snow. Still, Laena was used to the emptiness of her world. She felt secure, here, and at peace.

Still, she had to be cautious. She carefully scanned the slopes around her, looking for any sign of life. Most carnivores were repelled from the valley by the smell of mankind, but White Bear went where he pleased, and wolves were sometimes seen trotting along the ridges. Today, though, she saw no tracks or droppings. She seemed to be totally alone.

She settled herself among the tumbled rocks, unlaced the flap of her pack, and pulled out a little catskin pouch that she had made. She slid her hands out of her mittens, opened the pouch, reached into it with elaborate care, and withdrew a length of sinew studded with beads of polished bone. This was her secret: a sacred thing that was hers alone. To an outsider, it merely looked like an ornamental belt. To Laena, it was a symbol of the end of her childhood and the beginning of her time as a woman. Soon, when she came of age, she would wear this belt under her furs. No one else would ever set eyes on it—except for the man she took as her husband, and her children, when that time came.

Laena chewed the end of the sinew to make it pliable, then painstakingly threaded it through a new bead and tied an elaborate knot.

She winced as a sudden gust of wind leeched warmth from her skin, and she thrust her hands quickly back into her mittens. She tucked them under her arms and hunched forward, waiting impatiently for the air to be still. She knew from experience how quickly frostbite could strike her unprotected skin.

The design that she was creating had been revealed to her in a dream. Dreams came often to some people, and carried no special meaning. To Laena, though, it was different. Her dreams were rare, but they seemed more meaningful than life itself. They were a window into other times and places—into the future, even.

A flicker of motion distracted her. She felt a moment’s irritation. Sometimes Moru made a game of following Laena at times like this, trying to track her down. Laena surveyed the landscape, trying to find what she’d seen. There: a tiny black shape against the whiteness.

It wasn’t Moru. It was a man, away in the far distance, moving along a ridge that overlooked the camp.

Laena’s irritation vanished as quickly as it had come. She felt puzzled. No one from her own tribe had any reason to be out there. And it was far too early for the hunters to be coming back.

She frowned as she realized that the tiny figure was moving cautiously, bending forward, following the line of the ridge, as if he was trying to stay out of sight. Then another man came into view—and still another. Laena watched, holding her breath. There were more than a dozen of them out there. A hunting party, by the look of them. But where were had they come from? And why?

Laena felt a new sensation gathering like a chill in her belly. She wound a piece of sinew around the end of her belt to prevent it from unraveling, and then, with numbing fingers, she collected the unused beads and dropped them into their pouch. She folded the belt, hid it away, stowed the catskin pouch in her pack—and hesitated. If she ran back to the camp, the intruders would see her. For some reason, this made her feel even more anxious than before. Was she being foolish, allowing herself to be unnerved for no good reason? There were stories that the elders sometimes told, of wars that had fought between tribes long before Laena was born. But in her own lifetime, there had been peace among the people who dwelled up and down the Great River. Maybe, she decided, she should find Elbrau and ask his advice.

She ran down the hill toward the river. Her moccasins kicked up snow that sparkled in the sun. Her furs flapped around her. Frigid air rasped in and out of her lungs.

She was almost out of breath when she finally heard him working up ahead. “Elbrau!” she shouted. 

He was still sitting on the rock where she had seen him earlier. He heard her voice and looked up sharply, like a sleeper who had woken suddenly from a dream. The wind caught the end of one thick braid, flapping it across his chin. He brushed it away with an impatient gesture, then recognized her, and his stern expression softened. “Laena,” he said, “what brings you here?” He noticed how out of breath she was, and he frowned. “Is something wrong?”

She paused and bent forward, resting with the palms of her hands on her knees. Finally, she had enough breath to speak. “People coming,” she gasped.

Elbrau looked puzzled. “What people?”

“I don’t know. They were following the ridge. They were hiding.”

Elbrau tossed the cobble into his flint bag and got to his feet. “Are you sure, child?”

She felt a moment’s anger at being called a child. He knew quite well that she was almost a woman. It had been him, after all, who gave her the bone beads that she needed for her belt.

“Of course I’m sure,” she said. “They were hiding themselves behind the ridge. I don’t understand why, but that’s what they were doing.”

Elbrau swung down from the rock and landed lightly beside her. “Perhaps they’re strangers who want to see that we’re peaceful before they greet us and continue on their way.”

For a moment, Laena found his explanation convincing. But then she realized that it couldn’t be true. “It’s early in the year for a tribe to be roaming so far from its home.”

Elbrau nodded slowly. “That’s true. All right, come. Quickly, now.”

She followed him, keeping close to the river, so that the slope of its bank concealed them. They’d gone less than a hundred paces when Elbrau suddenly held up his hand and stopped.

Laena listened. She heard footsteps coming toward them, crunching on the gravelly soil that lay just beneath the thin skin of snow. Laena felt a wave of fear—then saw who it was. “Moru!” she exclaimed.

The little girl came running toward her. She shouted with pleasure and threw herself forward with her arms spread wide.

“Shhh!” Laena scooped up the child. “Quiet!”

“Why? Why quiet?” Moru was still grinning.

“Do as I say.” Laena’s voice was pitched low, but the tone was commanding. “What are you doing here, anyway? You should be back at the camp.”

Moru looked hurt. “I was searching for you. I was following your tracks in the snow.”

“Shhh.” Elbrau held up his hand again.

Faintly, there was a sound from the direction of the camp. It sounded like a shout of surprise—or alarm.

“Wait here,” Elbrau told them. “Hide yourselves, do you understand?”

Laena nodded, feeling worried by the sharpness in his voice.

Elbrau turned and ran. Within moments, he had disappeared among the rocks and saplings.

“What’s happening?” Moru said. Her eyes were wide as she stared up at Laena. She almost looked as if she might cry.

Laena shook her head. “I don’t know. I saw strangers approaching the camp. Maybe—maybe they are bad people.” She circled her arm around Moru and hugged her protectively.

“What do they want?” Moru asked. 

“I don’t know!” Laena hissed at her. 

The light faded for a moment as clouds crossed the sun. A few scattered flakes of snow whirled by. The trees writhed in a gust of wind, and water gurgled faintly beneath the ice of the river. Laena scraped snow away from a patch of rock and crouched there with Moru, huddling with her against the wind. 

It was nerve-wracking, not knowing what was going on. Laena understood that Elbrau was trying to protect her, but she felt too old to be treated like that. If the people of her tribe were faced with a real threat, shouldn’t she be with them?

More shouts came from the direction of the camp. Dogs started barking.

Laena tried to think of an excuse to free herself from her promise to stay here. What if her people were driven out of their homes? They might be forced to leave her behind. That sounded unlikely, but it would have to do. “Come,” she said, grabbing Moru’s hand and starting along the path that Elbrau had taken. “Let’s find out what’s happening.”

She moved as silently as she could, constantly checking her surroundings. She kept telling herself that there was nothing to be worried about, but she still felt dread in the pit of her stomach. At a break in the trees, she got down and crawled across the snow, gesturing for Moru to do the same.

Together, they crawled till they were just a hundred paces from the camp, hidden only by the sloping land. They raised their heads cautiously, and peered ahead.

A crowd of people had gathered among the tents. All the women were there, with Elbrau, her father, Henik, and Gorag, the chieftain of the Panther Tribe. The women were holding their babies. Children were standing close by their parents. The dogs had stopped barking, now, and the scene was strangely, frighteningly silent.

The strangers had come down out of the hills. They were standing in a group, just a dozen paces outside the circle of the tents, and now that Laena saw their faces, she realized that they weren’t strangers at all. They were hunters from the White Bear tribe, whose territory lay to the west. All of them were holding spears.

“I warned you.” The words were shrill, shouted by a tall, gaunt man draped in a huge bear pelt. His eyes were wide and his lips pulled back from his teeth, making his face look like a skull. His name was Jalenau, and he was the leader of the White Bear people. “Last autumn, at the meeting of the tribes, I warned you.” He was holding two spears in his left hand, and one in his right. He raised his right arm and shook the spear threateningly.

Gorag, the chieftain of the Panther people, was facing the intruder. He was broad-shouldered, heavily built, a grizzled beast of a man. Scars criss-crossed his weather-worn face, so that it looked as much of a patchwork as the furs he wore. Gorag could be a wild fighter; but Laena realized he was in no position, now, to defend his tribe. He was holding only one spear to Jalenau’s three, and his menfolk were all out of the camp, apart from Henik, who was injured, and Elbrau, who was too old to hunt and fight.

“You have no right,” Gorag shouted, “coming here like this. You know that, Jalenau.”

Jalenau lifted his spear higher. His eyes gleamed. “You tell me I don’t have the right to speak for my people?”

Gorag paused, as if he wasn’t sure how to respond to Jalenau’s shrill tone. He lowered his voice. “You know, Jalenau, your father was a friend of mine.” He spoke the words calmly, slowly. Laena strained her ears, wanting to understand what was happening, even while the spectacle in front of her made her sick with fear. “He was a great hunter, Jalenau. His spirit could be looking down on us, now. Do you think he’d approve, seeing you threatening our women and children?” Gorag paused for a second. “If you’re an honorable man, the way your father was, you’ll settle this peacefully. Either that, or you’ll settle it just with me, man-to-man.” Gorag thumped his chest with his fist.

For a moment, Jalenau seemed to waver. Laena saw the muscles move in his face. But then, suddenly, he swung his arm, as if he wanted to slice Gorag’s throat with the spear. “You’ve got no right to speak of my father! You Panther people must return the food you’ve stolen. Either that, or you’ll pay with your blood.” He glanced at his men either side of him, and they moved closer till their shoulders were almost touching.

Gorag nodded to himself. He turned and beckoned to Henik. “Come, my friend.” He clapped his hand on Henik’s shoulder. “Speak truly. Is there any truth in Jalenau’s complaints?”

Laena felt an awful mixture of pride and fear as she watched her father moving closer to Jalenau and the other White Bear hunters. He frowned at Gorag. “You know it’s not true,” he said. “No Panther would steal White Bear food.”

“Liar!” Jalenau shouted.

“Henik, see if you can convince Jalenau,” said Gorag, stepping aside. “He knows you are an honorable man.”

Henik turned to face the invaders. “There are more people in your tribe than there used to be,” he said. “But there are fewer animals to hunt. The summers have been drier and warmer, and the sea rises higher each year, so there’s less grass for the animals to feed on. We talked about this at the Gathering of the Tribes, Jalenau. You know it’s true.”

Jalenau made a short, angry sound, as if the reasonable tone of Henik’s voice enraged him even more than Gorag’s challenge. “There are fewer animals, Henik, because you people killed them. You invaded our land, while our people are hungry—”

“No!” Normally, Laena’s father was stern but kind, slow to anger. She had hardly ever heard him raise his voice. “Only a fool blames other people for his misfortune,” Henik went on. “Only a coward comes here threatening us like this, when our hunters are away from the camp. Go back to your own people before you shame yourself further.” And Henik turned away in disgust.

Jalenau’s eyes were wide and staring. He uttered a sudden piercing scream that rang around the valley, and he hurled his spear with all his strength.

The flint-tipped shaft buried itself deep in Henik’s right shoulder. Beside Laena, Moru shrieked. She started scrambling up onto her feet. Laena instinctively grabbed her, wrapped her arms around her, and pulled her back to the ground. Meanwhile, she stared at the terrible spectacle before her.

Henik grunted in surprise and pain. He clasped both hands around the shaft of the spear and started tugging at it, with the muscles of his cheeks quivering. Blood welled up and ran down the spear shaft. Finally, with a cry of fury, Henik pulled the spear free and flung it aside. He took a shaky step backward, clasping his left hand over the wound as blood continued pulsing out between his fingers.

Suddenly Elbrau bellowed in rage. He raised his own spear and cast it at Jalenau with all his strength.

Jalenau threw himself to one side, and the weapon buried itself in the man who had been standing behind him. The tension was broken. The White Bears shouted a war cry, drew their arms back, and threw their spears into the Panther tribe. Then they charged forward.

Several women were struck by the volley. They slumped down, screaming. The other women seized their children, turned, and ran. The White Bear hunters went running after them, fanning out, trying to encircle them.

Elbrau snatched up a spear, turned and thrust it deep into the stomach of a White Bear warrior who was bearing down upon him. Gorag had been standing to one side. He snarled and raised his own weapon as Jalenau charged toward him. But Gorag didn’t throw his weapon; he ducked aside at the last moment, then backed away, glancing around quickly.

One of the enemy hunters lost his balance and fell onto a tent. The bones under the hide cracked and collapsed, leaving the man floundering as the tent collapsed under him. Gorag danced forward and jabbed the man through the base of his throat, pulled his spear back, then turned quickly, ready to defend himself.

A young boy ran past, seized the fallen White Bear’s spear, and joined the fighting. But before he could take another step he was skewered by a shaft thrown by one of the attackers.

Laena felt as if she were gripped by a huge fist, unable to breathe, unable to move. She could only watch dumbly as violence engulfed the camp. She stared in horror at her father, blood running from his shoulder and down his arm, as he stumbled backward, vainly trying to deflect an onslaught from two more of the White Bear hunters. She saw Elbrau seizing Jalenau with his bare hands, whirling him around, and butting him in the face. Jalenau swung his last remaining spear, trying to fend off the flintknapper. The shaft smacked against Elbrau’s temple, making him stagger backward.

The brush near Laena and Moru crackled as several women and children came leaping through. Then they were gone, with hunters chasing after them.

Laena saw her own mother running for safety. Should she go after her? She was still immobilized by the horror of what she saw. All around, the White Bear hunters were cutting down the Panther People. The frozen earth steamed with hot blood.

“Laena!” Moru grabbed her arm and shook it.

Laena saw Gorag retreating toward the hills, parrying spear thrusts from a pair of Jalenau’s warriors, glancing behind him for a way to escape. A woman lunged out from behind one of the tents, brandishing a length of bone that she had taken from the drying racks. She swung it at a White Bear, who ducked beneath it and tackled her. The two of them fell to the ground, grappling with each other.

“Laena! Laena!” Moru shook her violently. “Run!”

A sharp pain suddenly stung Laena’s face and she pulled back, blinking. Moru had scratched her. The little girl’s hands were bare, her fingers curled into claws. “Get up!”

Laena jumped up, seized Moru’s hand, turned away from the massacre, and plunged into the low trees lining the river. She was like a terrified animal, now, no longer able to think, only knowing she must flee. Now that she had regained her ability to move, all she could do was run as fast and as far as possible. She dragged her sister after her, and together they ran, first along the river, then up into the hills where Laena had been earlier. But still she saw in her mind the horror of the bloodshed, and she imagined White Bear hunters chasing after her. She kept her grip tight on Moru’s wrist and dragged her over the ridge, into the next valley, and onward.

She didn’t know how far they had gone when she finally collapsed. She saw a dark shadow in the snow—a cave that had been scooped out by the wind. She dove into it and lay there gasping, clutching Moru, trembling with fear. Her vision was wavering, there was a hissing sound in her ears, and she heard her own pulse tap-tapping impossibly fast. She closed her eyes for a moment, gasping for breath.

Slowly, she managed to calm herself. Then she saw in her imagination the image of her father, bleeding, and her mother running in fear. Laena moaned and opened her eyes, afraid that she would find White Bear hunters scrambling toward her through the snow, poised to attack her.

But the land, here, was peaceful. The wind blew, raising white dust from the snowy ridges. Nothing else moved in the stillness.

Laena finally managed to slow her breathing and her heartbeats. She felt Moru clinging to her, and when she looked down, she found the little girl staring up at her with wide, fearful eyes.

“Don’t worry.” Laena’s voice sounded strained. It was an effort to speak. She hugged Moru, trying to comfort her. “We’re safe, now, little one.”

And yet, she knew it might not be true. If her father, and her mother, and Elbrau, and Gorag, and all the other people of her tribe were dead—how could she hope to survive here in the wilderness?
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Chapter Two
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“I’m cold.” Moru’s voice sounded small and scared. She clutched Laena’s furs and pressed herself close, and Laena felt the little girl trembling. Their panic-stricken run across the slopes had warmed them at first, but that warmth was fading fast.

Laena still felt stunned by what she had seen. More than that, though, she felt scared, as she started to think about the situation they were in. She had perspired heavily while she ran, and her undergarments, fashioned from caribou hide, now felt clammy against her skin. That made them useless as a barrier against the sub-freezing temperatures. If she didn’t have a fire to warm herself, and shelter from the weather, she might not live through the night. Nor was night time far away: the land still lay in winter’s grip, and the days were short.

But what could she do? Jalenau had driven the Panther people out of their camp. She felt sure that he and his hunters would still be there, guarding it, while the Panther people who had survived—if there were any—fled for their lives. How could she hope to find them?

Moru’s hands clenched on Laena’s arm. “Laena, I’m cold!”

Laena sat up. If her mother or her father were still alive, they’d be looking for her. But where?

Laena made up her mind. “We must follow our tracks back the way we came.”

“No!” Moru screamed. Her fingers clenched tighter. “They’ll kill us!”

“Not if we hide from them,” she said, with more confidence than she felt. “Listen, we can’t stay here. I don’t have any firesticks to start a fire, and we don’t have any weapons, and even if we did, neither of us would know how to use it. Come on!” And she dragged the little girl out of the snow cave.

Reluctantly, Moru followed Laena back toward the summit of the nearest hill, retracing their tracks in the snow. Laena moved cautiously, watching for the slightest sign of life. She still felt deeply scared. How strange it was that not so long ago, she’d wanted to hide from her family. Suddenly, everything had been turned upside down. She felt the lack of her people and her home like a terrible aching void inside her.

“Where are we?” Moru’s voice sounded plaintive. 

Laena scanned the landscape. “We came further than I thought,” she said. “But the river lies that way.” She pointed beyond the next ridge.

Moru started forward, but this time Laena held her back. She strained her ears, listening for the faintest sound. She looked all around, watching for the smallest movement. “All right. Slowly, now.”

Together they trekked across the white wilderness. The snow here was deep, which made walking very difficult. The exercise warmed Laena a little, but she knew it was a false warmth. She was using more of her precious reserves of energy, and when she stopped again, the cold would seem even fiercer than it had before.

Finally they saw the river at the bottom of the next valley. Laena stopped and listened. She held her breath as she heard faint rustling sounds in the far distance.

There was something moving along the opposite bank of the river. Something far larger than a man. It was a mammoth, a young bull, ambling along, ripping up clumps of dry grass. It swung the clumps with its trunk and beat them against its legs to knock off clods of frozen earth before it crammed the grass into its mouth.

Laena waited respectfully for the mammoth to pass. As she watched it she felt some faint hope. Maybe its calm strength was a sign—an omen telling her that she, too, should be strong.

With Moru at her side, she picked her way slowly down the slope. Finally she reached the river and started toward the Panther camp. She passed the rock where Elbrau had sat, and she found herself wishing she could somehow turn time backward. Everything had seemed so easy and so reassuring, earlier in the day. But in retrospect, she saw that the safety she had felt had been an illusion.

She crept among the saplings and the tall grass, picking her way back toward the camp. It was hard, very hard, to go near the place where she had seen such terrible things. She had to pause for a moment and try to calm herself, try to drive out of her mind the visions of blood and death.

Maybe she could pretend that the massacre had been just a figment of her imagination. She imagined returning, finding her mother roasting fresh meat, her father sharpening his spear, children playing around the fire—

No; if she was going to survive, she would have to face the truth of what had happened. She would have to—

“Kaelie!”

The word was a whisper, but it made Laena jump. With her heart racing, she dropped into a defensive crouch and turned quickly, searching for any sign of life among the saplings.

“Kaelie!” The voice came again.

“Who’s there?” she hissed.

“Jobia. By the river.”

She saw him, then, hiding behind a snow-topped boulder. He was a young hunter from her tribe, only a year older than herself. She usually made a point of avoiding him, because he was boastful and he was a bully, always picking on her and teasing her when the adults weren’t looking. At this moment, though, his presence made her feel a great wave of relief.

She hurried toward him, pulling Moru after her. As she came closer, she saw that his face and furs were smeared with dirt. One of his mittens had been sliced open, and it was crusted with blood. Otherwise, though, he seemed unharmed.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered. 

“I was sent to keep watch. You realize the White Bears are in our camp? You’d have been killed if you’d gone back there.”

Laena’s feeling of relief was swept away as quickly as it had come, giving way to irritation. “Of course I realize. Where are my father and mother? Where are all our people?”

Jobia held up his hand. “Not so loud!”

Her voice had been no louder than his. She tried to hold back her anger. “My father and mother,” she persisted. “Are they alive?”

Jobia gave a curt nod. “I saw your mother with the rest of them. They’re hiding that way.” He jerked his head down-river. “Beside the little creek. You know, Jalenau speared your father. He’s badly wounded.”

“Yes,” said Laena. “I saw it happen.” And she felt tears in the corners of the eyes as she remembered her father’s shout of pain. She shook her head quickly, determined that Jobia shouldn’t see her showing any sign of weakness.

But he wasn’t paying attention. “I fought to the last,” he told her. “My spear tasted Bear blood today. Two dead, and two wounded.” He held up his mitten. “One of them sliced my hand, but it didn’t stop me.”

She glared at him. “So you’re a man, now, is that it?”

He stiffened, not liking her tone of voice. “Yes, why not? I fought like a man.”

“And now you’re hiding like a rabbit.”

Jobia scowled at her. His hand tightened on his spear. “You listen to me,” he began.

“Take us to the creek,” Moru interrupted him. “Take us there!” She grabbed Jobia’s arm and shook it from side to side. “I want my mother!”

Jobia gave a grunt of irritation. He jerked his arm out of Moru’s grip, and glared at Laena. “First, you apologize.”

Laena felt her anger rise up again—then realized it was foolish and pointless to squabble with this boy. She wasn’t angry with him; she was angry with Jalenau and his tribe, for what they had done. So why take it out on Jobia?

With difficulty, she suppressed her emotions. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. After all, it wasn’t his fault.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll take you. Come on.”

She took Moru’s hand and they followed Jobia back along the river, pausing often to look and listen. They reached the creek, finally, and branched up it, wending their way between hillsides that closed in either side, till the creek became just a narrow brook between steep walls of rock.

It was a long, slow walk. The light began to fade, and Laena started feeling cold again. Her stomach was empty—but she knew there would be no food for her tonight.

The valley opened out ahead, and Jobia held up his hand. They paused, hearing faint noises ahead. Jobia made the sound of a mountain cat, and an answering call came from some bushes ahead. There was the figure of a man, there, hiding among the vegetation. As they advanced toward him, Laena realized it was Gorag, their chieftain.

The sight of him made her feel a little better. He had been a strong leader, over the years. Surely, he would know what to do.

But when she looked at him she saw that his face was smeared with blood and there was a strange blankness in his eyes. Suddenly she remembered seeing him backing away, then running from the battle.

“So you’re alive, after all,” he said. He eyed her without any emotion that she could see—no pleasure, no warmth. “Go on,” he said. “Go to your parents.” And he looked away.

“His wife was killed in the fighting,” Jobia whispered to Laena as they moved on by. “His sister, too.” 

“He should have defended them,” Laena said.

“He did! He fought fiercely!”

She looked at Jobiah’s face. He was glaring at her, full of righteousness. Was it possible that he’d seen more she had? Laena felt confused. She didn’t know what to think. “I’m sure you’re right,” she said diplomatically.

Jobia led them ahead to a place where the river was broad and shallow, and tall reeds stood amid pools of ice and frozen mud. A small fire was burning, fueled with the reeds. Here, at last, were the remnants of the Panther People. Laena stopped, not wanting to believe what she saw. She counted eight adults and four children, here in this frozen marsh, hunched in their furs, trying to warm themselves around the pitiful fire.

Laena had known her share of hardship, especially when the tribe made its annual pilgrimage to and from the summer hunting grounds. Life in the arctic wilderness was often uncomfortable. But she had never known a catastrophe like this. In the space of an afternoon, everything that she trusted had been proved false; everything she relied on had been snatched away.

Moru, meanwhile, was running forward. Laena watched as the little girl seized hold of one of the huddled women, who turned to her with a startled cry.

Slowly, as if she was awakening from a dream, Laena realized she was looking at her own mother.
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Chapter Three
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Laena felt suddenly weak. She almost collapsed as her mother turned to her and seized her with one arm while she hugged Moru with the other. Moru was sobbing with relief. Laena felt like crying herself as her mother crooned to her, smiling down at her, wrapping her furs around her.

Then Laena saw Henik looming over her, weak and pale from loss of blood. He laid his heavy arm around Laena’s shoulders and she saw gladness soften the grim lines in his face.

For a moment, she felt all her anxiety and her grief drain away. But then she remembered where she was, and she looked around at the rest of the Panther people. Elbrau was coming toward her, limping from a wound in his thigh. Two of the women were so badly injured that they were barely able to move. The children were unhurt, but they stared at Laena with dull eyes, and none of them said a word.

Everyone, she saw, was stricken with despair. Nor were they grieving just for the people who had died; they were scared for themselves. Only three men were left alive, and of them, Gorag was the only one who still had most of his strength. He couldn’t possibly kill enough game to feed seven adults and four children. Nor could they survive for long without proper protection from the weather.

“Is there any news of our hunters?” she asked, looking hopefully from Henik to Elbrau. 

“No sign,” Henik said. He nodded toward Jobia. “Arla sent the young one, here, to watch our camp in case they, or you, or anyone else tried to return.”

A muscle twitched in Jobia’s face. He obviously didn’t enjoy being reminded of his youth. “I did my duty,” he said. His voice rose defiantly. “I brought you your daughters, and I protected them along the way.”

Henik smiled faintly. “Indeed that’s so. I’m grateful to you, young Jobia.”

Jobia stared at Henik as if he couldn’t decide whether he was making fun of him. But Arla stepped between them. “We have work to do before darkness sets in,” she said. “Moru, stay here with your father, see that he’s warm, and bring him water if he needs it. He’s more badly hurt than he admits. Laena, come with me.”

Her mother’s tone was so stern, Laena felt stung by it. “Why are you angry?” she said, as she followed Arla away. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

Arla turned abruptly. She laid her hand on Laena’s shoulder. “Of course I’m happy to see you. It has taken a weight from my heart, Laena. But we have to be practical, now. We can’t let ourselves feel too much. We have to survive. You understand?”

Laena nodded slowly.

“Come.” Arla’s hand was firm on Laena’s shoulder. “Sela died earlier. She’s over by the creek. She won’t be needing her furs, now, so we’ll use them to wrap the people who are wounded. They’ll be feeling the cold, tonight.”

Numbly, Laena followed her mother toward the creek. Sela was lying on her back beside the ice. Laena approached her and paused, staring down at her face. Sela had been her aunt; her mother’s sister. And now, in an instant, Sela was like a beast felled by a hunter’s spear.

Arla’s face was enigmatic as she pressed a flint knife into Laena’s hand. “Slit her furs with this. Cut out any pieces that are thick with blood, and throw them away. Bring the rest to me.”

“Wait!” Laena clutched at her.

Arla paused. She waited. 

“What—” Laena tried to steady her voice. “What’s going to happen to us?”

Arla said nothing. Her expression didn’t change.

“We don’t have any food,” Laena went on. “We don’t have any tents. How can we—”

“Tonight, we’ll huddle together for warmth. Tomorrow, we’ll decide whether to stay here and hope the White Bears don’t find us, or trek to our summer camp.”

Laena tried to imagine either of the possibilities. She shook her head. “But we can’t—”

Arla seized her suddenly and gave her a little shake. “We’ll do whatever we can, for as long as we can. Do you want us to lie down and die?”

Laena looked up into her mother’s fierce eyes. Arla was right; they had to fight, no matter how hopeless it seemed. “I’ll try,” Laena said.

Arla gave her a quick hug. “Good. I’m proud of you, Laena.” She turned, then, and strode away among the tall reeds.

Grimly, Laena crouched down beside Sela’s body. She took a firm grip on the flint knife, then sawed through the stitches of sinew at the shoulder seams. In the fading light, it was hard to see what she was doing. But she had skinned game often enough, and her fingers guided her with practiced skill as she moved the blade.

The outer robes fell loose as she sliced apart the seam along Sela’s left side. Laena peeled the furs away, rolled them up, and set them on the ground.

Under her furs, Sela wore the summer pelts of caribou. The sinew stitches were newer, here, and they resisted Laena’s knife. She sat back on her heels and nibbled the flint blade, snapping off tiny flakes between her teeth. Then she continued her grim work, trying not to think about the awfulness of what she was doing.

Finally she lifted the caribou skins. She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t stop herself. Sela’s body was a pale shape in the deepening twilight, and Laena saw the woman’s belt around her waist. The twined, knotted thongs were shiny from years of rubbing and polishing against her skin. The mellow richness of mammoth ivory beads trailed across the belt in a complex pattern—meaningless to anyone save Sela—and here and there a piece of quartz gleamed dully.

Laena felt awed by the care and craft that had gone into the belt. At the same time, she felt ashamed. She shouldn’t be staring at something so private. Quickly, she cut the belt loose. Normally it would have been laid to rest with Sela, returning her spirit to the earth, from where it had came. But there was no time for that, and no way to dig a hole in the frozen earth. Laena hesitated, then coiled the belt and thrust it under some loose stones close by. That would have to do.

Laena turned back to the furs, gathered them in her arms, and stood up. Before she could move, she heard footsteps approaching. Her mother up in the semidarkness, with Jobia at her side.

“Leave the furs here for now,” Arla said. “We have another chore to do.”

Laena slowly set the furs back on the ground. She wasn’t sure she could face another job like this. 

“The night beasts—the jackals and the wolves—they’ll be lured by the smell of our blood,” Arla went on. There was a new tension in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “We must find something that will distract them. You take hold of Sela’s legs. Jobia and I will take her arms.”

Gradually, Laena made sense of what her mother was saying. “You want to feed Sela to the animals?”

“Her soul has no use for her body, now. She must serve those of us who still live. Come on, Laena.”

Arla’s voice was as stern as ever. Dumbly, Laena stooped and lifted her aunt’s ankles. Together, the three of them dragged Sela up the slope, into the wilderness.

Laena found herself staring down at Sela, wondering how it was that life could be stolen away so suddenly. Did the spirit really live on, as her people believed? As she stared at Sela, she suddenly found herself doubting the truth of it. Sela was dead; it was as simple as that.

“Leave her here,” Jobia said. “A few paces upwind from that rock.”

Arla paused. “Why here?”

Jobia surveyed the hillside. The snow gleamed eerily in the last light from the darkening sky. “That rock can hide me tonight. I’ll wait beside it, and any beast that comes close will taste the point of my spear.”

Arla grunted in disapproval. “What if it’s a fanged cat? Or a bear? One spear won’t discourage them. It’ll just make them eager for your blood.”

Jobia shook his head. “I’ll hunt tonight. You’ll see.”

Arla didn’t argue further. Laena wasn’t surprised; it was the way of things for a woman to obey the word of a man. Jobia hadn’t gone through the coming-of-age ceremony, but as he’d said himself, he deserved to be treated as a man now that he’d fought beside other men.

Laena felt herself wondering why it should be this way. Now that her life was in turmoil, she was asking questions that she had never thought of before. Why should Arla defer to Jobia? She was a wise woman, and she was more than twice his age. Why was a woman’s place by the hearth, while only men were fit to become hunters? The tribe would be safer, now, if women knew how to use spears. They could all hunt game, and they could have defended themselves against the White Bears.

She looked at Jobia. He was bigger than she was, and stronger. But she didn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t learn to use a spear as well as he did—if she were ever given the chance.

She was deep in thought as she followed Jobia and her mother back to the rest of the tribe. But her thoughtfulness didn’t last long. There was more work to do, making beds of branches and reeds and laying furs across them for the wounded to lie on.

One of the wounded women was Jobia’s mother, a woman named Heese. She complained about the pain from deep gashes in her abdomen. Jobia had lost his father two years ago in a hunting accident, and his mother was the last of his kin. Perhaps, Laena thought, it was only natural that he wanted to feel strong and impress people as a man.

The other wounded woman, Hirgar, was unconscious. Her skin was hot to the touch, despite the cold air, and Laena didn’t think she would last through the night. She was a cousin of Gorag, and the Chieftain came over and sat beside her for a while. But he still seemed distracted. In the light from the moon, Laena saw him staring across the frozen marsh, back toward the land he had lost.

“Gorag seems strange,” Laena whispered to her father, as they lay down together with the rest of the tribe, huddling beside the fire, trying to conserve their warmth.

“He’s grieving for his kin,” Henik murmured to her.

But was that really the reason? If he had truly cared for his wife and his sister, wouldn’t he have tried harder to defend them?

Then she remembered Gorag stepping away from Henik, leaving him unprotected in front of Jalenau. “Father—”

“Quiet, child. Let’s sleep while we can.”

For a moment, her spirit of rebellion rose up inside her. She wasn’t a child. She shouldn’t have to obey his orders.

But he was wounded, she reminded herself. He needed to rest.

“Be thankful, Laena,” her mother murmured. “Our family is still whole. Thank fate for that.”

“Yes, Mother,” she whispered. And yet—why should she be thankful? Her whole world had been destroyed. Her stomach was empty, and she might die with the last remnants of her people in this frozen swamp.

She struggled to quieten her thoughts. No one else seemed to be having any trouble staying awake. The people of the tribe were lying quietly, and all she could hear was their slow, heavy breathing. That was a peaceful sound, reminding her of all the nights she had spent in her tent with her parents. And so, finally, Laena managed to slip into a fretful sleep.

Some time later she woke to find the black sky flickering with colored curtains of light. Her father was standing, silhouetted against the radiance. She cried out and reached for him, afraid that he was leaving her.

He stooped and touched her face. “Shh. It’s my turn to stand guard. Sleep, Laena. Things will be better tomorrow.”

She wanted to trust the truth of his words. She wanted to be comforted by him as she always had been. But her faith had been damaged. She was no longer a child, and she no longer trusted fate. Even her father’s words now sounded empty to her ears.
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Chapter Four
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Laena woke to find her mother shaking her shoulder. “Up, child.” Arla’s voice was as stern as it had been the day before. “There’s a lot to be done.”

Laena struggled onto her feet—and found that she could barely stand. Her legs were stiff and her feet were numb from the cold. She felt light-headed and her belly ached with hunger. She blinked, looking around. A heavy gray mist lay over the frozen creek, and the sky was thick with clouds.

“Fetch fuel for a fire,” her mother was saying. “Make sure you get dry tinder. If there’s too much smoke, the White Bears will have no trouble finding us.”

Laena nodded blearily. “Yes, Mother.” She looked around. “Can Moru—”

“No, Moru can’t help you. She has to help skinning the beast.”

“The beast?” Laena’s eyes widened. 

“Jobia did as he promised, last night. We have fresh game. A mountain lion, would you believe? Get busy, child, if you want breakfast!”

Laena saw several women crouching on the ground nearby, working with their knives. She moved closer. The lion was thin and old, and one of its feet seemed to have been crushed in an accident from years ago. But it was truly a lion, nonetheless.

“I told you,” said a voice.

Laena turned and found Jobia behind her. He looked pale, exhausted from his night vigil. But he stood proud, and he eyed her in a knowing way that made her want to hide herself from him.

It made her angry that he could have such an effect, just by the way he stared at her. “How much help did you need to kill that cat?” she snapped at him.

“I needed no help!” He stepped forward and his hand flew out, too quickly for Laena to dodge. He flipped her hood back, grabbed her by her hair, and hauled her toward him. “It seems to me, you need a lesson in respect.”

Laena found her face close to his. She groped in her pouch, pulled out her knife, and brought it up with its point toward his face. It was an impulsive gesture, not at all the kind of thing she would normally have done. She had changed, she realized, in the short time since the White Bears had attacked.

“Laena!” It was Arla’s voice. “Laena, the fire needs fuel.”

“Let me go,” Laena hissed.

Jobia stared at the blade. He didn’t seem scared by it, but he was certainly surprised. Slowly, he released his grip. “You’d better put that knife away.” He drew himself up. “What do you know about using a blade?”

Laena realized she was trembling. Never before had she threatened one of her tribe. Feeling confused, she turned away. She thrust her knife back in her bag, pulled her hood tight around her face, and trudged out to look for the dry tinder that they needed.
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A little later, the fire was burning brightly. When its heat had softened the frozen ground, its ashes were swept aside and the women used their hands to scoop out a shallow pit in the marshy soil. Children brought water to fill the pit, and a fresh fire was built nearby. This was used to heat stones brought from beside the creek, and the hot stones were dropped in the water. Soon the water was simmering, and the people of the tribe gathered around.

Strips of meat were spitted on spears and toasted over the flames. As was his right, Jobia called names and handed out the sizzling meat as it became ready. He stinted no one—but he used his privilege to see that Laena was the last to get a share.

For a time everyone was silent, greedily tearing at the food and satisfying their grinding hunger. Then they drank from the hot water; then they ate some more; and then they used what was left of the water to wash themselves and clean their wounds.

Finally, Gorag addressed them. He no longer had the lost look that Laena had seen the previous night. He stood tall, and he spoke with conviction.

“People,” he said, standing before them. “First let us pay tribute to the young man who has brought us this feast.” He gestured to Jobia, who stood up looking solemn, with his head held high. “He listened to the lessons I taught him as a hunter, and he learned them well. There’s no doubt, now, that he has become a man entitled to our respect. This I have said, and it is so.”

The people of the tribe nodded and murmured assent. The big cat had been old and crippled, but killing it had been a real challenge for just one man, nonetheless. At the same time, Laena found herself wondering when Gorag had ever bothered to give Jobia any lessons in hunting. It had been Yorenah, one of the missing hunters, who had trained Jobia after the boy’s father had died.

“Now,” said Gorag, slowly rubbing his palms together. “We have a difficult choice. I’ve thought hard on this, and I’ve spoken with Elbrau and Henik. I’ve looked at the signs. If we stay here, the White Bears will probably find us after a few days. If we return to our camp, they’ll kill us; there’s no doubt of that. So we really have no choice. We must go to our summer camp, foraging as we can along the way.” He paused to let that sink in. “If anyone wishes to speak, now is the time.”

Henik stood up. “What about the people who are too weak to travel?” He gestured to his own wounded shoulder.” I can make it myself, but your own cousin is still in a coma. And Jobia’s mother, Heese, is too weak to walk.”

Gorag gazed at Henik calmly. “My cousin Hirgar has passed on.”

There was a surprised murmur from the people gathered around.

“But I fed her just a short while ago,” Arla protested. 

“She has passed on,” Gorag repeated. His tone was harsh, and there was a hardness in his eyes. “I did what had to be done.”

There was a sudden silence. Everyone stared at him. 

Gorag nodded slowly. “It wasn’t easy, but there was no other way. We aren’t strong enough to care for people who can’t fend for themselves.” He bared his teeth, and Laena flinched as she saw the fierceness in his scarred, bruised face. “Does anyone question that? Do any of you doubt my wisdom?” And he turned slowly, staring at each in turn.

No one spoke. Henik and Elbrau were the only other full-grown men, and they were both weakened by their wounds. No one else would challenge the chieftain.

But Jobia spoke up. “What of my mother?” he said. His voice sounded higher pitched than normal, and Laena saw the way he nervously gripped his spear. “Would you have me kill her, as you killed Hirgar?”

Once again, silence descended over the tribe. The only sound was the crackling and hissing of the fire.

Gorag stared steadily at Jobia. Laena expected him to discipline the boy for speaking so insolently, but when the chieftain spoke, his voice was calm. “Clearly,” said Gorag, “your mother cannot travel with us.”

Jobia slammed the butt of his spear down into the dirt. “No!” he shouted.

Henik stepped forward, quickly putting himself between the two of them. “There’s another way,” he said. “We can rest here until Heese regains her strength—” 

Gorag gestured dismissively. “That will take days. The White Bears don’t have far to come. They’ll find us, and they’ll kill us.” He folded his arms. “We must move on. This I have said, and it is so.”

“I will not leave my mother!” Jobia shouted.

“We could build a sled for Heese, to take her with us,” said Henik.

There was a murmuring of agreement, at this. Gorag stared slowly around the group, weighing their mood. He scowled. “All right, build the sled. But it’ll slow us down. To save one person’s life, we may all end up dying.”

“We’ll manage,” said Jobia. “I’ll drag the sled myself if I have to.”

Henik stepped closer to Gorag. He nodded respectfully. “It’s a wise chieftain,” he said quietly, “who bends to the will of his people.”

Gorag stared at Henik for a moment, then turned away. He raised his spear and stabbed it into the ground, then bent and used his knife to carve a line in the earth. “When the shadow of my spear touches this line, we’ll set off on our journey. We’ll cross the river and make camp beyond the Eastern Hills before night. This I have said, and it is so.”
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After the meeting had broken up, Laena went to Hirgar. The woman was lying in furs that Laena had wrapped around her the previous night—the same furs she had cut from Sela’s body. And now Hirgar herself was dead. There was a deep slash at either side of her neck where Gorag had opened the skin with his knife. Already, her blood was freezing on the ground.

“He had no right. A leader doesn’t murder his own people. His own kin, even!”

Laena turned and saw Jobia standing over her. She felt such a confused mixture of emotions, she didn’t know what to say.

“Help me, Kaelie, to build a sled to carry my mother.”

Laena felt a twist of resentment. “My name is Laena, not Kaelie. And building things is man’s work.” She got up and walked away, heading toward the creek.

Behind her, she heard him make a noise of disgust. But she was not in a mood to do him any favors, or ally herself with him against Gorag. And she needed time to think.

She sat a while beside the frozen creek, fingering the beads of the unfinished belt in her catskin pouch. The belt was like a link with her past, when everything had seemed simple and she had always known what to expect. There had been rituals to mark the passing of the seasons, and ceremonies to signify the transitions in a person’s life.

That was over, now. Those times were gone. Moved by a sudden impulse, Laena gathered up the unfinished belt and the ivory beads. She drew her arm back, then hurled them out across the creek. For a moment she felt a stab of regret, as the beads scattered across the ice and the belt itself whirled away, disappearing into a fissure between two floes. But then Laena felt a weight lifting off her. She was free to live from day to day, now, in whatever way seemed best.

Behind her, she heard activity in the marshy hollow. Jobia had persuaded Henik and Elbrau to help him, and they were fashioning a sled by lashing the boughs of some thin saplings between a pair of spears.

Laena walked back and watched as Sela’s furs were spread across the saplings and Heese was lifted onto the rough bed. Her eyes were closed, and a rasping sound came from her throat as she took slow, weak breaths.

Two of the women hacked the last of the lion’s meat from its bones, wrapped the meat in the beast’s own skin, and fastened it to the sled. Finally, Gorag called them all around him.

“It is time,” he said, pointing to the shadow on the ground. Once again, he stared at them each in turn. “This is our greatest test. We must be brave and strong and determined. If anyone doubts that we should make this journey, he should stay here. There will be no room for doubt when we’re on our way.”

The people of the tribe stood in silence. No one moved.

“Elbrau,” Gorag called, “are you pledged to our people?”

The flintknapper gave a curt nod. “I am.”

“Henik?”

Henik sighed. There was a deep weariness in his face. “You know it is so.”

“Jobia?”

Jobia stared directly back at Gorag. “I am pledged,” he said. His expression was unreadable.

“Good,” said Gorag. Unexpectedly, he smiled, and Laena saw the strength and cunning in his old face. It occurred to her that he must have known that Jobia wouldn’t leave his own mother to die. The way Gorag had arranged it, it was Jobia’s responsibility, now, that Hirgar was coming with them, and Jobia would be to blame if the burden was too heavy. On the other hand, if the trek was successful, Gorag would take the credit for leading it.

“The journey will be hard,” Gorag was saying. “But we are the Panther people. We are strong. We will prevail.”

Everyone raised their arms and gave a cheer—a subdued cheer, for even now they were conscious that their enemies might be close enough to hear them. But Laena saw new hope in the faces of the people as they got ready to leave. She wished she could share it herself. She knew how arduous the trek would be, and she wondered how many of the people smiling around her would still be alive when they reached their destination.
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They walked down the creek in single file, moving cautiously, pausing often to scan the land on either side. Soon they reached the Great River; and here, they paused to assess the obstacle blocking their path.

The river was wide, and it was burdened with treacherous, jumbled ice. Normally, no one would attempt to cross it till the ice broke up in the Spring thaw. But now, they had no choice.

Gorag lowered himself cautiously and started picking his way over the ice, testing it with the point of his spear. Elbrau followed him, and then Jobia, dragging Heese on the sled. They placed their feet with elaborate care; but even so, Jobia twice lost his balance and fell. The sled fell with him, jostling Heese, who groaned faintly.

Laena herself started across, holding her mother’s arm with one hand and Moru with the other. They had gone just five paces when a sudden cracking sound made them stop motionless.

Moru let out a terrified wail. Laena turned to her and hugged her close, trying to quieten her. “The ice speaks loudly in this season,” she said. “Don’t you remember, from last Spring?”

As the days grew a little warmer, the ice started shifting and grinding against itself. Sometimes, when the pressure was too great, weaker sections were crushed. The noise was explosive, resounding across the entire width of the river. In a month from now, when the spring melt came, the booming, cracking sounds would go on for days at a time.

Cautiously, they continued on across the river. It seemed to take an eternity. Once Laena stepped on a section of ice that seemed solid, only to find that it was a thin shell. Her foot plunged through and a whole section gave way, sending her falling into a cavity beneath. She would have been swallowed whole if her mother hadn’t been holding her. As it was, she felt as if her arm had been wrenched out of its socket.

It was an immense relief when they climbed the bank on the opposite side. One by one they reached safety and gathered around Gorag, who stood grinning, slapping the shoulders of each one who reached him.

“The omens are good,” he said, when the last of the stragglers had arrived.

People were laughing with relief. It truly seemed as if the spirits were smiling on them. No one had been injured on the ice, and the river lay between as a barrier, keeping them safe from their enemies.

But Laena still felt fearful. She wondered why she experienced such a strange, dark foreboding. Was it merely her imagination—or did she sense a fate that the others were too blind to see?
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Chapter Five
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Laena bit a mouthful from the chunk of meat she had warmed over the fire and chewed it slowly, tormented by the unbearable temptation to swallow the precious food. She felt the women of the tribe staring at her, some of them with suspicion, some of them with revulsion. She ignored them as best she could and bent down over Heese where the woman lay in the sled, her breath coming in shallow gasps.

Repressing her squeamishness, Laena pressed her mouth to the injured woman and forced the chewed food between her lips. Heese swallowed feebly but greedily, and Laena felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. She was treating the woman as if she were a child that was being weaned. But no one else was willing to make the effort, and Laena could not bear to see Heese die for lack of human kindness.

The meat was the last from the mountain lion that Jobia had killed. Laena had to think for a moment to remember how long ago that had been. Three days? The time was blurring together, now, in an unchanging vista of gray, gravelly soil streaked with snow. They were trekking across a featureless plain that seemed as if it stretched without a break to the horizon, and beyond.

There were hardly any animals in this wilderness. The reason was simple: without hills there were no banks of drifted snow, without snow there was little water, without water there were no plants, and if there were
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