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  Chapter 1


  Trembling with fear, Ayla clung to the tall man beside her as she watched the strangers approach. Jondalar put his arm around her protectively, but she still shook.


  He’s so big! Ayla thought, gaping at the man in the lead, the one with hair and beard the colour of fire. She had never seen anyone so big. He even made Jondalar seem small, though the man who held her towered over most men. The red-haired man coming towards them was more than tall; he was huge, a bear of a man. His neck bulged, his chest could have filled out two ordinary men, his massive biceps matched most men’s thighs.


  Ayla glanced at Jondalar and saw no fear in his face, but his smile was guarded. They were strangers, and in his long travels he had learned to be wary of strangers.


  ‘I don’t recall seeing you before,’ the big man said without preamble. ‘What Camp are you from?’ He did not speak Jondalar’s language, Ayla noticed, but one of the others he had been teaching her.


  ‘No Camp,’ Jondalar said. ‘We are not Mamutoi.’ He unclasped Ayla and took a step forward, holding out both hands, palms upwards showing he was hiding nothing, in the greeting of friendliness. ‘I am Jondalar of the Zelandonii.’


  The hands were not accepted. ‘Zelandonii? That’s a strange . . . Wait, weren’t there two foreign men staying with those river people that live to the west? It seems to me the name I heard was something like that.’


  ‘Yes, my brother and I lived with them,’ Jondalar conceded.


  The man with the flaming beard looked thoughtful for a while, then, unexpectedly, he lunged for Jondalar and grabbed the tall blond man in a bone-crunching bear hug.


  ‘Then we are related!’ he boomed, a broad smile warming his face. ‘Tholie is the daughter of my cousin!’


  Jondalar’s smile returned, a little shaken. ‘Tholie! A Mamutoi woman named Tholie was my brother’s crossmate! She taught me your language.’


  ‘Of course! I told you. We are related.’ He grasped the hands that Jondalar had extended in friendship, which he had rejected before. ‘I am Talut, headman of the Lion Camp.’


  Everyone was smiling, Ayla noticed. Talut beamed a grin at her, then eyed her appreciatively. ‘I see you are not travelling with a brother now,’ he said to Jondalar.


  Jondalar put his arm around her again, and she noticed a fleeting look of pain wrinkle his brow before he spoke. ‘This is Ayla.’


  ‘It’s an unusual name. Is she of the river people?’


  Jondalar was taken aback by the abruptness of his questioning, then, remembering Tholie, he smiled inwardly. The short, stocky woman he knew bore little resemblance to the great hulk of a man standing there on the river bank, but they were chipped from the same flint. They both had the same direct approach, the same unselfconscious – almost ingenuous – candour. He didn’t know what to say. Ayla was not going to be easy to explain.


  ‘No, she has been living in a valley some days’ journey from here.’


  Talut looked puzzled. ‘I have not heard of a woman with her name living nearby. Are you sure she is Mamutoi?’


  ‘I’m sure she is not.’


  ‘Then who are her people? Only we who hunt mammoth live in this region.’


  ‘I have no people,’ Ayla said, lifting her chin with a touch of defiance.


  Talut appraised her shrewdly. She had spoken the words in his language, but the quality of her voice and the way she made the sounds were . . . strange. Not unpleasant, but unusual. Jondalar spoke with the accent of a language foreign to him; the difference in the way she spoke went beyond accent. Talut’s interest was piqued.


  ‘Well, this is no place to talk,’ Talut said, finally. ‘Nezzie will give me the Mother’s own wrath if I don’t invite you to visit. Visitors always bring a little excitement, and we haven’t had visitors for a while. The Lion Camp would welcome you, Jondalar of the Zelandonii, and Ayla of No People. Will you come?’


  ‘What do you say, Ayla? Would you like to visit?’ Jondalar asked, switching to Zelandonii so she could answer truthfully without fear of offending. ‘Isn’t it time you met your own kind? Isn’t that what Iza told you to do? Find your own people?’ He didn’t want to seem too eager, but after so long without anyone else to talk to, he was anxious to visit.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said, frowning with indecision. ‘What will they think of me? He wanted to know who my people were. I don’t have any people any more. What if they don’t like me?’


  ‘They will like you, Ayla, believe me. I know they will. Talut invited you, didn’t he? It didn’t matter to him that you have no people. Besides, you’ll never know if they will accept you – or if you will like them – if you don’t give them a chance. These are the kind of people you should have grown up with, you know. We don’t have to stay long. We can leave any time.’


  ‘We can leave any time?’


  ‘Of course.’


  Ayla looked down at the ground, trying to make up her mind. She wanted to go with them; she felt an attraction to these people, and a curiosity to know more about them, but she felt a tight knot of fear in her stomach. She glanced up and saw two shaggy steppe horses grazing on the rich grass of the plain near the river, and her fear intensified.


  ‘What about Whinney! What will we do with her? What if they want to kill her? I can’t let anyone hurt Whinney!’


  Jondalar hadn’t thought about Whinney. What would they think? he wondered. ‘I don’t know what they will do, Ayla, but I don’t think they would kill her if we tell them she is special and not meant for food.’ He remembered his surprise, and his initial feeling of awe over Ayla’s relationship with the horse. It would be interesting to see their reaction. ‘I have an idea.’


  Talut did not understand what Ayla and Jondalar said to each other, but he knew the woman was reluctant, and the man was trying to coax her. He also noticed that she spoke with the same unusual accent, even in his language. His language, the headman realised, but not hers.


  He was pondering the enigma of the woman with a certain relish – he enjoyed the new and unusual; the inexplicable challenged him. But then the mystery took on an entirely new dimension. Ayla whistled, loud and shrill. Suddenly, a hay-coloured mare and a colt of an unusually deep shade of brown galloped into their midst, directly to the woman, and stood quietly while she touched them! The big man suppressed a shudder of awe. This was beyond anything he had ever known.


  Was she Mamut? he wondered, with growing apprehension. One with special powers? Many of Those Who Served the Mother claimed magic to call animals and direct the hunt, but he had never seen anyone with such control over animals that they would come at a signal. She had a unique talent. It was a little frightening – but think how much a Camp could benefit from such talent. Kills could be so easy!


  Just as Talut was getting over the shock, the young woman gave him another. Holding on to the mare’s stiff stand-up mane, she sprang up on the back of the horse and sat astride her. The big man’s mouth gaped open in astonishment as the horse with Ayla on her back galloped along the edge of the river. With the colt following behind, they raced up the slope to the steppes beyond. The wonder in Talut’s eyes was shared by the rest of the band, particularly a young girl of twelve years. She edged towards the headman and leaned against him as though for support.


  ‘How did she do that, Talut?’ the girl asked, in a small voice that held surprise and awe, and a tinge of yearning. ‘That little horse, he was so close, I could almost have touched him.’


  Talut’s expression softened. ‘You’ll have to ask her, Latie. Or, perhaps, Jondalar,’ he said, turning to the tall stranger.


  ‘I’m not sure myself,’ he replied. ‘Ayla has a special way with animals. She raised Whinney from a foal.’


  ‘Whinney?’


  ‘That’s as close as I can say the name she has given the mare. When she says it, you’d think she was a horse. The colt is Racer. I named him – she asked me to. That’s Zelandonii for someone who runs fast. It also means someone who tries hard to be best. The first time I saw Ayla, she was helping the mare deliver the colt.’


  ‘That must have been a sight! I wouldn’t think a mare would let anyone get close to her at that time,’ one of the other men said.


  The riding demonstration had the effect Jondalar had hoped for, and he thought the time was right to bring up Ayla’s concern. ‘I think she’d like to come and visit your Camp, Talut, but she’s afraid you may think the horses are just any horses to be hunted, and since they are not afraid of people, they would be too easy to kill.’


  ‘They would at that. You must have known what I was thinking, but who could help it?’


  Talut watched Ayla riding back into view, looking like some strange animal, half-human and half-horse. He was glad he had not come upon them unknowing. It would have been . . . unnerving. He wondered for a moment what it would be like to ride on the back of a horse, and if it would make him appear so startling. And then, picturing himself sitting astride one of the rather short, though sturdy, steppe horses like Whinney, he laughed out loud.


  ‘I could carry that horse easier than she could carry me!’ he said.


  Jondalar chuckled. It hadn’t been hard to follow Talut’s line of thought. Several people smiled, or chuckled, and Jondalar realised they must all have been thinking about riding a horse. It was not so strange. It had occurred to him when he first saw Ayla on Whinney’s back.


  


  Ayla had seen the shocked surprise on the faces of the small band of people and, if Jondalar had not been waiting for her, she would have kept on going right back to her valley. She’d had enough of disapproval during her younger years for actions that were not acceptable. And enough freedom since, while she was living alone, not to want to subject herself to criticism for following her own inclinations. She was ready to tell Jondalar he could visit these people if he wanted; she was going back.


  But when she returned, and saw Talut still chuckling over his mental picture of himself riding the horse, she reconsidered. Laughter had become precious to her. She had not been allowed to laugh when she lived with the Clan; it made them nervous and uncomfortable. Only with Durc, in secret, had she laughed out loud. It was Baby, and Whinney, who had taught her to enjoy the feeling of laughter, but Jondalar was the first person to openly share it with her.


  She watched the man, laughing easily with Talut. He looked up and smiled, and the magic of his impossibly vivid blue eyes touched a deep place inside that resonated with a warm tingling glow, and she felt a great welling up of love for him. She couldn’t go back to the valley, not without him. Just the thought of living without him brought a strangling constriction to her throat, and the burning ache of tears held back.


  As she rode towards them, she noticed that, though Jondalar wasn’t as big as the red-haired man in size, he was nearly as tall, and bigger than the other three men. No, one was a boy, she realised. And was that a girl with them? She found herself observing the group of people surreptitiously, not wanting to stare.


  Her body movements signalled Whinney to a stop, then, swinging her leg over, she slid off. Both horses seemed nervous as Talut approached, and she stroked Whinney and put an arm around Racer’s neck. She was as much in need of the familiar reassurance of their presence as they were of hers.


  ‘Ayla, of No People,’ he said, not sure if it was a proper way to address her, though for this woman of uncanny talent, it well might be; ‘Jondalar says you fear harm will come to these horses if you visit with us. I say here, as long as Talut is headman of the Lion Camp, no harm will come to that mare or her young one. I would like you to visit, and bring the horses.’ His smile broadened with a chuckle. ‘No one will believe us otherwise!’


  She was feeling more relaxed about it now, and she knew Jondalar wanted to visit. She had no real excuse to refuse, and she was drawn to the easy, friendly laughter of the huge red-haired man.


  ‘Yes, I come,’ she said. Talut nodded, smiling, and wondered about her, her intriguing accent, her awesome way with horses. Who was Ayla of No People?


  


  Ayla and Jondalar had camped beside the rushing river and had decided that morning, before they met the band from the Lion Camp, that it was time to turn back. The waterway was too large to cross without difficulty, and not worth the effort if they were going to turn around and retrace their route. The steppeland east of the valley where Ayla had lived alone for three years had been more accessible, and the young woman hadn’t bothered to take the difficult roundabout way to the west out of the valley very often, and was largely unfamiliar with that area. Though they had started out towards the west, they had no particular destination in mind, and ended up travelling north, and then east instead, but much further than Ayla had ever travelled on her hunting forays.


  Jondalar had convinced her to make the exploratory trip to get her used to travelling. He wanted to take her home with him, but his home was far to the west. She had been reluctant, and scared, to leave her secure valley to live with unknown people in an unknown place. Though he was eager to return after travelling for many years, he had reconciled himself to spending the winter with her in the valley. It would be a long trek back – likely to take a full year – and it would be better to start in late spring, anyway. By then, he was sure he could convince her to come with him. He didn’t even want to consider any other alternative.


  Ayla had found him, badly mauled and nearly dead, at the beginning of the warm season that was now seeing its last days, and she knew the tragedy he had suffered. They fell in love while she was nursing him back to health, though they were long in overcoming the barriers of their vastly different backgrounds. They were still learning each other’s ways and moods.


  Ayla and Jondalar finished breaking camp and much to the surprise – and interest – of the waiting people, packed their supplies and equipment on the horse, rather than in backframes or haversacks which they would have carried themselves. Though they had sometimes ridden double on the sturdy horse, Ayla thought Whinney and her colt would be less nervous if they saw her. The two of them walked behind the band of people, Jondalar leading Racer by a long rope attached to a halter, which he had devised. Whinney followed Ayla with no visible guidance.


  They followed the course of the river for several miles through a broad valley that sloped down from the surrounding grassy plains. Chest-high standing hay, seed heads nodding ripe and heavy, billowed in golden waves on the near slopes matching the cold rhythm of frigid air that blew in fitful bursts from the massive glaciers to the north. On the open steppes, a few bent and gnarled pine and birch trees huddled along watercourses, their roots seeking the moisture given up to the desiccating winds. Near the river, reeds and sedges were still green, though a chill wind rattled through deciduous branches, bereft of leaves.


  Latie hung back, glancing now and then at the horses and the woman, until they sighted several people around a bend in the river. Then she ran ahead, wanting to be the first to tell of the visitors. At her shouts, people turned and gawked.


  Other people were coming out of what appeared to Ayla to be a large hole in the river bank, a cave of some sort, perhaps, but like none she had ever seen before. It seemed to have grown out of the slope facing the river, but it did not have the random shape of rock or earthen banks. Grass grew on the sod roof, but the opening was too even, too regular, and felt strangely unnatural. It was a perfectly symmetrical arch.


  Suddenly, at a deep emotional level, it struck her. It was not a cave, and these people were not Clan! They did not look like Iza, who was the only mother she remembered, or like Creb or Brun, short and muscular, with large eyes shadowed by heavy brow ridges, a forehead that sloped back, and a chinless jaw that jutted forward. These people looked like her. They were like the ones she had been born to. Her mother, her real mother, must have looked like one of these women. These were the Others! This was their place! The realisation brought a rush of excitement and a tingle of fear.


  Stunned silence greeted the strangers – and their even stranger horses – as they arrived at the permanent winter site of the Lion Camp. Then everyone seemed to talk at once.


  ‘Talut! What have you brought this time?’ ‘Where did you get those horses?’ ‘What did you do to them?’ Someone addressed Ayla: ‘How do you make them stay?’ ‘What Camp are they from, Talut?’


  The noisy, gregarious people crowded forward, eager to see and touch both the people and the horses. Ayla was overwhelmed, confused. She wasn’t used to so many people. She wasn’t used to people talking, particularly all of them talking at once. Whinney was side-stepping, flicking her ears, head high, neck arched, trying to protect her frightened colt and shy away from the people closing in.


  Jondalar could see Ayla’s confusion, and the nervousness of the horses, but he couldn’t make Talut or the rest of the people understand. The mare was sweating, swishing her tail, dancing in circles. Suddenly, she could stand it no longer. She reared up, neighing in fear, and lashed out with hard hooves, driving the people back.


  Whinney’s distress focused Ayla’s attention. She called her name with a sound like a comforting nicker, and signalled with gestures she had used to communicate before Jondalar had taught her to speak.


  ‘Talut! No one must touch the horses unless Ayla allows it! Only she can control them. They are gentle, but the mare can be dangerous if she is provoked or feels her colt is threatened. Someone could get hurt,’ Jondalar said.


  ‘Stay back! You heard him,’ Talut shouted with a booming voice that silenced everyone. When the people and horses settled down, Talut continued in a more normal tone. ‘The woman is Ayla. I promised her that no harm would come to the horses if they came to visit. I promised as headman of the Lion Camp. This is Jondalar of the Zelandonii, and a kinsman, brother of Tholie’s cross-mate.’ Then, with a grin of self-satisfaction, he added, ‘Talut has brought some visitors!’


  There were nods of agreement. The people stood around, staring with unfeigned curiosity, but far enough away to avoid the horse’s kicking hooves. Even if the strangers had left that moment, they had brought enough interest and gossip to last for years to come. News that two foreign men were in the region, living with the river people to the southwest, had been talked about at Summer Meetings. The Mamutoi traded with the Sharamudoi, and since Tholie, who was a kinswoman, had chosen a river man, the Lion Camp had been even more interested. But they never expected one of the foreign men to walk into their Camp, particularly not with a woman who had some magic control over horses.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Jondalar asked Ayla.


  ‘They frightened Whinney and Racer, too. Do people always talk at once like that? Women and men at the same time? It’s confusing, and they are so loud, how do you know who is saying what? Maybe we should have gone back to the valley.’ She was hugging the mare’s neck, leaning against her, drawing comfort as well as giving it.


  Jondalar knew Ayla was almost as distressed as the horses. The noisy press of people had been a shock for her. Maybe they shouldn’t stay too long. Perhaps it would be better to start with just two or three people at a time, until she became accustomed to her kind of people again, but he wondered what he’d do if she never really did. Well, they were here now. He could wait and see.


  ‘Sometimes people are loud, and talk all at once, but mostly one person talks at a time. And I think they’ll be careful around the horses now, Ayla,’ he said, as she started to unload the pack baskets tied on both sides of the animal by a harness she had made out of leather thongs.


  While she was busy, Jondalar took Talut aside and quietly told him the horses, and Ayla, were a little nervous, and needed some time to get used to everyone. ‘It would be better if they could be left alone for a while.’


  Talut understood, and moved among the people of the Camp, talking to each one. They dispersed, turning to other tasks, preparing food, working on hides or tools, so they could watch without being so obvious about it. They were uneasy, too. Strangers were interesting, but a woman with such compelling magic might do something unexpected.


  Only a few children stayed to watch with avid interest while the man and woman unpacked, but Ayla didn’t mind them. She hadn’t seen children for years, not since she’d left the Clan, and was as curious about them as they were about her. She took off the harness and Racer’s halter, then patted and stroked Whinney, then Racer. After giving the colt a good scratching and an affectionate hug, she looked up to see Latie staring at the young animal with longing.


  ‘You like touch horse?’ Ayla asked.


  ‘Could I?’


  ‘Come. Give hand. I show.’ She took Latie’s hand and held it to the shaggy winter coat of the half-grown horse. Racer turned his head to sniff and nuzzle the girl.


  The girl’s smile of gratitude was a gift. ‘He likes me!’


  ‘He like scratch, too. Like this,’ Ayla said, showing the child the colt’s special itchy places.


  Racer was delighted with the attention, and showed it, and Latie was beside herself with joy. The colt had attracted her from the beginning. Ayla turned her back on the two to help Jondalar, and didn’t notice another child approach. When she turned around, she gasped and felt the blood drain from her face.


  ‘Is it all right if Rydag touches the horse?’ Latie said. ‘He can’t talk, but I know he wants to.’ Rydag always caused people to react with surprise. Latie was used to it.


  ‘Jondalar!’ Ayla cried in a hoarse whisper. ‘That child, he could be my son! He looks like Durc!’


  He turned, and opened his eyes in stunned surprise. It was a child of mixed spirits.


  Flatheads – the ones Ayla always referred to as Clan – were animals to most people, and children like this were thought of by many as ‘abominations’, half-animal, half-human. He had been shocked when he first understood that Ayla had given birth to a mixed son. The mother of such a child was usually a pariah, cast out for fear she would draw the evil animal spirit again and cause other women to give birth to such abominations. Some people didn’t even want to admit they existed, and to find one here living with people was more than unexpected. It was a shock. Where had the boy come from?


  Ayla and the child were gazing at each other, oblivious to everything around them. He’s thin for one who is half-Clan, Ayla thought. They are usually big-boned and muscular. Even Durc wasn’t this thin. He’s sickly, Ayla’s trained medicine woman’s eye told her. A problem since birth, with the strong muscle in the chest that pulsed and throbbed and made the blood move, she guessed. But those facts she stored without thinking; she was looking more closely at his face, and his head, for the similarities, and the differences, between this child and her son.


  His large, brown, intelligent eyes were like Durc’s, even to the look of ancient wisdom far beyond his years – she felt a pang of longing and a lump in her throat – but there was also pain and suffering, not all of it physical, which Durc had never known. She was filled with compassion. This child’s brows were not as pronounced, she decided after careful study. Even at just three years old, when she left, the bony ridges above Durc’s eyes had been well developed. Durc’s eyes and protruding brow ridges were all Clan, but his forehead was like this child’s. Neither was pushed back and flattened like the Clan, but high and vaulted, like hers.


  Her thoughts strayed. Durc would be six years now, she recalled, old enough to go with the men when they practised with their hunting weapons. But Brun will be teaching him to hunt, not Broud. She felt a flush of anger remembering Broud. She would never forget how the son of Brun’s mate had nursed his hatred of her until he could take her baby away, out of spite, and force her out of the Clan. She closed her eyes as the pain of remembering tore through her like a knife. She didn’t want to believe that she would never see her son again.


  She opened her eyes to Rydag, and took a deep breath.


  I wonder how old this boy is? He’s small, but he must be close to Durc’s age, she thought, comparing the two again. Rydag’s skin was fair, and his hair was dark and curly, but lighter and softer than the bushy brown hair more common to the Clan. The biggest difference between this child and her son, Ayla noted, was his chin and neck. Her son had a long neck like hers – he had choked on his food sometimes, which the other Clan babies never did – and a receding but distinct chin. This boy had the Clan’s short neck, and forward-thrusting jaw. Then she remembered Latie said he couldn’t talk.


  Suddenly, in a moment of understanding, she knew what this child’s life must be like. It was one thing for a girl of five, who had lost her family in an earthquake and who had been found by a clan of people not capable of fully articulate speech, to learn the sign language they used to communicate. It was quite another to live with speaking people, and not be able to talk. She remembered her early frustration because she had been unable to communicate with the people who took her in, but even worse, how difficult it had been to make Jondalar understand her before she learned to speak again. What if she had not been able to learn?


  She made a sign to the boy, a simple greeting gesture, one of the first she had learned so long ago. There was a moment of excitement in his eyes, then he shook his head and looked puzzled. He had never learned the Clan way of speaking with gestures, she realised, but must have retained some vestige of the Clan memories. He had recognised the signal for an instant, she was sure of it.


  ‘Can Rydag touch the little horse?’ Latie asked again.


  ‘Yes,’ Ayla said, taking his hand. He is so slight, so frail, she thought, and then understood the rest. He could not run, like other children. He could not play normal rough-and-tumble games. He could only watch – and wish.


  With a tenderness of feeling Jondalar had never seen on her face before, Ayla picked the boy up and put him on Whinney’s back. Signalling the horse to follow, she walked them slowly around the Camp. There was a lull in conversation as everyone stopped to stare at Rydag sitting on the horse. Although they had been talking about it, except for Talut and the people who had met them by the river, no one had ever seen anyone ride a horse before. No one had ever thought of such a thing.


  A large, motherly woman emerged from the strange dwelling, and seeing Rydag on the horse, which had kicked perilously close to her head, her first reaction was to rush to his aid. But as she neared, she became aware of the silent drama of the scene.


  The child’s face was filled with wonder and delight. How many times had he watched with wishful eyes, prevented by his weakness, or his difference, from doing what other children did? How many times had he wished he could do something to be admired or envied for? Now, for the first time, as he sat on the back of a horse, all the children of the Camp, and all the adults, were watching him with wishful eyes.


  The woman from the dwelling saw and wondered. Had this stranger truly understood the boy so quickly? Accepted him so easily? She saw the way Ayla was looking at Rydag, and knew it was so.


  Ayla saw the woman studying her, then smile at her. She smiled back and stopped beside her.


  ‘You have made Rydag very happy,’ the woman said, holding out her arms to the youngster Ayla lifted off the horse.


  ‘It is little,’ Ayla said.


  The woman nodded. ‘My name is Nezzie,’ she said.


  ‘I am named Ayla.’


  The two women looked at each other, considered each other ­carefully, not with hostility, but testing the ground for a future relationship.


  Questions she wanted to ask about Rydag spun through Ayla’s mind, but she hesitated, not sure if it was proper to ask. Was Nezzie the boy’s mother? If so, how had she come to give birth to a child of mixed spirits? Ayla was puzzled again about a question that had bothered her since Durc was born. How did life begin? A woman only knew it was there when her body changed as the baby grew. How did it get inside a woman?


  Creb and Iza had believed that a new life began when women ­swallowed the totem spirits of men. Jondalar thought the Great Earth Mother mixed the spirits of a man and a woman together and put them inside the woman when she became pregnant. But Ayla had formed her own opinion. When she noticed that her son had some of her characteristics, and some of the Clan’s, she realised that no life started to grow inside her until after Broud forced his penetration into her.


  She shuddered at the memory, but because it was so painful she could not forget it, and she had come to believe it was something about a man putting his organ inside the place where babies were born from that caused life to start inside a woman. Jondalar thought it was a strange idea when she told him, and tried to convince her it was the Mother who created life. She didn’t quite believe him, now she wondered. Ayla had grown up with the Clan, she was one of them, for all that she looked different. Though she had hated it when he did it, Broud was only exercising his rights. But how could a man of the Clan have forced Nezzie?


  Her thoughts were interrupted by the commotion of another small hunting band arriving. As one man approached, he pulled back his hood, and both Ayla and Jondalar gaped with surprise. The man was brown! The colour of his skin was a rich deep brown. He was nearly the colour of Racer, which was rare enough for a horse. Neither of them had ever seen a person with brown skin before.


  His hair was black, tight wiry curls that formed a woolly cap like the fur of a black mouflon. His eyes were black, too, and they sparkled with delight as he smiled, showing gleaming white teeth and a pink tongue in contrast to his dark skin. He knew the stir he created when strangers first saw him, and rather enjoyed it.


  He was a perfectly ordinary man in other respects, medium height, hardly more than an inch or so taller than Ayla, and medium build. But a compact vitality, an economy of movement, and an easy self-confidence created an impression of someone who knew what he wanted and wouldn’t waste any time going after it. His eyes took on an added gleam when he saw Ayla.


  Jondalar recognised the look as attraction. His brow furrowed into a frown, but neither the blonde woman nor the brown-skinned man noticed. She was captivated by the novelty of the man’s unusual colouring, and stared with the unabashed wonder of a child. He was attracted as much by the aura of naïve innocence her response projected, as by her beauty.


  Suddenly Ayla realised she had been staring, and blushed crimson as she looked down at the ground. From Jondalar she had learned that it was perfectly proper for men and women to look directly at each other, but to the people of the Clan it was not only discourteous, it was offensive to stare, particularly for a woman. It was her upbringing, the customs of the Clan, reinforced again and again by Creb and Iza so she would be more acceptable, that caused her such embarrassment.


  But her obvious distress only fired the interest of the dark man. He was often the object of unusual attention by women. The initial surprise of his appearance seemed to arouse curiosity about what other differences he might have. He sometimes wondered if every woman at the Summer Meetings had to find out for herself that he was, indeed, a man like every other man. Not that he objected, but Ayla’s reaction was as intriguing to him as his colour was to her. He wasn’t used to seeing a strikingly beautiful adult woman blushing as modestly as a girl.


  ‘Ranec, have you met our visitors?’ Talut called out, coming towards them.


  ‘Not yet, but I’m waiting . . . eagerly.’


  At the tone in his voice Ayla looked up into deep black eyes full of desire – and subtle humour. They reached inside her and touched a spot only Jondalar had touched before. Her body responded with an unexpected tingle that brought a faint gasp to her lips, and widened her grey-blue eyes. The man leaned forward, preparing to take her hands, but before customary introductions could be made, the tall stranger stepped between them, and with a deep scowl on his face, thrust both hands forward.


  ‘I am Jondalar of the Zelandonii,’ he said. ‘The woman I am travelling with is Ayla.’


  Something was bothering Jondalar, Ayla was sure, something about the dark man. She was used to reading meaning from posture and stance, and she had been watching Jondalar closely for cues upon which to base her own behaviour. But the body language of people who depended on words was so much less purposeful than that of the Clan, who used gestures to communicate, that she didn’t trust her perceptions yet. These people seemed to be both easier and more difficult to read, as with this sudden shift in Jondalar’s attitude. She knew he was angry, but she didn’t know why.


  The man took both of Jondalar’s hands, and shook them firmly. ‘I am Ranec, my friend, the best, if only, carver of the Lion Camp of the Mamutoi,’ he said with a self-deprecating smile, then added, ‘When you travel with such a beautiful companion, you must expect her to attract attention.’


  Now it was Jondalar’s turn to be embarrassed. Ranec’s friendliness and candour made him feel like an oaf, and, with a familiar pain, brought to mind his brother. Thonolan had had the same friendly self-confidence, and had always made the first moves when they encountered people on their Journey. It upset Jondalar when he did something foolish – it always had – and he didn’t like starting out a relationship with new people in the wrong way. He had displayed bad manners, at best.


  But his instant anger had surprised him, and caught him off guard. The hot stab of jealousy was a new emotion to him, or at least one he hadn’t experienced in so long it was unexpected. He would have been quick to deny it, but the tall and handsome man, with an unconscious charisma, and a sensitive skill in the furs, was more accustomed to women being jealous over his attentions.


  Why should it bother him that some man looked at Ayla? Jondalar thought. Ranec was right, as beautiful as she was, he should expect it. And she had the right to make her own choice. Just because he was the first man of her kind she had met didn’t mean he would be the only one she would ever find attractive. Ayla saw him smile at Ranec, but noticed that the tension across his shoulders had not eased.


  ‘Ranec always speaks lightly of it, though he isn’t in the habit of denying any of his other skills,’ Talut was saying as he led the way to the unusual cave which seemed to be made of earth growing out of the bank. ‘He and Wymez are alike in that way, if not many others. Wymez is as reluctant to admit to his skill as a maker of tools as the son of his hearth is to speak of his carving. Ranec is the best carver of all the Mamutoi.’


  ‘You have a skilled toolmaker? A flint knapper?’ Jondalar asked with pleased expectation, his hot flash of jealousy gone with the thought of meeting another person knowledgeable in his craft.


  ‘Yes, and he is the best, too. The Lion Camp is well known. We have the best carver, the best toolmaker, and the oldest Mamut,’ the headman declared.


  ‘And a headman big enough to make everyone agree, whether they believe it or not,’ Ranec said, with a wry grin.


  Talut grinned back, knowing Ranec’s tendency to turn aside praise of his carving skill with a quip. It didn’t stop Talut from bragging, however. He was proud of his Camp, and didn’t hesitate to let everyone know.


  Ayla watched the subtle interaction of the two men – the older one a massive giant with flaming red hair and pale blue eyes, the other dark and compact – and understood the deep bond of affection and loyalty they shared though they were as different as any two men could be. They were both Mammoth Hunters, both members of the Lion Camp of the Mamutoi.


  They walked towards the archway Ayla had noticed earlier. It seemed to open into a hillock or perhaps a series of them, tucked into the slope that faced the large river. Ayla had seen people enter and leave. She knew it must be a cave or a dwelling of some kind, but one which seemed to be made entirely of dirt; hard-packed but with grass growing in patches out of it, particularly around the bottom and up the sides. It blended into the background so well that, except for the entrance, it was hard to distinguish the dwelling from its surroundings.


  On closer inspection she noticed that the rounded top of the mound was the repository of several curious implements and objects. Then she saw a particular one just above the archway, and caught her breath.


  It was the skull of a cave lion!


  Chapter 10


  There was a lull in the activities of the Lion Camp in the early afternoon. Though their largest meal of the day was usually around noon, most people skipped the midday meal, or picked at leftovers from the morning, in anticipation of a feast that promised to be delicious for all that it was unplanned. People were relaxing; some were napping, others checked on food now and then, a few were talking quietly, but there was a feeling of excitement in the air and everyone was looking forward to a special evening.


  Inside the earthlodge, Ayla and Tronie were listening to Deegie, who was telling them the details of her visit to Branag’s Camp, and the arrangements for their joining. Ayla listened with interest at first, but when the two young Mamutoi women began speaking about this relative or that friend, none of whom she knew, she got up, with a comment about checking the ptarmigan, and went out. Deegie’s talk of Branag and her coming Matrimonial made Ayla think of her relationship with Jondalar. He had said he loved her, but he had never proposed a joining to her, or spoke of Matrimonials, and she wondered about it.


  She went to the pit where her birds were cooking, checked to make sure she could feel heat, then noticed Jondalar and Wymez and Danug off to the side, where they usually worked, away from the paths people normally used. She knew what they were talking about, and even if she hadn’t, she could have guessed. The area was littered with broken hunks and sharp chips of flint, and several large nodules of the workable stone were lying on the ground near the three toolmakers. She often wondered how they could spend so much time talking about flint. Certainly they must have said everything there was to say by now.


  While she was not an expert, until Jondalar came, Ayla had made her own stone tools, which adequately served her needs. When she was young, she had often watched Droog, the Clan toolmaker, and learned by copying his techniques. But Ayla had known the first time she watched Jondalar that his skill far surpassed hers, and while there was a similarity in feeling towards the craft, and perhaps even in relative ability, Jondalar’s methods and the tools he produced far outstripped the Clan’s. She was curious about the methods Wymez used, and had meant to ask if she could watch sometime. She decided this was a good time.


  Jondalar was aware of her the moment she came out of the lodge, but he tried not to show it. He was sure she had been avoiding him ever since her sling demonstration on the steppes, and he didn’t want to force his attentions on her if she didn’t want him around. When she started in their direction, he felt a great knot of anxiety in his stomach, afraid she would change her mind, or that she only seemed to be coming towards them.


  ‘If not disturb, I like to watch toolmaking,’ Ayla said.


  ‘Of course. Sit down,’ Wymez said, smiling a welcome.


  Jondalar visibly relaxed; his furrowed brow smoothed and the tightness of his jaws eased. Danug tried to say something when she sat down next to him, but her presence rendered him speechless. Jondalar recognised the look of adoration in his eyes, and stifled an indulgent smile. He had developed a real fondness for the youngster, and he knew calf-eyed young love was no threat to him. He could afford to feel a bit like a patronising older brother.


  ‘Is your technique commonly used, Jondalar?’ Wymez asked, obviously continuing a discussion that Ayla had interrupted.


  ‘More or less. Most people detach blades from a prepared core to make into other tools – chisels, knives, scrapers, or points for smaller spears.’


  ‘What about bigger spears? Do you hunt mammoth?’


  ‘Some,’ Jondalar said. ‘We don’t specialise in it the way you do. Points for bigger spears are made out of bone – I like to use the foreleg of deer. A chisel is used to rough it out by cutting grooves in the general outline and going over them until it breaks free. Then it is shaved to the right shape with a scraper made on the side of a blade. They can be brought to a strong, sharp point with wet sandstone.’


  Ayla, who had helped him make the bone spear points they used, was impressed by their effectiveness. They were long and deadly, and pierced deep when the spears were thrown with force, particularly with the spear-thrower. Much lighter in weight than the ones she had used, which were patterned after the heavy spear of the Clan, Jondalar’s spears were all meant for throwing, not thrusting.


  ‘A bone point punctures deep,’ Wymez said. ‘If you hit a vital spot, it’s a quick kill, but there’s not much blood. It’s harder to get to a vital spot on a mammoth or rhinoceros. The fur is deep, skin is thick, if you get between ribs, there is still a lot of fat and muscle to go through. The eye is a good target, but it’s small, and always moving. A mammoth can be killed with a spear in the throat, but that’s dangerous. You have to get too close. A flint spear point has sharp edges. It cuts through tough skin easier, and it draws blood, and that weakens an animal. If you can make them bleed, the gut or the bladder is the best place to aim. It’s not quite as quick, but a lot safer.’


  Ayla was fascinated. Toolmaking was interesting enough, but she had never hunted mammoth.


  ‘You are right,’ Jondalar said, ‘but how do you make a big spear point straight? No matter what technique you use to detach a blade, it’s always curved. That’s the nature of the stone. You can’t throw a spear with a curved point, you’d lose accuracy, you’d lose penetration, and probably half your force. That’s why flint points are small. By the time you pressure-flake off enough of the underside to shape a straight point, there isn’t much left.’


  Wymez was smiling, nodding his head in agreement. ‘That’s true, Jondalar, but let me show you something.’ The older man got a heavy hide-wrapped bundle from behind him and opened it up. He picked up a huge axe head, a gigantolith the size of a sledgehammer, made from a whole nodule of flint. It had a rounded butt, and had been shaped to a rather thick cutting end that came to a point. ‘You’ve made something like this, I’m sure.’


  Jondalar smiled. ‘Yes, I’ve made axes, but nothing as big as that. That must be for Talut.’


  ‘Yes, I was going to haft this to a long bone for Talut . . . or maybe Danug,’ Wymez said, smiling at the young man. ‘These are used to break mammoth bones or to sever tusks. It takes a powerful man to wield one. Talut handles it like a stick. I think Danug can do the same by now.’


  ‘He can. He cut poles for me,’ Ayla said, looking at Danug with appreciation, which brought on a flush and a shy smile. She, too, had made and used hand axes, but not of that size.


  ‘How do you make an axe?’ Wymez continued.


  ‘I usually start by breaking off a thick flake with a hammerstone, and retouching on both sides to give it an edge and a point.’


  ‘Ranec’s mother’s people, the Aterians, make a spear point with a bifacial retouch.’


  ‘Bifacial? Knapped on both sides like an axe? To get it reasonably straight, you’d have to start with a big slab of a flake, not a fine, thin blade. Wouldn’t that be too clumsy for a spear point?’


  ‘It was somewhat thick and heavy, but a definite improvement over an axe. And very effective for the animals they hunted. It’s true, though. To pierce a mammoth or a rhino, you need a flint point that is long and straight, and strong, and thin. How would you do it?’ Wymez asked.


  ‘Bifacially. It’s the only way. On a flake that thick, I’d use flat pressure retouch to remove fine slivers from both sides,’ Jondalar said, thoughtfully, trying to imagine how he would make such a weapon, ‘but that would take tremendous control.’


  ‘Exactly. The problem is control, and the quality of the stone.’


  ‘Yes. It would have to be fresh. Dalanar, the man who taught me, lives near an exposed cliff of chalk that bears flint at ground level. Maybe some of his stone would work. But even then, it would be hard. We’ve made some fine axes, but I don’t know how you’d make a decent spear point that way.’


  Wymez reached for another package wrapped in fine soft leather. He opened it carefully and exposed several flint points.


  Jondalar’s eyes opened in surprise. He looked up at Wymez, then at Danug who was smiling with pride for his mentor, then he picked up one of the points. He turned it over in his hands tenderly, almost caressing the beautifully worked stone.


  The flint had a slippery feel, a smooth, not-quite-oily quality, and a sheen that glistened from the many facets in the sunlight. The object had the shape of a willow leaf, with near perfect symmetry in all dimensions, and it extended the full length of his hand from the base of his palm to his fingertips. Starting at one end in a point, it spread out to the breadth of four fingers in the middle, then back to a point at the other end. Turning it on edge, Jondalar saw that it did indeed lack the characteristic bowed shape of the blade tools. It was perfectly straight, with a cross-section about the thickness of his small finger.


  He felt the edge professionally. Very sharp, just slightly denticulated by the scars of the many tiny flakes that had been removed. He ran his fingertips lightly over the surface and felt the small ridges left behind by the many similar tiny flakes that had been detached to give the flint point such a fine, precise shape.


  ‘This is too beautiful to use for a weapon,’ Jondalar said. ‘This is a work of art.’


  ‘That one is not used for a weapon,’ Wymez said, pleased by the praise of a fellow craftsman. ‘I made it as a model to show the technique.’


  Ayla was craning her neck to look at the exquisitely crafted tools nestled in the soft leather on the ground, not daring to touch. She had never seen such beautifully made points. They were of variable sizes and types. Besides the leaf-shaped ones, there were asymmetrical shouldered points that tapered sharply back on one side to a projecting shank, which would be inserted in a handle so it could be used as a knife, and more symmetrical stemmed points with a centred tang that might be spear points or knives of another kind.


  ‘Would you like to examine them closer?’ Wymez asked.


  Her eyes gleaming with wonder, she picked each one up, handling them as though they were precious jewels. They very nearly were.


  ‘Flint is . . . smooth . . . alive,’ Ayla said. ‘Not see flint like this before.’


  Wymez smiled. ‘You have discovered the secret, Ayla,’ he said. ‘That is what makes these points possible.’


  ‘Do you have flint like this nearby?’ Jondalar asked, incredulous. ‘I’ve never seen any quite like it, either.’


  ‘No, I’m afraid not. Oh, we can get good-quality flint. A large Camp to the north lives near a good flint mine. That’s where Danug has been. But this stone has been specially treated . . . by fire.’


  ‘By fire!’ Jondalar exclaimed.


  ‘Yes. By fire. Heating changes the stone. Heating is what makes it feel so smooth . . .’ Wymez looked at Ayla. ‘. . . so alive. And heating is what gives the stone its special qualities.’ While he was talking, he picked up a nodule of flint that showed definite signs of having been in a fire. It was sooty and charred, and the chalky outer cortex was a much deeper colour when he cracked it open with a blow from a hammerstone. ‘It was an accident the first time. A piece of flint fell in a fireplace. It was a big, hot fire – you know how hot a fire it takes to burn bone?’


  Ayla nodded her head knowingly. Jondalar shrugged, he hadn’t paid much attention, but since Ayla seemed to know, he was willing to accept it.


  ‘I was going to roll the flint out, but Nezzie decided, since it was there, it would make a good support for a dish to catch drippings from a roast she was cooking. It turned out that the drippings caught fire, and ruined a good ivory platter. I replaced it for her, since it turned out to be such a stroke of good fortune. But I almost discarded the stone at first. It was all burnt like this, and I avoided using it until I was low on material. The first time I cracked it open, I thought it was ruined. Look at it, you can see why,’ Wymez said, giving them each a piece.


  ‘The flint is darker, and it does have that slick feel,’ Jondalar said.


  ‘It happened that I was experimenting with Aterian spear points trying to improve on their technique. Since I was just trying out new ideas, I thought it didn’t matter if the stone was less than perfect. But as soon as I started working with it, I noticed the difference. It happened shortly after I returned, Ranec was still a boy. I’ve been perfecting it ever since.’


  ‘What kind of difference do you mean?’ Jondalar asked.


  ‘You try it, Jondalar, you’ll see.’


  Jondalar picked up his hammerstone, an oval stone, dented and chipped from use, that fitted comfortably in his hand, and began knocking off the balance of the chalky cortex in preparation for working it.


  ‘When flint is heated very hot before it is worked,’ Wymez continued while Jondalar worked, ‘control over the material is much greater. Very small chips, much finer, thinner, and longer, can be removed by applying pressure. You can make the stone take almost any shape you want.’


  Wymez wrapped his left hand with a small rag of leather to protect it from the sharp edges, then positioned another piece of flint, recently flaked from one of the burned hunks, in his left hand, to demonstrate. With his right hand, he picked up a short, tapered bone retoucher. He placed the pointed end of the bone against the edge of the flint and pushed with a strong forward and downward motion, and detached a small, long, flat sliver of stone. He held it up. Jondalar took it from him, then experimented on his own, quite obviously surprised and pleased with the results.


  ‘I’ve got to show this to Dalanar! This is unbelievable! He’s improved on some of the processes – he has natural feel for working with the stone, like you, Wymez. But you can almost shave this stone. This is caused by heating?’


  Wymez nodded. ‘I wouldn’t say you can shave it. It’s still stone, not quite as easy to shape as bone, but if you know how to work stone, heating makes it easier.’


  ‘I wonder what would happen with indirect percussion . . . have you tried using a piece of bone or antler with a point to direct the force of a blow from a hammerstone? You can get blades that are much longer and thinner that way.’


  Ayla thought that Jondalar had a natural feel for working with the stone, too. But more than that, she sensed in his enthusiasm and spontaneous desire to share this marvellous discovery with Dalanar, an aching desire to go home.


  In her valley, when she had been hesitant about facing the unknown Others, she had thought Jondalar only wished to leave so he could be with other people. She had never quite understood before just how powerful was his desire to return to his home. It came as a revelation, an insight; she knew that he could never be truly happy in any other place.


  Though she desperately missed her son and the people she loved, Ayla hadn’t felt homesickness in Jondalar’s sense, as a yearning to go back to a familiar place, where people were known, and customs were comfortable. She had known when she left the Clan she could never return. To them, she was dead. If they saw her, they would think she was a malicious spirit. And now, she knew she would not go back to live with them even if she could. Though she had been with the Lion Camp only a short time, she already felt more comfortable and at home than she had in all the years she lived with the Clan. Iza had been right. She was not Clan. She was born to the Others.


  Lost in thought, Ayla had missed some further discussion. Hearing Jondalar mention her name brought her back.


  ‘. . .I think Ayla’s technique must be close to theirs. That’s where she learned. I have seen some of their tools, but I had never seen them made before she showed me. They are not without skill, but it’s a long step from pre-shaping a core to an intermediary punch, and that makes the difference between a heavy flake tool and a fine, light blade tool.’


  Wymez smiled and nodded. ‘Now, if we could only find a way to make a blade straight. No matter how you do it, the edge of a knife is never quite as sharp after it’s been retouched.’


  ‘I’ve thought about that problem,’ Danug said, making a contribution to the discussion. ‘How about cutting a groove in bone or antler, and gluing in bladelets? Small enough to be almost straight?’


  Jondalar thought about it for a moment. ‘How would you make them?’


  ‘Couldn’t you start with a small core?’ Danug suggested, a little tentatively.


  ‘That might work, Danug, but a small core could be hard to work with,’ Wymez said. ‘I’ve thought about starting with a bigger blade and breaking it into smaller ones . . .’


  They were still talking about flint, Ayla realised. They never seemed to tire of it. The material and its potential never ceased to fascinate them. The more they learned, the more it stimulated their interest. She could appreciate flint and toolmaking, and she thought the points Wymez had shown them were finer than any she had ever seen, as much for their beauty as for their use. But she had never heard the subject discussed in such exhaustive detail. Then, she remembered her fascination with medical lore and healing magic. The times she had spent with Iza, and Uba, when the medicine woman was teaching them, were among her happiest memories.


  Ayla noticed Nezzie coming out of the lodge, and got up to see if she could help. Though the three men smiled and made comments as she left, she didn’t think they would even notice that she had gone.


  That wasn’t entirely true. Though none of the men made comments out loud, there was a break in their conversation as they watched her leave.


  She’s a beautiful young woman, Wymez thought. Intelligent, and knowledgeable, and interested in many things. She’d bring a high Bride Price, if she were Mamutoi. Think what status she’d bring to a mate, and pass on to her children.


  Danug’s thoughts ran along much the same lines, though they were not as clearly formed in his mind. Vague ideas about Bride Price and Matrimonials and even co-mating occurred to him, but he didn’t think he would stand a chance. Mostly, he just wanted to be around her.


  Jondalar wanted her even more. If he could have thought of a reasonable excuse, he would have got up and followed her. Yet he feared to clutch too tight. He remembered his feelings when women tried too hard to make him love them. Instead it made him want to avoid them, and feel pity. He did not want Ayla’s pity. He wanted her love.


  A choking gorge of bile rose in his throat when he saw the dark-skinned man come out of the earthlodge, and smile at her. He tried to swallow it down, to control the anger and frustration he felt. He had never known such jealousy, and he hated himself for it. He was sure Ayla would hate him, or worse, pity him, if she knew how he felt. He reached for a large nodule of flint, and with his hammerstone, he smashed it open. The piece was flawed, shot through with the white crumbly chalk of its outer cortex, but Jondalar kept hitting the stone, breaking it into smaller and smaller pieces.


  

  Ranec saw Ayla coming from the direction of the flint-knapping area. The growing excitement and attraction he felt every time he saw her could not be denied. He had been drawn from the beginning to the perfection of form she presented to his aesthetic sense, not just as a beautiful woman to look at, but in the subtle, unstudied grace of her movements. His eye for such detail was sharp, and he could not detect the slightest posturing or affection. She carried herself with a self-possession, an unafraid confidence, that seemed so completely natural he felt she must have been born with it, and it generated a quality he could only think of as presence.


  He flashed a warm smile. It wasn’t a smile that could easily be ignored, and Ayla returned it with matching warmth.


  ‘Have your ears been filled with flint-talk?’ Ranec said, making the last two words into one, and thereby giving the phrase a slightly derogatory meaning. Ayla detected the nuance, but wasn’t entirely sure of its meaning, though she thought it was meant to be humorous, a joke.


  ‘Yes. They talk flint. Making blades. Making tools. Points. Wymez make beautiful points.’


  ‘Ah, he brought out his treasures, did he? You are right, they are beautiful. I’m
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