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The hunter, a muscular man with blue eyes and tawny, reddish-brown hair, was halfway up the mountain, following a well-used game trail.  Off in the distance was the grove of trees, the campsite, and the huts built from limbs and tree branches.  In the other direction were the fish-lake, the stream, and the waterfall.  Also, the field of clover, where the rabbits lived.  Everything was as it should be.

During the summer, the hunter would climb up here on the mountainside every week or so to survey all that was his.  Sometimes he would bring along his legbone flute or acorn shell whistle.  Usually, it made him feel good to be up this high.  The wind in his hair, the colorful alpine flowers, the honeybees, the funny-looking groundcreatures.  They would pop their furry heads up and out of the ground, look around, make a strange squeaking sound, then drop back down into their holes.  Funny little creatures these.

From up here Strong Arms could see the herds.  Big, four-legged creatures with giant racks of antlers.  They would move down from the highlands in the morning to water themselves, and again at dusk.  At night they would disappear into the forests, the great vast forests filled with dark shadows.  Then there were the wolves.  In the winter, especially, the wolfpack would move through the valley, looking for food.  Sometimes they would kill one of the older antler-animals.  Other times, if they were really hungry, they would take a rabbit or a groundcreature.  Once, long ago, they had attacked the clan.  His brother died that way, twelve suns ago.

Now, as Strong Arms looked across the meadow, he saw a strange sight.  Strange, wonderful, yet terrifying.  Far away.  Near the horizon.  Another clan.  Twelve, maybe fourteen of them.  They moved differently, somehow, from other clans he had known.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, though.

The cold-adapted, light-skinned Neanderthal peered out from the rock overhang.  He was puzzled and somewhat alarmed by the similar-looking but technologically superior beings that confronted him.  Though he didn’t realize it yet, these new humans brought with them a new way of interacting with the world, a way that would initiate a slow but irreversible slide toward extinction for the clan.  In time, they would drive the clan into peripheral areas of Europe where resources were diminished or less familiar.

But that was still far in the future.  Today there were more pressing concerns.  The size of the new clan worried Strong Arms.  He was badly outnumbered.  If the leaders of the new clan did not accept him as one of their own, they might abduct his females, murder his children, and toss him over a cliff.  On the other hand, if the two clans got along, there might be a mate for his son, as well as for his sister.  That would be good.  His own clan was in trouble, big trouble — not enough males, not enough females.

Strong Arms watched the new clan with suspicion as it moved.  Three males in front, two behind, all lean and angular.

The foreign clan avoided moving closer to the family campsite.  Instead, they chose to move in parallel fashion, keeping their distance, skirting the far edge of the meadow.  Traveling with them were wolves, strange-looking wolves.  Bigger, with less coarse hair, squarer jaws, and flatter, more rounded ears.  Obedient wolves.  Like something Strong Arms had never seen before.  He suddenly decided this clan was dangerous.

Drawn by an instinct to protect, Strong Arms started down the mountain trail back towards camp.  He was dressed simply, with a leather tunic, leather half-pants, and a thick leather moccasin-sandal on each foot.  This was his late-summer garb and, along with his spear and sharp-edged knife, it allowed Strong Arms to move quickly when the need arose.

Strong Arms stayed in the shadows, hoping not to be seen as he descended swiftly back down the mountain trail.  His movements were practiced, honed by years of hunting big prey.

He was almost down the mountain and into the high grass when a terrible thing happened.  The others of his clan, not realizing the danger, were laughing loudly.  They had no reason to keep silent.  Children, especially, were not quiet creatures.  Big brains yearned to be exercised, to invent and play games.  Exploration was mental play, and big-brained meat-eaters were the most playful in any ecosystem.  The clan’s little ones were no exception.  Usually, their cries and sounds were a comfort to Strong Arms.  Now they brought him up short.

The other clan heard the sounds as well.  Strong Arms could see them in the distance.  They stopped and crouched low in the grass.  The obedient wolves grew quiet in a trained sort of way.

Strong Arms raced across the meadow, gripping his spear tightly.  The little ones were laughing and playing, making noise.  His mate, Brown Curls, was down near the fishpond.  His sister and her son were at the huts, tying bundles of grass in long sheaths to repair a recent hole in the roof.  His own son, Fast Foot, was at the perimeter, practicing with a new, longer spear hewn from the core of a spruce tree.  It had grown slowly in cold conditions producing especially hard wood.  His daughter was nowhere to be found; she had been missing for two days already.

It took Strong Arms only minutes to reach his family.  They still had no idea of the danger.

Strong Arms scanned the horizon.  His eyesight was excellent.  But being in among the trees, at a lower elevation, Strong Arms could no longer see the other clan.  But he knew they were still out there — and getting closer.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

NEANDERTHAL SUNSET



by


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Steven Burgauer

Copyright 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To my father, who I miss .....





[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements




[image: ]


I would like to express my sincere thanks to several people who read my manuscript at various stages of its development and made insightful and helpful comments that improved the final product: my wife, Debra Burgauer, tenured faculty member of the Bradley University English Department; Loren Logsdon, friend, Professor of English at Eureka College, and Editor of the Eureka Literary Magazine; Ian Tattersall, Curator and Chairman, American Museum of Natural History; and most especially, Susannah Bowles, friend, anthropologist, and former Director of Collections and Programs for the Peoria Historical Society.  Each made very different contributions, and each improved the quality and forward progress of my book immeasurably.  Thank you.

I would also like to express my sincere appreciation and gratitude to Elisabeth Daynes, a renowned paleo-artist whose sculptures have been exhibited in the most prestigious museums around the world, including the Field Museum in Chicago.  She gave me permission to use an image taken from her reconstruction of a Homo neanderthalensis male, who lived 50,000 years ago.  The reconstruction is based on an individual discovered at Chapelle-aux-Saints site, France.  © Elisabeth Daynes 2026.  The book cover artist, Keith Tarrier, used that image as source material for his front and back cover drawings.  The original image provided by Elisabeth Daynes, and used with her permission, appears on the next page.

[image: ]

Reconstruction of a Homo neanderthalensis male.  He lived 50,000 years ago.  From an individual discovered at Chapelle-aux-Saints site, France.
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Chapter One


STRONG ARMS
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The hunter stood in the cold water, his eyes watching for the telltale ripple.  In his hand was a sharpened wood spear.  On his arm, a deep scar — but one the hunter was proud of.  Around his neck hung a bear claw.  It was fastened with sinew to a thin ribbon of leather.

The hunter was a stout man with a thick red-brown beard, hard shrewd blue eyes, and an air of blunt authority.  His hands were strong, with broad fingertips.  Powerful muscles ran down the length of his arms, from the shoulders to the wrists.

The place where the hunter stood, he had chosen with care.  The lake narrowed at this point.  Farther along, it flowed through a short set of rapids that led to a cliff and a waterfall.

On all sides of the man were the greens of summer: flowing fields of grass and wild flowers, oaks and evergreens, snowcapped mountains in the distance.  Times were good — they had trapped a large number of furry groundcreatures this summer, plus beaver, two wolves, several antler-animals, and as much fish as they could possibly eat.  It was a shame, really, as the clan had no good way of preserving the surplus or leftover meat for the coming winter.  His sister had always said that as head of the clan he ought to put his mind to it and figure out a way.  But somehow, he had never found the time.

Suddenly, there was a ripple in the copper-blue water and the hunter struck.  The spear flashed in the water in a single swift motion.  He jerked it back.  Dangling from the sharpened point was a fish, three hands long and still wriggling.  It was the first catch of the day; he would need several more before returning to the others.

Strong Arms was a skilled hunter, and when the clan hunted as a team, they were capable of bringing down quite large animals.  They had to — they were big people and required enormous numbers of calories to subsist.  In a way, they were like wolves with knives.  Highly carnivorous, with a diet similar to the hyenas and wolves whose lives they mimicked.

Strong Arms stepped from the water.  He pulled the fish from his spear and stowed his catch a few paces from shore under a big rock beside his leather sandals.  Though the sandals were worn and in need of repair, they were one of the nicest pairs his mate had ever made him.

Strong Arms had acute hearing, and now he heard the sounds of his mate and their two youngest children laughing.  Clan members, even young ones, were capable of quite sophisticated communications, with both vocal and gestural elements.  The three of them were a few hundred paces away, playing a game of stick and fetch.  Near them, on a patch of high ground, was a grove of oak trees.  The oak was the clan’s sacred tree, and they always camped among them.  His sister’s family lived there too.  Her mate had died three moons ago, after a bad fall hunting, which left Strong Arms at the head of both families.

The hunter sensed, without really knowing why, that his clan was in trouble.  Ever since the breakup, when Firm Jaw and his closest kin left the clan to go on their own, the clan had been too small.  Not enough females, not enough males, too many little ones.  Strong Arms could not protect them all, not alone anyway.  His son, nearly eleven suns old, was not big enough yet to fight.  His daughter, fourteen suns old, was fully ripened and in need of a male from another clan.  None were nearby, though.  It had been three suns, in fact, since the last time they had seen another clan.  That worried Strong Arms, especially at night.  Or when it rained.  Or when the wind blew and the oak leaves rustled menacingly overhead.  His mate, Brown Curls, sensed his unease.  But if she knew what was wrong, she did not say.  Not to him, not to their daughter Wide Smiles, nor to their son Fast Foot.  Certainly not to the two little ones.  And least of all not to the Godwoman, who lived nearby, but separate from the rest, in her own open-air hut.  Females like Brown Curls were smart that way; they knew when to interfere and when to keep their thoughts to themselves.

Yet, despite their problems, Strong Arms was proud of his clan.  Their summer home, two open-air huts sharing a single wall, housed the two families.  Branches and limbs, arranged in a lean-to fashion and covered on top with a lumpy paste of grass and mud, shielded the inhabitants from all but the worst winds and kept them warm, even on the coldest nights.  A thick hide taken from an antler-animal hung down over each doorway.  The hides had been scraped and cleaned like their forbears had taught them to do.

A row of sharpened pikes and a string of clamshells were strung around the perimeter of the camp as an early warning device to alert them to the presence of intruders.  Antlers, some stuck in the ground, some lashed together with sinew, formed a veritable barbed wire fence on three sides of the camp, also for protection, mainly from wolves.  A herd of mountain goat provided meat and furs, along with beaver, wolf, and antler-animals.  Most of the really big animals, like the wooly rhino, were in terribly short supply.  A mix of grasses and weeds provided a supplement to their diet in the form of simple grains and tasty tubers, though the former required tedious effort to collect.

As he stood there on the shore of the fish-lake, the hunter noticed a small bird.  He watched it closely.  It flitted from plant to plant, collecting seeds.

Strong Arms went over the steps in his mind.  He had thought about the process once or twice before but had never quite been able to put it all together.  A bird would eat seeds from a certain plant, then later drop them out on the ground in its spoor.  Later still, new plants of the same type would sprout from beneath the droppings.  Big Shoulder, his sister’s mate before he died, was the first to have the idea — take a handful of seeds, intentionally mix them with fresh dung from a cave-bear or an antler-animal and shove them both together into wet ground.  It made perfect sense to Strong Arms, yet, somehow, he had never found the time to experiment and test out his theory. — Perhaps next season.

Strong Arms moved back towards the fish-lake.  His job was not done; he had more fish to catch for the big midday meal.  At the water’s edge, the hunter stopped and looked at his reflection in the pool.  He was a big, muscular man with Scandinavian blue eyes, a reddish-brown beard, and chestnut-colored shoulder-length hair.  In fact, he had hair, thick hair, everywhere — on his legs, upper arms, chest, his entire mid-section.  His hands were large and calloused, his skin ruddy, his teeth worn but surprisingly healthy.  By every measure of the time, this was one very good-looking man.

The hunter stepped back into the water.  It was cold — but the cold did not bother him.  Strong Arms was robust.  He was accustomed to the cold; he was built for it.  In fact, the entire clan was large-bodied and cold-adapted, with a receding forehead, a broad nose, and swept-back cheeks.  Their body proportions allowed them to retain heat more effectively in the extreme cold they sometimes faced.  None of which mattered just now.  For the moment anyway, it was high summer, splendid and green and warm.  Real cold was several moons down the road, although by then they would have retreated to the caves higher up.  It was a hike of several days’ duration.  They would leave the meadow when the oak leaves turned, not a day before.  In the meantime, there were fish to catch, antler-animals to hunt, and babies to make.  They lived too close to the edge for much of anything else.
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Chapter Two


KNEES-UP
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The sun was already well off the horizon when mother and father rolled over and woke up.  Last night, after several vigorous couplings, they had fallen asleep in each other’s arms.  Brown Curls had a fierce, almost unquenchable passion, a passion which Strong Arms could not always satisfy on the first try.  Last night was one of those nights.  Brown Curls came back for more two more times before morning.

Strong Arms knew what his mate liked, and he worked hard to give it to her.  But, for a few days each moon, she nearly couldn’t get enough.  Last night was one of those nights.  Each time they coupled, he brought her pleasure, even gratification.  And yet, each time they coupled Strong Arms found himself being egged on further.  Though he didn’t understand it in quite these terms, the genetic imperative was simple: it had been two suns since their last little one was born, and his mate was eager to try for another.

It went like that all-night long.  Finally, after the third coupling, they both collapsed beneath their fur-blankets, exhausted.  Now it was morning, and as Strong Arms crawled over Brown Curls and out of their hut, he playfully tweaked her breast.  She giggled like females sometimes do and promised him a repeat performance after dark tonight.

Outside the hut there was plenty of activity.  His oldest son and daughter were already up, stirring the coals in the fire-pit.  Strong Arms had taught them that deep down in the ashes there would always be live coals, coals they could use to get the morning campfire going.

Strong Arms watched the two of them work.  For brother and sister, Fast Foot and Wide Smiles got along well, certainly better than Strong Arms got along with his own sister at that age.  Round Breast’s son was out there too, helping the two of them stoke the fire.  His name was Long Legs.  He was two suns older than Wide Smiles, five suns older than Fast Foot.  He was a tall, good-looking man.  Sometimes, in the morning, Wide Smiles looked at him in a way that made Strong Arms feel uncomfortable.  That was happening right now.

Strong Arms cleared his throat to speak.  “I am hungry,” he growled, picking at his teeth with a small pointed stick.  Most days, he picked them clean several times, in the morning and again at night.  The Godwoman said clean teeth meant long life.

His little ones were up now, too, and complaining loudly of being hungry.  Breakfast, when there was one, was usually taken down by the fish-lake.  Sometimes, when they had grain, the women would prepare a sort of breakfast-porridge.  They would stir in a little honey, maybe some berries, heat the whole thing up.  Nothing fancy, they would slurp it out of a big turtle shell with their unwashed bare hands.

Strong Arms stretched and pulled up a stump to sit on.  Round Breast, his sister, was up now too, and so were all her little ones.

Strong Arms watched his sister.  Sometimes she would take milk from her breast and rub it on her littlest one’s bottom and genitals.  Round Breast did not know why, but fresh mother’s milk could kill a common form of dysentery-causing amoeba.  Sometimes, she would lick her baby’s face with her tongue.  She did not know why she did that either.  Her mother had done it, and her mother’s mother before her.  The reason, we have since learned, is that when mothers lick their babies, they ingest the pathogens residing on their young.  Then they manufacture antibodies to those pathogens and secrete them back to their babies in the next batch of breast milk they produce.  This type of behavior was only one of many survival “instincts” evolution had devised to give these creatures a slight edge in a dangerous world filled with predators large and small.

Strong Arms’ youngest, a boy, ran from the hut, naked but happy.  Life was good, and the little ones plump and well-fed.  When the boy was a little older — at three suns — he would be given a name.  Until then, he was still considered part of his mother, with no separate identity.

The little ones always seemed to have a cold or a runny nose.  Nothing to worry about, though.  Runny noses and sneezes were nature’s way of expelling nasty invaders from the body.  Coughing helped to bring out microbial beasts from the respiratory tract.  Diarrhea gave a literal bum’s rush to the perpetrators of an intestinal malaise.  Fever could actually destroy an invading bacteria or virus by summarily cooking it to death.  Iron-poor blood helped hold the body’s microbe population in check.  All normal.  All essential to their long-term survival.

The fire was blazing now.  It was a focal point for the clan, and they all gathered around, chattering excitedly.  Oak was their favorite wood; it burned hot and bright, just one more reason for it being sacred to them.

The area around the campfire was divided into zones.  Near the hearth were remnants of simple stone tools made on the spot, plus many splintered marrow bones and cranial fragments from medium-sized mammals.  Further away, on the opposite side of the fire-pit from the huts, were several spots containing more complex stone tools, notably scrapers, and, among them, more marrow bones.  Seating logs and stumps were all around, making the firebowl a natural magnet for family gatherings such as the one this morning.

Long Legs was on his feet now, telling a story, a funny one, about Wide Smiles when she was a little girl.  Everyone was laughing, especially Wide Smiles.

Strong Arms loved to laugh, especially around other men.  That is probably why he missed Big Shoulder so much; now he had no other man his own age to share a laugh with.

Although Strong Arms did not know it, humans were the only creatures that laughed.  In fact, human laughter evolved as a unique way to make or break alliances.  First came the smile, which in all likelihood must have communicated a positive emotional state to a prospective mate or fellow hunter.  Our ancient ancestors probably used those smiles to reassure one another and to build alliances.  But, of course, smiles could be faked, and so what evolved as an honest signal was soon corrupted.  Enter laughing, a much more complex signal.  Laughing involved more neural systems, the use of vocal apparatus and lots of energy.  A man had to be a much better actor to fake a laugh convincingly than to fake a smile.  Not only that, when a group of people laughed they broadcast solidarity, an unambiguous warning to outsiders.  And so laughing replaced smiling at some point in human history as an honest signal in coalition building.

But there was nothing fake about the laughter around the campfire this morning.  Everyone was happy.  The Godwoman, stooped and cranky, joined them now at the fire circle.  She limped when she walked.  Between mouthfuls of grain-porridge, she blessed their undertaking for the day — gathering seed.

“Nature God, who makes all life possible, we know you are looking after us.  We ask you to fill our meadows with seed and our bellies with meat.  We ask you to bring us lots of turtles and fish and to chase away the birds and wolves and ticks.  We ask you to bring us cool days, warm nights, and gentle rains.”  Then she did a little lop-sided dance, like a bumblebee that had found nectar and was now preparing to lead the other bees to the source.

The clan waited until she was done, then set out in the direction of the fish-lake.  Somedays, when the hours of sunlight were especially long, as they were today, they would get started early.  High summer meant high activity; winter would come soon enough.

The meadow was green and gold and yellow.  In places, the land was raw and rocky.  In the distance, near the base of the mountains, a herd of antler-animal grazed peacefully on a sea of wild grass.  Much of the grass-cover was in two wild species of the same genus as modern wheat, along with their cross, wild einkorn.  The hunter and his family did not know this, of course; only that it tasted good and kept them regular.  Also that, at this point in the summer, a man and his family could have good success harvesting wild grass seeds.  They had to do it now, today, before the birds took it all for themselves.

Brown Curls walked slowly again and again through the golden stands, a big leather pouch in one hand.  With her other hand, her free hand, she stripped off the ripe grain-heads the way her mother taught her to do, the way her grandmother taught her mother to do.  The world of cereal domestication, by which all moderns are now fed grass seeds like a billion caged canaries, was still far in the future.  So was the use of the sickle.  Today, in 30,000 B.C., grain collection was done by hand — bare hands — soon to be bloodied and sore.

Despite the pain and hardship, Brown Curls and her family could gather more than a pound of clean, ripe grain per hour of work.  They might have been surprised to learn that the protein content of the grains they were harvesting was actually higher than that of a modern premium wheat.  But there was a downside.

The most important difference between the clan’s wild form of wheat and our so-called modern form was in the staggered maturation of their crop.  The heads of their wild variety ripened unevenly.  Thus, only a small fraction of the grain-heads could be harvested on any given day.  Nevertheless, the family group, by working slowly upslope as the season progressed, could easily harvest a huge amount of wild cereal over a three-week span.  Without working very hard, the clan could gather more grain in a summer than they could possibly consume in the coming winter.  In fact, an einkorn crop yielded an energy output some 50 times their work input.  This wasn’t exactly agriculture, however.  When a man’s crop grows wild, there is little incentive to clear, plow, sow, or even cultivate.  Just reach out your hand and fill a leather pouch with whatever the Nature God has provided.

As for preparation, the wild harvest could either
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