
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Brinan of the Wolf Clan 
 
      
 
      
 
    LM Jack 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Brinan of the Wolf Clan is the first book  
 
    in the Children of the Wolf Clan Series 
 
      
 
    also available  
 
      
 
    Land of the Mammoth Clan (Book Two) 
 
    Return of the White Bear (Book Three) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2017 L M Jack 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    ISBN:  9781973594932 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    CONTENTS 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  1 
  
       	  Brinan’s Clan 
  
       	  Pg 5 
  
      
 
       
       	    2 
  
       	  The Gathering 
  
       	  Pg 18 
  
      
 
       
       	  3 
  
       	  Tricks of the Trade 
  
       	  Pg 31 
  
      
 
       
       	  4 
  
       	  Leadership 
  
       	  Pg 44 
  
      
 
       
       	  5 
  
       	  Serena’s Secret 
  
       	  Pg 55 
  
      
 
       
       	  6 
  
       	  Wolf 
  
       	  Pg 66 
  
      
 
       
       	  7 
  
       	  First Hunt 
  
       	  Pg 75 
  
      
 
       
       	  8 
  
       	  Cave 
  
       	  Pg 85 
  
      
 
       
       	  9 
  
       	  Boat 
  
       	  Pg 98 
  
      
 
       
       	  10 
  
       	  First Snow 
  
       	  Pg 109 
  
      
 
       
       	  11 
  
       	  Winter 
  
       	  Pg 121 
  
      
 
       
       	  12 
  
       	  Flash Flood 
  
       	  Pg 133 
  
      
 
       
       	  13 
  
       	  Survival 
  
       	  Pg 146 
  
      
 
       
       	  14 
  
       	  The Crossing 
  
       	  Pg 158 
  
      
 
       
       	  15 
  
       	  Trolls 
  
       	  Pg 171 
  
      
 
       
       	  16 
  
       	  Lynx 
  
       	  Pg 182 
  
      
 
       
       	  17 
  
       	  A New Weapon 
  
       	  Pg 195 
  
      
 
       
       	  18 
  
       	  Cave Lion 
  
       	  Pg 207 
  
      
 
       
       	  19 
  
       	  The River 
  
       	  Pg 219 
  
      
 
       
       	  20 
  
       	  Emosnar 
  
       	  Pg 233 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
       	  Preview Book 2 
  
       	  Pg 243 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1 Brinan’s Clan 
 
      
 
      
 
    An entity speeds towards Earth.  It bursts through the clouds, bearing down on northern Europe.  It is not, however, the landscape we see today.  A large ice sheet over a mile high covers what will one day be Scotland, Northern England and the Nordic lands.  The North Sea does not exist.  At this time, it is all tundra supporting vast herds of Ice Age mammals and the flora and fauna that support them.   
 
    The entity speeds north; swooping low over herds of aurochs, horses, reindeer, onager, red deer. Vast rivers and lakes throw up a million strong flocks of birds, preyed on by eagles and hawks.  Vultures and buzzards scavenge the landscape.  On reaching the Northern Tundra, the entity weaves through vast herds of mammoth and bison, interspersed with smaller herds of musk ox, solitary woolly rhinoceros and the wolf packs, spotted hyenas and cave lion prides that hunt them.   
 
    As it reaches the glacier, the entity veers east towards the Atlantic Ocean.  It slows dramatically as it flies high over an ancient boreal forest that will one day become part of the English Channel - it hovers momentarily over a clearing on a hillside, then drops like a stone into a cave. 
 
      
 
    Inside, the cave is dimly lit by shafts of light escaping the hide cover of the entrance.  In one of the hearths, a boy of eleven years scrutinizes the flint blade in his hand, turning it over then back again.  He has dark hair with brown eyes and a lean but strong physique - needed for the hard life he leads.  He places the flint back on his bed and picks up another one, giving it the same scrutiny and sighs undecided - there is only so much room in his haversack for trade goods.  He wants the best of the best so that he can get the best in return. 
 
    “Brinan!”  The hide cover of the cave is pulled back illuminating the cavernous space and silhouetting the body of a woman framed in the entrance. 
 
    “I’m just coming!”  Brinan replies without looking up. 
 
    “No, you will come now – you have had all spring to pack for the Summer Gathering!”  The tone in her voice indicated her patience had run out.  Deema - Brinan’s mother - was a tall, muscular woman with dark brown hair and hazel eyes.  
 
    Brinan sighed, as if the most unreasonable demand had been placed upon him.  He picked up both of the flint flakes he had been studying plus a few others and shoved them into his haversack and slung it over his shoulder, it was heavy but he would get used to it.  He picked up his spear and walked out blinking in the bright sunshine.  The early summer morning dew was steaming off the foliage, hinting at the heat the day would bring. 
 
    I think I have enough to trade with.  He reasoned remembering last summer’s gathering of the clans.  This year he wanted to do some trading of his own.  He had spent many days during the winter making things – mostly flint tools – to trade with.  His clan lived near a chalk cliff with seams of flint running through.  Taken from source, the flint was better quality and easier to work with.  He looked up at the entrance to the cave and nodded a farewell to the skull of a wolf that was suspended above.  Two burly men impatiently rolled down a heavy bison hide, pegging the base of it into the ground.   
 
    One of the men ruffled his hair.  “What was keeping you in there?” 
 
    Brinan scowled at his mother’s new mate, Jonan.  Her first mate Baran – who was Brinan’s father, had gone on a journey just before Brinan’s sister, Serena, was born, and had never returned.  Jonan was alright, but tried too hard to make Brinan like him.  He had come from another Clan; the Reindeer Clan.  Their territory was on the steppes far to the east of Brinan’s Cave.  His mother was happier since Jonan had joined them, so Brinan just smiled but it was only the front of a smile - behind it, he was still brooding about his choice of flint. 
 
    “Picking the best flint to trade with?  We’ll make a headman of you yet.”  Arguus, the Clan’s headman and Brinan’s uncle, answered for him.   
 
    Brinan smiled gratefully at him.  He deeply respected his Uncle Arguus.  As his nephew, Brinan was heir to the leadership of the Clan.  He took his place next to his mother among the band of Ice Age travellers.  With a final scan over the twelve members of the Wolf Clan – men, women, and children – Arguus raised his arm high and swung it forward “Wolf Clan Ho!”  The Clan set off with answering hoots and howls, buzzing with the excitement of a journey and the prospect of their annual tribal gathering. 
 
    It was a beautiful morning in early summer.  A brisk southerly wind chased white clouds across an azure sky.  Arguus led his Clan down the valley where they lived.  He was a short, barrel-chested man with long sandy hair tied at the nape of his neck with a leather thong.  He wore a leather tunic decorated with the canine teeth of wolves, feathers and hollow bird bones sawn into beads.  Underneath the tunic, he wore a sleeveless leather shirt and leather trousers tucked into fur lined boots made of reindeer hide.  Around his waist, he wore a thick leather belt, through which had been looped several pouches for personal belongings, food and tools. 
 
    The women and girls of the Wolf Clan wore a similar outfit.  Some wore trouser but others just wore tunics that were longer, below the knee and long boots.  Brinan was dressed similarly to the men - looped through a belt around his waist he also had one special pouch made of deer hide which had been dyed black and burnished to an ebony sheen.   
 
    The pouch contained his personal talismans; the large canine tooth of a wolf that identified him as a member of the Wolf Clan; a small lump of stalagmite from the Cave of the Horse Clan that identified him as a member of the Tribe of Magdalene; a piece of iron pyrite, his highly prized firestone – used to make fire by striking a piece of flint.  It was a life saving and therefore essential part of his being.  The smallest item, given to him when he was five, was his personal birthstone - a grey, glistening granite stone which represented unyielding strength and clarity of thought - appropriate qualities for a future leader. 
 
    Amidst the band of travellers, all the adults - as well as carrying larger haversacks made of leather - each pulled a large travois.  Made with two long poles that come to a point with a platform across the wider part, on top of which piles of fur and hides were stacked, the travois were used to transport larger amounts of goods that could not be carried.  The poles of several travois would also serve as tent poles.  Everything the Clan made had to serve a duel or better still - multi purpose, especially when travelling.  All the children of the Clan carried a haversack similar to Brinan’s in which they kept personal belongings, travel food and goods for trading.   
 
    Everyone was in high spirits.  The journey to the Summer Gathering always created a holiday mood despite the hardship of travelling on foot with heavy loads - they thought nothing of it - it was simply their way of life.  A sandy haired girl of five ran around the band of travellers chanting and singing.  As part of the tribe of Magdalene, they were the first modern humans to inhabit Northern Europe. The Wolf Clan looked forward to their journey South through a land that would one day be called France.  They had only walked a short distance however, when the little girl stopped suddenly.   
 
    “Flossa!”  She wailed.  “I forgot Flossa!” 
 
    “Oh Matina.” groaned her mother, Lodina.  Then, looking directly at the headman she smiled apologetically.  “She won’t settle without her.”   
 
    Matina howled even louder warning that her mother was right. 
 
    “Brinan, go back and get Matina’s doll.” commanded Arguus.  Madina’s howl lowered to a drawn out whine for good measure.  Brinan dropped his haversack and sprinted up the hill to the cave.  He pulled out one of the ground pegs; slipped between the heavy hide and rock wall and ran to Matina’s hearth.  Enough light filtered in for him to find the doll.  It was made of soft rabbit skin and stuffed with wool.  The doll had arms and legs although it’s hands and feet were not defined, and the flat face had the image of eyes, a nose and a mouth sewn onto it.  It was crudely made but still worn out at the seams with love.  After pegging the hide back down, Brinan sprinted down the hill to the Clan who were now walking along a river bank that opened out into a wide lake that would, in about five thousand years, be part of the English Channel.  To the west of their great lake lay the Endless Sea – the Atlantic Ocean.  Brinan gave Matina her doll, which she hugged and simpered to.  He took his haversack from Arguus and walked steadily letting his breath calm after the exertion.   
 
    It was near noon and after a winter of confinement to the cave, Brinan’s leg muscles ached and the flint flakes dug into his back.  All the children had grown quiet - most of the adults too – losing their early enthusiasm to tiredness.  But they were the Wolf Clan and prided themselves on having the tenacity and stamina of their namesake.  When Arguus called for them to rest by a stream, everyone sank where they were.  Brinan found a large boulder and dumped his haversack beside it.  He went to the stream for a drink and when he returned found that his seat had been taken by Matina. 
 
    “That was my seat, Matina.” 
 
    Matina, her name meant ‘little mother’ cuddled her doll and gazed at Brinan with adulation. 
 
    “I know,” she said cheerfully.  “Can I sit with you?” 
 
    Brinan nodded, although he would rather she didn’t - but you don’t refuse Matina!  One tantrum a day was bad enough, he wasn’t going to trigger another one. 
 
    “Would you like to hold Flossa?” 
 
    “Not really.” said Brinan.  Matina’s smile evaporated into a pout. 
 
    “Oh okay, but only until you get your lunch out.”  Brinan took the doll and tried to hold it in a way that wasn’t conspicuous.  A boy and girl walked towards them.  The boy, Callom, grinned as he approached. 
 
    “Congratulations Brinan!  I see your mate has given you a healthy child – is it a boy or girl?” Callom sat down on the ground and cooed at the doll. 
 
    “Very funny!” growled Brinan giving the doll back to Matina who giggled at Callom. 
 
    The girl was Brinan’s twelve year old sister, Serena; she would one day co-lead the Wolf Clan with Brinan just as their mother now did with her brother.  Serena sat on a boulder near the boys.  She took a travelling cake from her haversack and ate quietly, lost in thought.  
 
    “Mother says we’re going to camp on the sea shore before the Summer Gathering to store up on fish and shell fish,” announced Brinan.  He was looking forward to spear fishing and especially wanted to try out the new spear that he had made for himself that winter.  Fishing and trapping smaller game was the nearest he could get to hunting like the men. 
 
    “We are?”  Serena brightened.  “Good, I need shells for my paints.” 
 
    “…and for beads,” added Matina.  “Mother is making me a new tunic for my adoption ceremony.”  Now that she had survived her fifth winter, Matina would be recognized as a member of the tribe of Magdalane.  Babies were acknowledged by their immediate family from birth; by the whole Clan if they lived for a moon cycle - but had to wait until their fifth year before being recognized by the tribal elders – at this time their birthstone and future purpose in the tribe was also revealed.  Serena’s adoption ceremony had caused some upset when she had been called to be a Shaman - despite her birthright to co-lead the Clan with Brinan.   
 
    After lunch, the children stayed together for the afternoon’s trek south.  They still followed the river, which made the route predictable but safe.  Only an experienced traveller could navigate away from major landmarks using the stars as a guide.  
 
    “I’m going to show Uncle Felmas my new invention.” said Callom.  His Uncle Felmas was a tool maker in the Horse Clan, which played host to the other Clans every summer for the Gathering.  Callom pulled out a small wooden contraption and showed it to Brinan and Serena.  A dozen rods, which had been glued into holes bored around the short stump of a sapling, were framed by a circle of wood. 
 
    “What’s it for?” asked Brinan admiring the craftsmanship. 
 
    “Don’t know yet,” admitted Callom cheerfully.  “I’ll think of some use for it.” 
 
    “It’s pretty,” said Serena taking the object from Brinan and holding it up.  Its symmetry was near perfect.  
 
    “It looks like the rays of the sun – it could be a talisman.” 
 
    “For what?” snorted Brinan.  “Anyway, you’re not a Shaman yet so how would you know!” 
 
    “I only meant it was unusual enough to mean something.  You don’t have to be a Shaman to see that!” 
 
    “You’d better not let Tamo hear you say that, he doesn’t think much of girls that try to be Shamans.” warned Brinan.   
 
    It was true, Tamo, like many of his calling had been unsettled at the announcement of Serena’s calling when she was five.  Many said it was only because the current head Shaman had also been a woman – the first in several generations – but she had been one of the best.  Serena looked warily at Tamo, the Clan’s Shaman, but he was well out of earshot and deep in conversation with Arguus. 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger Arguus.  The day may come soon when the Wolf Clan is without a Shaman.” 
 
    “You have Serena.”  Stated Arguus flatly, he’d been through this before. 
 
    “Yes, I know but …” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I agree she was named as a future Shaman but she is also a future leader, who can possibly be expected to bear the burden of co-leadership and shaman duties - it’s too much for a boy, let alone a girl.” 
 
    “She will manage.”  Snapped Arguus. He’d also heard this argument before and his tone made it clear he was not going to stand for it. 
 
    “It wasn’t clear cut that she would be just a Shaman, or a co-leader.” 
 
    “By birthright she is also a future co-leader and it was made clear enough at her naming ceremony that she would ‘walk’ new pathways for the spiritual safety and well being of the tribe.” 
 
    “True, but what does that mean?  I’ve tried and tried but cannot find an insight into what the old Shaman meant.” argued Tamo.  He didn’t like to admit to failing in his duties.  
 
    “Not everything is set in stone.  Serena’s path will reveal itself in its own time, just like everyone else’s, remember she still has a choice.  Do you have anyone else in mind to train?” asked Arguus, trying to simmer down the argument that was brewing. 
 
    “I had hoped Callom would show some interest but I think he will be a wood worker like his own father, he has an inventive mind but no interest in the spirit world.  I guess it will have to be Serena, even though it is frowned upon.  People say women Shamans don’t make good mothers.” 
 
    “That’s just narrow minded thinking and jealousy.   They also say that about women who co-lead.  Do you want to take this up with Deema? ” 
 
    “Funny!”  Tamo retorted.  “She would roast me alive!”   He shifted the weight of his backpack and grimaced.  Arguus noticed his discomfort which made him think of his own fatigue.  “It’s getting late, I think we will make camp soon,” he announced, tactfully changing the subject. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took three more days journey to reach the sea, and every step took the Wolf Clan, not only farther from their cave, but farther from the Great Glacier.  Outer garments were taken off and the Wolf Clan enjoyed the warmer sunshine that greeted their South Westerly trek.  With the warmer climate came more abundance as the season was further on than in the North, it was almost into early summer here.  The tribe of Magdalene, of which the Wolf Clan was only one small group, worshipped the Earth and the life it sustained.  They believed that all things – plants, animals, rocks and water - the very earth itself, came from the same powerful source that created all.   
 
    They also believed that they were guided through life’s journey by their ancestors as spirit guides and their ancestors would hold them accountable for any failings when they reached the afterlife.  The communal rearing of children was the reason that the tribe had evolved and thrived as it did, making it a Matriarchal society.  With only small pockets of human populations scattered over a large landscape, children were a precious commodity.  Women were valued and revered for their ability to produce children and men were valued as providers and protectors of both Cave and Clan.   
 
    Their histories, passed down through generations of story tellers and Shamans, talked of a great catastrophe when the land was covered in fire and ash and how almost the whole population of the tribe was wiped out.  Slowly, they were recovering. 
 
      
 
    On the day the Wolf Clan reached the sea, they could smell it long before they saw it and the salty air spurred them on despite aching legs and backs.  As soon as they caught their first glimpse of the open water, the children raced ahead abandoning their haversacks and outer clothes and ran into the sea, jumping over waves and splashing merrily.  It was mid afternoon and everyone was glad for the chance to cool down.  Later they made camp higher up the beach where the tide would not reach them.  Brinan, Serena and Callom – trailed by Matina, wandered off to forage the rock pools. 
 
    “Don’t go out of sight.” called Deema. 
 
    “Bring us back some mussels.”  Shouted Jonan. 
 
    “Get them yourself.”  Muttered Brinan.  He intended to bring some back for his mother and Arguus but he wouldn’t bother now he’d been asked. 
 
    “Jonan is our mother’s mate now, you should respect him.”  Serena understood her brother and his stubborn dislike of Jonan.  While they were growing up, they’d had their mother to themselves.  The arrival of Jonan had usurped Brinan from his place as man of the hearth. 
 
    “You sound like mother.”  He snapped as he climbed over damp, jagged rocks to find a good pool.  Matina held out her hand to be helped up onto the rock.  He pulled her up, but had to prize his fingers from her grip. 
 
    “Look, mussels.”  Cried Callom, plunging his hands into a rock pool and pulling a large mussel from its stronghold.  Its dark blue shell was as large as his fist.  They found many more, only when the light was fading did they turn back to camp, sharing their bounty with their hearths.   
 
    Callom took his share to his grandparents, Yorak and Juno.  Juno smile at her grandson.  There was always a strange smell hovering over Juno’s hearth.  She had problems breathing sometimes especially in extremes of weather and most frightening when she was ill.  She had come close to the spirit world a few times which upset Callom.  Juno and Yorak had taken over his care when his parents died in a hunting accident. 
 
    Brinan took some over for Arguus and presented them to his mate, Shera.   
 
    “Thank you Brinan. Here, take these to your mother.”  She handed Brinan a small wooden bowl of wild strawberries.  Brinan grinned.  There were definite advantages to sharing outside the hearth.  Shera watched him return to his own fire, wistfully wondering why she had never been blessed with a child of her own; she had always felt like a second mother to Brinan, and Serena.   
 
    He was a serious boy, Shera mused, quiet and thoughtful, but not in a timid way.  He was stubborn and headstrong sometimes – but they were not bad qualities for a future leader, she was sure he would have no trouble standing up for the needs of his Clan when those times came.  It was nearly time for Arguus to begin training him in leadership skills.  Once he adopted his future role, Brinan would not have the carefree attitude of other boys.  Arguus had been given the burden of leadership at a very young age and argued that Brinan was entitled to enjoy his childhood without such worries and responsibility.  Fate, however, had different plans. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2 The Gathering 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, every member of the Clan, young and old, busied themselves gathering and drying edible seaweed and shellfish, cleaning the shells to use as utensils or jewellery to trade with.  One afternoon was devoted to collecting rock salt.  Of all the things they gathered on the coast to trade with, salt was their most valuable commodity.   
 
    Callom and Brinan fished in a large sheltered bay.  Wading into the shallow water to stand patiently and spear the flat fish that skulked in the sand.  It took patience and persistence to spear a fish.  Weather conditions, the moon and tides affected the presence of fish and the depth at which the boys could find them.  In the warm, early summer months, they hunted the big sea bass which loved swimming in shallow water among the strips of sand warmed by the sun.   
 
    Brinan and Callom looked on with envy as the hunters boarded coracles and paddled out to the mouth of the bay.  The coracles were small, round boats, tricky to manoeuvre but serviceable and easily made with a wooden frame covered with a heavy hide that was waterproofed and sealed.  The coracles, along with their oars, were stored safely in a cave after each visit.   
 
    Brinan day-dreamed about being in the boat, fishing with the men - but Callom day-dreamed about building a boat!  He had made a much smaller version at home and played with it in the stream by their cave, in his mind he wanted to make something much bigger, but bigger meant more man-power to row.  The coracles were fine for one or sometimes two, passengers, leaving just room for the fish that was caught.  One day, thought Callom, I’ll make a new kind of boat, that many people can ride in and catch many more fish.   
 
    Brinan got his wish sooner than he expected, on the last day of their stay at the beach, both boys were allowed out in the coracles, staying within the shelter of the bay.  Next summer, Jonan promised, they would be allowed to help with the men.  The boys managed a small catch which was eaten fresh by the Clan on the last night of their stay before saying farewell to the seashore. 
 
      
 
    They journeyed south for a half day then turned south west; passing through continuously changing terrain.  The Clan had got used to trekking and enjoyed the sights, particularly when they spotted a wolf pack hunting a herd of aurochs.  Aurochs were the ancestors of all domestic breeds of cattle.  The tenacious wolves had followed the herd across the open plains.  As small and weak as they were in comparison to their prey, the wolf pack had managed to bring down a huge old bull using co-operation and courage.  Brinan was proud of his Clan’s totem. 
 
    On the morning of the last day of their trek to the Summer Gathering, Arguus summoned Brinan to join him as the Clan set out.  Brinan felt apprehensive and a little self-conscious as he fell into step beside his uncle.  He felt a deep sense of pride walking at the front with the leaders and glimpsed a sudden insight into his future status.  He walked taller, emulating the proud bearing of his mentor and turned to look back at the people following him.  His mother smiled fondly at him. 
 
    “We should reach the caves of the Horse Clan before sunset, I can see the landmarks.”  Announced Arguus, as much to himself as to Brinan.  “Do you see that chain of mountains in the distance?” 
 
    “Yes Uncle.  Is it still that far?”  
 
    “No, no.  Look between where we are standing and where the mountain on the far west is.  Do you see the wooded valley in our line of sight?  Now look for the large overhanging rock in the south of the valley” 
 
    Brinan scanned the area.  “Yes, I see them.” 
 
    “Since we set off this morning, those mountains and that distinctive rock have been in my sights.  All the way, I have followed a path that lines up directly with the rock and the mountain to the far west.  I know that if I keep those two landmarks directly in front of each other I am on the right track to the Cave of the Horse Clan.  We cannot see the Clan’s caves because they are deep on this side of the valley and sheltered by trees, but by using two landmarks that I know will not change with the seasons, I can navigate my way to the Clan without wasting time and energy veering off course and having to back track. 
 
    “That’s clever, but what do you do if it’s misty or raining and clouds cover the valley and mountains?” 
 
    “Since the seashore, I’ve had smaller landmarks to follow such as a rocky outcrop and the course of various streams.  When you are travelling, never risk your life trying to find your way in bad weather.  Make camp, wait until the weather clears.  Streams are okay but if there has been heavy rain, streams can flood and change course.  Use the bigger landmarks whenever you can, and of course the sun as it travels across the sky.” 
 
    Brinan nodded, he was delighted with the knowledge given to him as they journeyed on and practised his own navigation skills by picking out smaller landmarks; a boulder, a distinctively shaped tree, lining them up in his sights and following them.  It would be a good skill to use when he played with the other boys at the Summer Gathering; they often went on forays of their own.  Knowledge, not weaponry - was power.  Nature was both their ally and their enemy.  Brinan decided he would lead his own ‘Clan’ this summer. 
 
    They descended into the valley, following a steep, narrow trail which made the descent quite difficult for those hunters who pulled the travois as it was quite steep, with loose rocks in places.  Arguus indicated that they were now following a well defined path marked by cairns of boulders with the jaw bones of horses pointing the way to the Caves of the Horse Clan.  He also pointed out a particular rock formation at the other end.  It was a steep cliff face with a flat surface; that protruded over the valley like a miniature peninsula. 
 
    “Recognise that?  It’s the land mark we used to get here.  It has another use and is the reason the Horse Clan are so called.”  Arguus explained. “Every summer we help drive a herd of horses off the edge of that cliff and butcher the animals for their skins and meat.  The horse herds around here are large and it is what enables this Clan to host the gathering every summer without depleting their food sources for the winter.”   
 
    “There is another reason for their playing host.”  Added Tamo, as he joined them.  “There are many caves in this valley, some go deep into Magda’s Underworld and are used for the tribes sacred ceremonies.  Some of the deeper caves are filled with ancient drawings and carvings made by our ancestors.  It is where the tribe of Magdalene first became and every Clan can trace its histories back to this cave. 
 
    “Can we see them, the drawings and carvings I mean?”  Asked Brinan, he knew Serena would love to see them. 
 
    “No!” snapped Tamo.  “The caves go deep into the mountain; it is dangerous to venture in.  Even for the Shamans.  Some people have wandered into those caves and never come out - lost forever in Magda’s Underworld.  When you are leader, you will be shown the sacred caves, but until then leave them well alone.” 
 
    Brinan nodded, but felt privately that Tamo was being over dramatic – but then what Shaman wasn’t! 
 
      
 
    “Holla!”  Cried a voice from the trees.  Walking toward the Wolf Clan, a man and woman, both carrying spears and wearing horse hide cloaks, were coming up the path to greet them. 
 
    “Dagme!”  Arguus greeted the leader of the Horse Clan with a bear hug.  He hugged the woman too, more gently but with no less affection.  “Parisse, you look as beautiful as ever!” 
 
    “Arguus, you old wolf!  We’ve been waiting for you.  I had someone post a lookout and when we heard of your arrival, we came to greet you.  We have saved you your usual spot next to our cave.  Is this Brinan?  How you’ve grown,” remarked Parisse.  “Will you be hunting with us this summer?” 
 
    Brinan looked up expectantly at his Uncle but Arguus just laughed and said “No, not quite yet, next summer.”  Brinan felt deflated but perked up when Arguus continued.  “It will be his twelfth year at the Harvest Moon; I’ll start taking him out with me then.” 
 
    The Wolf Clan, led by the head man and woman of the Horse Clan made its way down to the encampment.  The noise of so many people and activities in one area made quite an impact on the children of the Wolf Clan.  They couldn’t help but be swept up in the bustle and excitement of the Gathering.  The smoke of many hearths curled up through the trees.  The overwhelming stench of human and fire meant both predators and prey steered well clear of the valley, making a safe haven for the children.  Near the base of the valley, the plains had been cleared of trees and shrubs and flattened out to open meadows for the tents of all the visiting Clans.  As they made their way to their annual campsite, the members of the Wolf Clan were greeted by friends and relatives in other Clan’s of the tribe. 
 
    “Brinan, Callom!”  A group of boys called out, waving to catch their attention.  Both boys waved back.  They couldn’t wait to get unpacked so they could catch up with old friends. 
 
    The host Clan had their quarters in the largest of the many limestone caves on that hillside.  Like the Wolf Clan, they occupied the area to the front of the cave to get the benefit of sunlight in summer.  Inside the cave was split into many hearths.  Each one defined by screens of horse hide stretched across wood frames and pegged into the floor, offering some privacy for the many families that shared the cave. 
 
    The cave of the Horse Clan was the largest and most prolific of all the Clans.  The Wolf Clan was second - not in size - but in status.  Next to them were the Aurochs Clan, then the Bison Clan, the Brown Bear Clan, the Chamois Clan and the Wolverine Clan as well as several others of lower rank and size. 
 
    Brinan remembered being told that there had once been a Mammoth Clan, a Cave Lion Clan, and Woolly Rhinoceros Clan but they had travelled so far North and East to follow their living namesakes that they now went to the Summer Gatherings of other tribes in the East.  It reminded him of the sadness he felt when his father had left for a journey to contact these kin, but had never returned.  Brinan had only been a two year old, but still vaguely remembered his father, similar in hair colouring to himself, although over the years the features of his face were blurred with time. 
 
      
 
    As well as the Clans that had travelled North and East, there were several other Clans, mostly in the South, that some years would go to Tribal Gatherings in the Southerly Lands and then return to the Magdalene Tribes Summer Gathering the following year.  It gave them a diversity of goods to trade with – including the trading of skills and knowledge. 
 
    Everyone loved the Summer Gathering.  It was a chance to explore a different region, play with old friends; and make new ones.  Feasts were laid on, with one Clan inviting another Clan over to share a meal with them.  Competitions were held, running races, spear throwing, and tool making.  The boys had their own competitions as well as the men.  Some of the women and older girls joined in these competitions too, they were valued hunters and trackers within the Clans, but they also held their own subtle competitions.  The making of clothes, jewellery, utensils and weaponry as well as cooking sumptuous dishes to attract trade to the foods and trade goods particular to their Clan.  Some men also preferred these activities to hunting and strove to excel at them. 
 
    Each Clan had spent their winter confinement skinning and dying hides some of which were made into elaborate outfits decorated with bone, teeth, shell, and furs.  Weaving cloth, baskets and mats were also widely practised.  Colours and designs often indicated what Clan had made them.  Jewellery was also made; using bones, shells, semi-precious stones depending on what was indigenous to each particular Clan’s home cave.  Ornamental bowls and cups were fashioned from bone and wood and the designs upon them served to identify their origins.  
 
    Not all men hunted, just as not all women dealt with domestic duties.  One of the most revered groups were travelling entertainers, singers and dancers – but especially the story tellers.  There was one in particular that the children always looked out for - ‘Emosnar’ was a tall, slim enigmatic man with a distinctive hat of pale cream leather decorated with beads and feathers, he was a popular and prestigious guest to host at your hearth - if you could persuade him.  The children looked for the distinctive hat, not the man, but he was nowhere in sight. 
 
      
 
    The biggest ceremony of the summer was held after the horse hunt, it took advantage of the abundance of meat to hold a mass ceremony.  Spiritual festivals were held including mating ceremonies, the naming of babies, the adoption of people into one another’s Clan’s, the rites of passage for boys and girls allowing them adult status – in a few summers it would be Brinan’s turn.   
 
    On their arrival at the Cave of the Horse Clan, every member of the Wolf Clan had been offered a drink from the ‘Claich’ – a ceremonial cup filled with a fermented drink offering hospitality and safety to visitors.  If you were not offered a drink from the Claich, it meant you were not welcome and custom dictated you were expected to leave before sun down.  No-one entertained the idea that they would be refused the cup, and of course, none ever were - it was such an ancient custom it had been many years since anyone had been refused a welcome. 
 
      
 
    “Are you finished unpacking?”  Callom asked as he entered Brinan’s hearth. 
 
    “Almost - have you been outside yet?”  Brinan replied. 
 
    “I thought I’d wait for you.”  Callom would never admit to being too shy to face people alone, despite his cleverness and humour, he needed Brinan for confidence – Brinan needed Callom to deflect his seriousness. 
 
    When they left their tent it was sunset.  Most people were outside their tents, settling down to evening meals and another night of gathering and gossip.  The arrival of the Wolf Clan had revived enthusiasm.  Some people played music and danced.  Adults drank the fermented juice of berries grown in the south by one of the more distant Clans who brought it as their main source of trade.  The wine, as it was called, was stored deep in the cool, cavernous caves of the Horse Clan.  Much later in the evening, the celebrations got louder.  Young children slept, while the older ones, like Brinan and Callom, found places away from the prying eyes and annoying antics of adults to host their own private gatherings, pooling their resources of food from their respective camps.   
 
    All eyes turned to the river where a large raft, lit with torches revealed the arrival of the story tellers.  Seated on a bench in the centre of the raft in his distinctive cream hat, Emosnar the Story Teller, smiled and waved jovially to the cheering crowds on the bank.   
 
    “Now the Gathering has really begun!”  Remarked Brinan; grinning broadly.   
 
    Callom grinned too - he loved the story tellers and wished that he had their gift.   
 
    “He’ll go to the Horse hearth first to pay his respects,” he said.   
 
    “Come on; let’s be there for his arrival before the crowds follow him up.  I know where we can hide.”  
 
    The two of them made their way up to the entrance to the Horse Clan and settled among the growing piles of trade goods that had been given as compensation for the Clan in return for hosting the Gathering.  Callom was right, it wasn’t long before they spotted the leaders making their way up and close on their heels was Emosnar.   He was right about the crowds too; they hovered outside the entrance to the Horse Clan.  The two boys ducked down among the baskets and folded piles of hides and furs so they wouldn’t be chased out.  The adults settled themselves around the cooking hearth and Emosnar was offered wine and food which he accepted with exaggerated humbleness. 
 
    “Lovely, lovely,” crooned Emosnar.  It was not clear whether he was referring to the food or the young woman who was offering it to him, which made the young woman blush and the men laugh.  Brinan noticed that none of the women laughed.  
 
    “What news do you have of the Northern Clans?”  Dagme asked him, changing the jovial mood to one more serious.  Emosnar took a big slug of wine then looked at Dagme. 
 
    “Good and bad,” He replied.  The musicality of his voice had disappeared and his tone was deeper, serious. 
 
    “Both the Reindeer Clan and the Mammoth Clan have been breaking new territories.  They have pooled their resources.  The good news is that a new amber mine has been discovered and a potential new forest - larger even than the ones just north of here, with good hunting and many waterways for fishing and travel.  The Woolly Rhinoceros Clan tried to stake a claim to the region, including the amber mine, but the other two argue that it is too big for one Clan.   
 
    They are finding that mammoth are harder to find though because the land is warmer and wetter, so the Mammoth Clan are keen to stay as far north as possible near the Glacier where the beasts are still numerous.  I’ve mapped out the new region as well as I can gather from the information.  Their headman is mating a woman from the Cave Lion Clan, first contact they’ve had in years!”  As he spoke, Emosnar pulled a soft hide from his haversack and opened it out on the floor.  It doubled as both a blanket and a map.  Brinan and Callom craned to get a look at it but only saw tantalising glimpses.   
 
    “Does this new territory have a name?”  Deema asked, studying the map with interest.  “It’s not that far from our cave.  A moon cycle’s walk - maybe more - from our Flint Mine?  What do you think Arguus?” 
 
    “Depends on the terrain and how passable these water ways are.”  Arguus replied. 
 
    “Passable by boat here,” Emosnar replied, tracing his finger along the length of a river that opened out into a large waterway.  “The Mammoth Clan call it Godreland, after their headman, Godre.  He found the Amber mine quite by chance - fell down a sink hole - was given up for dead but turned up a quarter moon cycle later with a haversack full of amber.  He persuaded them to move camp and now they’re planning to build new Mammoth Huts between the mine and the great ice.  It’s a fair trek for them but the new territories are full of new opportunities.” 
 
    Deema snorted, “Who but Godre would call a new land after himself!” 
 
    “Well you know Godre!”  Emosnar replied with a smile.  “He has big plans for the Clan and they seem happy to go along with them.” 
 
    “So what’s the bad news?”  Deema asked. 
 
    “We’re not the only tribe to take an interest in the new land.”  Emosnar continued.  “There was talk of a conflict between the Reindeer Clan and a raid by a scouting party from the one of the central tribes, the Eagle Clan from Steppeland.  They’ve suffered a few bad winters and are desperately looking for a new territory.” 
 
    “Ah,”  Deema replied.  “When there is nothing to trade, people turn to raid.  How sad that they felt that was their only option.”  There was a murmur of agreement from the others; most had suffered their share of famine and the consequences of inter-tribal raids at some point during their lives. 
 
    “This new territory sounds good.  We could send a scout party that way after the feasts, how about it Felmas?”  Arguus replied looking directly at an older man who bore a striking resemblance to Callom.  “Would you be willing to lead a tribal party as representative of the Wolf Clan?” 
 
    “Yes, I think that would be a good idea.”  It was too much for Callom and he stood up among the furs he was hiding between, giving himself away in the hope he would be asked to go too. 
 
    “Uncle, I’ll go!”  He tried to say with authority but it came out as a nervous squeak. 
 
    “What in Magda’s name are you doing in here boy?  Out - now!”  Roared his grandfather, Yorak.  Callom visibly deflated, bowed his head and left.  Felmas stifled a grin of admiration.  Brinan stood up meekly and followed him, which raised several eyebrows.  The two boys made their way back to their own tents, crawling into their camp furs to discuss what they had overheard.  Eventually tiredness overcame them. 
 
    “I really want to go with Felmas, do you think he will take me?”  Callom said finally.  But Brinan had fallen asleep.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3 Tricks Of The Trade 
 
      
 
      
 
    When he woke up next morning, the first thing Brinan noticed was Serena, fast asleep in her furs, but she hadn’t bothered to undress.  He got up, dressed quickly, and scooped himself a cup of mint tea that Deema had made. 
 
    “Give this one to your sister.” Deema handed him a second wooden cup.  
 
     “Wakey!  Wakey!” Brinan sang, shaking Serena vigorously. 
 
    “Brinan, go and jump off a cliff!” Serena mumbled, diving deeper into her furs.  “It’s the Summer Gathering!  I don’t have to be up early if I don’t want to!” 
 
    “No, but I want to talk to you!”  Deema commanded.   
 
    Brinan stood up and stepped back, grinning. 
 
    “Someone’s in trouble!” he sang, which got him a cuff from Deema. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re in a position to be gloating considering where you were last night!  No one is in trouble.  Be quick, I have a meeting of leaders to attend this morning.” 
 
    Serena sat up carefully.  She took the cup from her mother, avoiding eye contact and took a mouthful of tea. 
 
    “Serena, remember our talk before we left?”   
 
     “You promised I wouldn’t get any more lectures.  I’ve been good all winter.  How many furs did I skin?  Not to mention all those bracelets I made for trade . . .” 
 
    “The meeting is about you, well, partly.  Tamo wants to put you forward as an Acoytle.  Would you be agreeable?”   
 
    Serena was wide-awake in a heartbeat.  
 
    “Oh!  Really, could I - you wouldn’t mind.  Honestly I won’t let it affect my hearth duties or my training with you I promise.” 
 
    “Oh don’t you worry - I won’t let it.”  Replied Deema.  “I just want to be sure that it is something you want.  Enjoy your day, both of you, but do take some food with you and remember what Tamo said - stay away from those caves.” 
 
    Brinan took his haversack with him, feeling the weight of the tools he had to trade.  Serena had some jewellery to trade, all of which she had made during the confinement of winter.  Her goods included several wooden bracelets cut out from one slim tree trunk, and smoothed with sandstone.  Serena had experimented by carving some simple patterns on them.  Wavy lines were her favourite - they represented the sea.  She had also spent several days painstakingly boring holes into tiny shells and animal teeth, threading them together in different arrangements to make necklaces. 
 
    Her favourite piece however, was a necklace, made of braided leather.  Through the base at the front, she had threaded the canine tooth of a wolf.  It lacked the colour and intricacy of her shell necklaces, some would have regarded it as primitive, but it showed off her long, graceful neck.  She had made a similar one for her mother.   
 
    “You should wear the jewellery you have made and imply that it is not for trade to attract more interest and secure a better bargain – people always offer more for the seemingly unobtainable.”  Deema suggested then left for her meeting. 
 
    Brinan overheard this piece of advice and decided to leave his haversack behind.  Mother was a shrewd trader.  Instead, he took only a few of his tools and put them into the pouches hanging from his waist belt to imply they were personal. 
 
    They left the hearth. Callom, who had been hovering nearby, joined them.  The three children of the Wolf Clan wandered between the tents of different camps and out onto the plains by the river where they had seen their friends yesterday. They smiled when they spotted a large group of children clustered there already.  
 
    “Brinan!  Over here!” beckoned a tall, red haired boy.  He was Brinan’s age but less robust, with red hair, fair skin and a constellation of freckles.  The two boys raised their hands, interlocking their clenched fists as if to arm wrestle.  It was a form of greeting but also an opportunity to test the strength and character of the other. 
 
    “Rufus!  Haven’t you grown – why aren’t you with the men?”  Joked Callom as he also greeted Rufus.  Callom always singled out someone for the butt of his teasing and status made no difference.  Rufus reddened.   
 
    “I’m not that much taller than Brinan, see – and we are still the same age!” 
 
    “Where is Condor?”  asked Brinan.  Condor was from the Aurochs Clan, he had been voted leader of the children last summer. 
 
    “He’s with the other young men; it’s his turn for rites of passage this Summer.”  Rufus explained.  The two boys studied each other.  Both knew what that meant.  This summer it would be one of them to lead the children - but which one?  It changed their relationship and an underlying competitiveness now came to the surface.  
 
    “So how is the future leader of the Horse Clan?” asked Brinan. 
 
    “Fed up of gathering wood, I had to sneak away and you?” Both boys sat down by the river, the other children gathered around them. 
 
    “Oh, you know, kept busy.” Brinan shrugged, casually he took out a small knife and turned it over absently in his hand.  The handle was a tine from the antler of a small deer, with simple chevron lines carved along the broadside of the handle.  The blade, crafted from fine flint, was razor sharp. 
 
    “So I see.”  Rufus eyed the knife.  His sister Jana, staring across at Brinan, was not so subtle. 
 
    “That is a beautiful knife Brinan.  Did you make it?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not for trade, it’s the best I’ve made,”  said Brinan before putting it away.  One of the best he thought – but not the best.  Rufus watched the knife disappear into Brinan’s waist belt. 
 
    “Have you hunted with it yet?”  Rufus asked.  It was a subtle way of asking if it was still sharp. 
 
    “No, I think I might save it for the horse hunt.  The tine handle came from the deer we got for our winter ceremony.  It will bring me great luck.”   
 
    Rufus took the bait.  From the rucksack on his back, he pulled out half a dozen spearheads.  The flint heads, glued into short wooden shafts, were designed to slot into the end of long spear shafts.  When a shaft broke, the spearhead could be retrieved and re-used.  It took a long time to make spearheads but spear shafts were relatively quick to make but easily broken.  “You’ll in need of these?”  Offered Rufus.  
 
    “I saw your Shaman this morning.”  Jana told Serena, already bored by the boys trading.  “He was talking about having you accepted for training, are you really going to be an Acoytle?”  Serena nodded.   
 
    Jana babbled on.  “That’s a lovely necklace; you wouldn’t want to trade it would you?” 
 
    “Maybe, depends what for,” replied Serena.  
 
    Brinan look at his sister as she got up to leave with Jana.  They both exchanged a knowing smile, thanks to Mother - they both had the upper hand.  He looked back at the spear heads. 
 
    “They’re well made alright, but nothing special.  We have our own flint mine.  Got anything else?”  Brinan put the spearheads on the ground between Rufus and himself.  It was a trader’s trick, a physical act to reinforce the statement that what is offered is not enough.  Rufus, not to be outdone, rummaged in his haversack and brought out a large obsidian axe head.  Have you ever seen an axe this big?  You could chop down a ‘mother’ tree with this.”  Callom’s eyes lit up, stood behind the two older boys, he nudged Brinan with his foot.  A mother tree was a mature tree that was thick enough to make into canoes, a recent invention that the boys had seen at last summer’s gathering. Callom’s greatest wish was to make one.  Brinan took the axe head and gave Rufus the knife.  
 
    “Done!”  Said both boys, simultaneously clenching fists to seal the bargain. 
 
    You certainly have been.  Thought Callom.  He knew that Brinan had made six of those knives, none of which was from a Winter Festival sacrificial deer.  He also knew that the obsidian from which the axe head was made, was rarer than flint and wondered if Rufus had just taken it without someone’s permission.  Rufus pocketed the knife and turned to his friends.  He felt elated and his perceived victory had brought him one-step nearer to the leadership.   
 
    There were further exchanges of possessions.  Brinan traded with one of the other boys for some sturdy rope made from plant fibres.  The summer sun rose higher and the day grew hotter until it could be ignored no longer.  The children moved into the shade of the forest but still avoided the adult encampment. 
 
    “How about a game of something?” suggested Rufus. 
 
    “I have one,” replied Brinan. He was good at inventing games.  He thought of the cairns of stones with horse bones put down to help them find their way to the cave.  “Let’s track.”  Two people lay a trail and the rest have to follow.” 
 
    “How?”  Asked Rufus. 
 
    “We make signs, with boulders.”  Replied Brinan. 
 
    “That takes too long - we’d be caught too quickly.”  Said Rufus.  He thought of the cairns too, it had been his job to build some of them. 
 
    “Why not draw symbols in the dirt, or use branches to show where you have been.”  Suggested Serena, she had returned with Jana, who was now wearing her necklace.  Brinan wondered what she had bartered in return for it. 
 
    “Good idea, what sort of symbols?” 
 
    “How about a circle with a spearhead inside?  Here, let me show you.”  She picked up a stick and scratched out the symbol in the dirt on the path.   
 
    “Can you draw other symbols like that – make them up I mean?”  Jana was impressed.  Serena squirmed, her ability to invent symbols impressed the others too but she did not think it was special. 
 
    “Serena’s going to be a Shaman,” Jana announced to the others.  “She should be our Shaman for the Gathering, don’t you think?”  Everyone nodded, which made Serena blush deeply but smile too. 
 
    “That’s settled then, Serena is our Shaman.”  Rufus announced.  “Come on, are we tracking or not?  Brinan, we will be the quarry and the rest of you can be hunters.  Look out for other signs too.  We won’t leave them too often or make them too obvious.”   
 
    Brinan realized that, although the game was his idea, Rufus had taken over.  He was annoyed but said nothing. 
 
    “Can I join?”  A voice asked from the top of the riverbank.  The group, gathered around Serena’s symbol in the dirt, looked up.  Everyone gave a startled gasp.  The boy on the riverbank had a wolf with him, a real, live wolf! The boy’s unique belt identified him as being of the Aurochs Clan. 
 
    Most of the children back away.  Brinan noticed the wolf had a leather collar and the boy held him by a length of rope.  The wolf looked keenly at the children, not in a hungry way, but as a child - keen to join in the games - his tailed wagged in anticipation. 
 
    “Solman, where did you get that wolf?”  Asked Rufus, in awe of the animal that sat willingly by the boy. 
 
    “My father brought it back.  A bear killed his mother.  She must have been a lone wolf because he found this cub hanging around her carcass.  He was only a couple of moons old.  We raised him in our cave.  He is almost fully-grown and he is learning to hunt with father. He’s very good at tracking; father says his nose is worth ten good hunters.” 
 
    As he spoke, Solman scrambled down the bank, pulled by the eager wolf as he tried to lunge for Rufus. Startled, Rufus backed away, almost falling over a log. 
 
    “It’s okay.  His name is Ram - he’s very friendly.”  It was true.  The wolf, not quite fully grown, still retained his puppyish ways and was writhing to greet the children.  It was Brinan, who approached him first.  The wolf jumped up and licked his face.  
 
    “Ram, down!”  Commanded Solman and to Brinan’s amazement the wolf obeyed, fixing his gaze on the boy who held him. Far from being frightened, Brinan was pleased that the wolf acknowledged him as leader of this pack which Solman confirmed by explaining some of wolf pack behaviour for the benefit of the others.  Copying Solman, Brinan tentatively stroked and scratched the wolf, his attention brought more wolfish kisses and Brinan was smitten. 
 
    “You can join us, but you’d better be the quarry with us, I’m not sure I want to be tracked by a real wolf!”  Said Brinan, he was not afraid - he just wanted to keep the wolf close to him.  The moment Brinan said this, Rufus wished he had been the first to greet the wolf, he noticed the respect and attention Brinan had earned by being fearless.  Both boys were glad, however, that Solman was a few years younger than either of them, having a real wolf gave him a lot of status, but Solman did not hanker for leadership, he was just glad to be accepted. 
 
    It promised to be an excellent hunt.  Rufus knew the area around his Cave well and the three boys and wolf gave the trackers a good run.  To make the game more interesting, Brinan explained that they were running from a pack of ‘Trolls’.  They had all heard the stories of the flat headed, powerfully built men that once occupied these caves.  When their tribal ancestors had first arrived from the southern lands, there had been much fighting with the trolls until eventually they had disappeared.   
 
    People believed that they were long dead but rumours were heard that they still existed in remote areas in the north east.  They were rumoured only to live in hill caves in the wooded valleys.  The worst that was said of them was that they would kill and eat Brinan’s kind.  They didn’t travel to find food but scavenged and hunted anything that chanced upon their territory, especially children. 
 
    ‘Don’t go into the woods at night or the trolls will eat you!’  Was the most effective deterrent a mother could tell her children.  Brinan did not believe the stories.  There are plenty of things wandering around at night that would eat you up – but he enjoyed the added excitement it brought to their game.  He, Rufus and Solomon would have to use all their cunning and skills to evade these ancestral trackers, who, it is said, can sniff you out like a pack of cave hyenas.  The other children warmed to the idea and smeared their faces with mud.  Callom found the leg bone of a horse, banged it on a rock and grunted. 
 
    “Gehaa!  I smell human flesh – hunka hunka!” He chanted, winding up the others.  The quarry, and their wolf, fled.  
 
    “Ten counts of my fingers then we come after you!”  Callom warned them then reverted to being a troll. 
 
    The quarry ran along the path for a while then Rufus pulled Brinan back.  Solman, who lagged behind them stopped too, rubbing his arm from the constant pulling of the young wolf. 
 
    “Let’s make a symbol here then go off into the woods for a bit and rejoin the path further up.  It will throw them off our trail.”  Suggested Rufus.  Brinan glanced behind them.  He could hear Callom banging out the counting words with his club.  He quickly scratched the symbol into the dirt then broke through the bracken and up into the trees.  They jumped over stumps, trying not to trip over fallen branches and tangled forests of ferns.  Rufus scratch the symbol on the bark of a tree using the knife he had traded from Brinan, this was more important than a horse hunt!   
 
    The three boys ran through the woods and back onto the trail further up well ahead of the approaching pack of hungry trolls.  Brinan’s heart beat loudly in his chest, the imagined fear of being caught and eaten by savages spurred him on.  Rufus and Solman ran along the track. They stopped again and Solman gave Brinan the wolf’s lead.   
 
    “Here, you take him for a bit, he’s pulling my arm off.”  Brinan was delighted, but not for long.  As young as he was, Ram was already immensely strong, almost pulling Brinan off his feet.  They heard the bloodthirsty cries of trolls and the snapping of branches.  They were spotted through the trees.  The boys ran on, making a symbol before crossing a small stream.  Farther along they crossed back again but did not make a symbol - that would buy them some time.  They headed uphill - the climb was steep.  Rufus knew that some of the smaller trolls would hold the others back and give them a chance to escape.  Their ‘den’ was a rocky outcrop directly above the Cave of the Horse Clan.  If they reached their den first they would win. 
 
    They almost got to it when, seemingly out of nowhere, they were surrounded by trolls.  One group had made their way straight to the den to ambush their pray.  Startled, the wolf growled at one of the trolls who fell backwards.  Brinan, followed by his companions broke through the opening and made a run for the rocks.  Frightened by the wolf, the trolls hung back, now reluctant to grab their quarry. 
 
    ‘Den!’ cried Brinan, standing on the highest rock with Ram beside him.  Out of breathe he looked down on the approaching trolls and felt powerful with the wolf by his side.  Rufus, filled with envy jumped up beside him, almost knocking Brinan off the rock.  Filled with anger, Brinan shoved him back.  “Hey, don’t push me!”   
 
    “It’s not just your den,” snapped Rufus.  “You’re not the leader.” 
 
    “Well neither are you!” Brinan snarled back.  The two boys glared at each other, fired up with adrenalin from the chase.  Rufus pushed Brinan again and Brinan threw the first punch.   Rufus was shocked for a moment, blood trickled out of his nose, he wiped it then, turning puce with anger, punched back landing one on Brinan’s eye. The others watched on, some a little discomforted, others hoping it would escalate’. 
 
    “No fair!  They should have been on our side!”  Complained one of the trolls who had just arrived, out of breath, at the den.  He pointing to Solman and the wolf.  “That wolf attacked me.” 
 
    His loud protest distracted everyone from the tension between Rufus and Brinan. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have startled him like that, Kronan.”  Solman said. 
 
    “Yeah, that was cheating anyway.  You were supposed to follow the symbols not wait at the den.”  Added Brinan.   A part of him felt relieved that Kronan had interrupted the tensions.  Rufus had always been a good friend, he really didn’t want to fall out with him and regretted his outburst.  He felt a pang of disappointment when Solman took Ram’s lead from him.  Impulsively, Brinan jumped down from the den and stalked off followed by Callom and Serena.   He could feel the bruising coming up around his eye where Rufus had hit him.  
 
    “Hey,”  Rufus shouted loud enough for them to hear. “I’m going to the sacred cave, who’s coming - or are you too scared?”  It came across as bravado, but Jana, who understood her brother, could see that his feelings were hurt more than his face. 
 
      In the end some children went with Rufus to the cave and the others went with Brinan – showing who they were loyal to.  Brinan was glad that Solman and Kronan came with him.  Serena was torn, she wanted to go with Rufus and see the cave, but felt loyal to her brother.  She forced herself to follow her brother.  
 
    It was late afternoon before they returned to their respective camps; driven by pangs of hunger to that other world to which they reluctantly belonged.  They all agreed to meet by the river again tomorrow to go swimming. 
 
    “What did you get in trade for your necklace?”  Brinan asked Serena later that evening as they settled into their furs for the night.  From the bundle of hay that was used to stuff her pillow, Serena pulled out a folded leather hide.  Inside were broad strips of pale birch bark just crying out to be drawn on.  “I’m going to use this for my Shaman training.” She explained.   
 
    Brinan wasn’t impressed; he felt it was a poor trade.  Serena caught his distain and smiled.  She took out another leather bundle and un-wrapped it with great reverence.  Inside the leather were several lumps of ochre – in shades of red, brown and yellow.  Charcoal was there too, for black and she already had some chalk to use for white. Now Brinan was impressed. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4 Leadership 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Mother, Arguus.  Solman of the Aurochs Clan has a tame wolf.”  Brinan announced the following morning.  He only had one eye, the other swollen closed from Rufus’s punch.   
 
    “A live one?”  Arguus asked.  He had heard about tame wolves before. 
 
    “Yes.”  Brinan replied.  “He was rescued as a puppy and raised by the Aurochs Clan.  He is almost full grown, but he is very friendly . . .” 
 
     “And he helped us hunt.”  Callum added helpfully.   
 
    “. . . Could we have one?”  Brinan asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.  You can’t even control yourself, never mind a wolf.”  Deema replied, she had hear about the fight and was angry with Brinan.  Besides, the thought of a live wolf around children and babies disturbed her.  
 
    “Oh Mother you’re not even considering it.  Uncle?”  Brinan pleaded ignoring the dig. 
 
    “Brinan, if your mother says no then no it is.  An extra hunter would be useful though,”   
 
    Deema shot Arguus a look and Arguus crumpled like a scolded child.  “No it is then, sorry Brinan.”   
 
    “Today’s meeting will solve the issue of our shortage of hunters.”  Deema said with finality.  “If it goes well we will have two new hunters and a new woman joining the Clan.” 
 
    Brinan was crushed; he had set his heart on having a wolf of his own, his short time with the wolf had opened his eyes to so many advantages.  
 
    “Mother is anxious about the visitors coming today and making a good impression, you just picked a bad time to ask her.”  Serena whispered.  Brinan watched his mother preparing food with his aunt Shera.   
 
    “When is there ever a good time - she is always busy, or angry, or both!” 
 
    Serena nudged him. “Offer to help then!” 
 
    “Mother, can we do anything to help?”  He asked casually.   
 
    “Just keep the young ones out of our way.”  Deema replied.  A group of small children ran through the hearth chasing some imagined prey and Brinan got up to stop them.  Too late, they didn’t see Deema or the hot cooking pot she was lifting.  One boy ran straight into the head woman just as another boy ducked in front of her and was splashed by the hot stew that spilt out from the pot.  He cried out in pain and shock. 
 
    “Oh Brinan!”  I said to keep them out of the way exploded Deema.  “Matina.  Quick run and get your mother.  The rest of you children – out!”   
 
    Brinan scowled at his mother.  It was not his fault.  Deema felt a pang of guilt but was too busy to rectify it.  She put a comforting arm around the boy who had been burnt.  Matina returned with her mother, Lodina, she was the Clan’s Healer. 
 
    “Ruban, come with me to the spring.  It is best if we put your arm into the water to cool it.  Matina, fetch my medicine bag.  Deema, do you have some spare cured skins, soft ones?” 
 
    “Yes of course.”  Said Deema, in a medical emergency, even the leaders deferred to the authority of the medicine woman.  Matina followed her mother and Ruban to the stream. 
 
    “Here’s your bag mother.”  She handed Lodina a bag made from the whole hide of a beaver with the tail removed but the head intact and flattened over the neck as a cover.  She’d also brought her mother’s medicine bowl. 
 
    “Good girl.”  Her mother said, taking the bowl.  Matina smiled, pleased with herself for thinking of something without having to be asked.  Brinan came out with some soft chamois skins.  Lodina took the skins from him, soaked one in the stream, and placed it over Ruban’s scalded arm.  His crying subsided to a whimper then hiccupping sobs.  Lodina gave him some arnica to help with the shock and rubbed a soothing salve on his arm before covering it with another cold compress, all the time explaining to Brinan and Matina what she was doing and why.  Matina, for all her young age, was fascinated.   
 
    Brinan didn’t pay much attention, his mind was still on the wolf, and he blamed Ruban for his mother losing her temper.  Getting a wolf from her seemed even more out of reach. 
 
    “Thank you Matina, you have been a good help.”  Matina glowed. 
 
    “Shall I clean your medicine bowl out now for you?” 
 
    “Yes do . . .” 
 
    “Good spirits will only live where there is cleanliness and order - bad spirits live where there is dirt and disarray.”  Matina chanted.  She had memorized the rules of cleanliness and order that were necessary to Lodina’s practise.   
 
    “I think one day, you will be a great healer – like your mother.”  Said Deema, who had come out to check on Ruban had been watching the exchange between them. 
 
    Matina dismissed the compliment with a wave of her hand in imitation of her mother.  Deema suppressed a chuckle.  Now that the crisis was over, Deema calmed down. 
 
    “Brinan, I wanted to apologize …oh,” she began, but Brinan had gone. 
 
      
 
    Arguus scanned the group of children playing outside the camp.  He recognised the ones he had been looking for among the rabble.   
 
    “Brinan, Callom – here.”  The boys trotted over, Arguus was with a group of hunters, most of whom were the headmen of their respective Clans.  “We are going to need your help today.” 
 
    Dagme approached them with Rufus in tow.  Neither Brinan nor Rufus were happy about being put together for a chore and pointedly ignored each other. 
 
    “The signs are good for a horse hunt.  There is a bachelor heard of males in a good position to lure over the cliff.  We need you boys to help lay a salt trail to get them close enough to drive.  Brinan, you know where we keep the salt.”   
 
    How much better it was to be around Arguus than his impatient mother, thought Brinan.  His Uncle was patient and respected them.  Perhaps, Brinan mused, he could persuade Arguus to let him have a wolf.   
 
    “Take the others and fetch it, we’ll lay a trail this morning and you boys can keep a check on the herd.”  They did not need asking twice; helping with a hunt was the next best thing to hunting and they were learning valuable skills needed for preparations.   
 
    Brinan took charge of the boys in laying the salt trails.  Serena and some of the older girls helped too.  Rufus kept trying to take over, repeating Brinan’s suggestions as if they were his own ideas.  Serena could see the anger rising in her brother. 
 
    “Brinan, where should we take this sack of rock to?”  She asked pointedly ignoring Rufus.  Brinan shot her a grateful look.  When the job was finished the boys parted ways without any reconciliation. 
 
      
 
    That night Brinan and Serena talked late, huddled under their bed furs. 
 
    “You want to be leader this summer don’t you?”  Serena said.  It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I be?”  Brinan was defensive. 
 
    “No reason, but Rufus is making it hard for you.” 
 
    “We’ll see.  I’m going to challenge Rufus to a race tomorrow.  I can’t run faster than Rufus but if I can get him to run far enough I know I can out-distance him.” 
 
      
 
     “I’ll win if I can make the leadership contest a running race.”  Back in the cave of the Horse Clan, Rufus was having the same conversation with his sister, Jana.  “I’m definitely a faster runner than Brinan.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Jana replied snuggling deeper into her bed furs.  “But Brinan has a lot more stamina - he’s Wolf Clan - so you’d better keep on running.” 
 
      
 
    On the morning of the horse hunt, Brinan, Serena and Callom watched the hunters, over sixty men and women, leave for the hunt.   
 
    “I wish we could go,” sighed Callom.  Brinan nodded solemnly.   
 
    Suddenly, Callom leapt up and cried out, “last one down to the river is a hyena!”   
 
    He raced down the slope, Serena and Brinan raced after him changing their mood from despair to excitement.  When they reach the sandy river bank, they doffed their outer garments and dived into the water where some of the children they had played with yesterday were already bathing to cool down in the summer heat.  There were a few new faces among them.  Brinan told them of his idea to build a damn to make the river pool deeper for swimming. 
 
    “Change of plan.”  Rufus announced drowning out Brinan.  “We’re going to the meadow.” 
 
    “It’s too hot, we just want to swim.”  A few of the children rebelled. 
 
    “We’re building a dam.”  Brinan insisted.  Several youngsters nodded in agreement.  Brinan noticed that Rufus’s nose was decidely squint, at least my black eye will fade, he thought inwardly. 
 
    Rufus shrugged, nonchalant.  “Okay, but I just thought we could have a race.” 
 
    “For the leadership?”  Brinan replied, trying to sound equally nonchalant. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, straighten it out once and for all.”   
 
    “I suppose.”  Replied Brinan, unlike your nose, that voice in his head sang out which made him smile. 
 
    Swimming was quickly abandoned for the prospect of a challenge. 
 
      
 
    Underneath their bravado, both boys were hurt. Unable to express their feelings or repair the rift in their friendship.  Rufus had also been taken aside and given a severe talking too by Dagme.  It wasn’t good for morale for  two future leaders to fall out.  Fighting just led to vengeance which led to war and their lives were tough enough without wars.  A race was better, more civilized, and it would keep Arguus and Dagme off their backs. 
 
    As they walked to the meadow, Brinan was already pumped with adrenalin. 
 
    “Anyone else want to race with us?”  He asked the crowd.  Although they stood little chance, Brinan knew it was generous to invite the younger boys to try.  Rufus scowled, wishing he had thought of the gesture first. 
 
    Solman stepped forward.  “I would, I like running.”   
 
    “Me too,” Kronan pushed his way through the youngsters.  A ripple of laughter from the other children made him redden but he stood his ground.  His bulky and short stature, they assumed, would slow him down.  With the tenacity of his Wolverine Clan totem, Kronan was determined to give the others a good run for the leadership. 
 
    “I’ll be referee then.”  Callom offered. 
 
    Adrenalin coarsed through the bodies of the four runners as they lined up.  Sensing that something was brewing, more children gathered to watch the race.  Some of the adults who had not left for the hunt joined them, including Deema and Rufus’s mother, Parisse.  The boys argued over the distance of the race. 
 
    “Round that oak tree and back,” said Rufus, favouring the shorter distance. 
 
    “No, that’s way too short.  Up to the cliffs and back, it will make it more fun for people to watch if it’s longer.” 
 
    “Forget that, I’m not running that far.”  Solman objected.  “I agree with Rufus.” 
 
    “Me too,” added Kronan.  Brinan felt like telling them not to bother racing but bit his tongue.  He realized too late that it was the outcome of the race that mattered - not fair mindedness. 
 
    “On your marks,” Callom shouted.  The four contestants lined up, one leg behind the other as they crouched to spring.  Callom waited, letting the tension rise.  “Get set.  Go!” 
 
    Brinan burst forward ahead of the others.  After a slow start, Rufus caught up with him and overtook him even before they had reached the oak tree.  Kronan surprised everyone by passing both both boys and was first round it.  Solman wasn’t far behind. 
 
    “Come on Brinan!”  Deema, Callom and Serena shouted. 
 
    “Go Rufus, go!”  Cried Jana and Parisse. 
 
    “Leg it, Solman!”  Shouted a girl in the crowd, she was his cousin and was holding desperately onto Ram’s lead to keep him out of the way.  As Brinan ran round the tree after Rufus, he slipped on one of the roots but quickly regained his balance and raced after the boys in front.  He passed Kronan who, although fast on his feet, was struggling for breathe.  Rufus widened the gap and Brinan’s resolve slumped but hearing Kronan at his heels he pushed himself to run faster.  In the last twenty feet of the race, he started to gain ground on Rufus, but it was too late.  Rufus reached the finish line and raised his hands in victory, enjoying the cheers of the crowd. 
 
    “You run like a horse!”  Jana said, in awe of her brother’s athletic ability. 
 
    “Well done Rufus.  It is a pity Dagme was not here to see that.”  His mother patted his back.  Rufus doubled over to regain his breath.  In a few more seconds, Brinan was over the line.  Brinan stood beside Rufus and put his hand on his shoulder in silent acknowledgement of his victory.  It was frustrating, he was barely out of breath and could have run twice that distance. 
 
    There was a roar as Kronan came in third and received a nod of acknowledgement from the other two.  Solman crossed the line, cheered on by everyone as he collapsed in a heap, and was pounced on by Ram, who had broken free from his cousin.  The younger children wanted to race and as they did so, Deema and Serena consoled Brinan.   
 
    “You’re right,” Serena said quietly.  “You would have won if it had been a longer distance.”  Deema tried to consol him with a hug, but Brinan shrugged her off.  He walked over to Solman and helped him up, smiling at the devoted affection Solman was getting from his wolf and was delighted when Ram turned his affection on him.  Deema observed them thoughtfully, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Brinan stalked through the high, golden grass of the northern plain.  His face streaked with yellow/brown ochre.  Grass stalks, tucked into his headband, provided further camouflage.  Dust had been rubbed on his armpits as imaginary horse dung to disguise his scent.  Poised with a spear at the ready, he kept his eye on the hunt leader, Rufus.  At a barely perceptible signal from Rufus both boys jumped up and rushed forward, launching their spears.  Taking their cue, a back-up of hunters, including Callom and Serena also jumped up and rushed forward throwing their spears. 
 
    “A clean kill,” Rufus announced pulling the point of his spear out of a horsehide stuffed with grass.  He made no mention of Brinan’s spear, which had missed the target and was quivering in the dirt.  Brinan flushed with anger and embarrassment as he pulled his weapon out of the ground.  Two failures in one day, he was so disgusted with himself he wanted to spit!   
 
    He couldn’t bear to be around Rufus and the crowd any longer and, sulking, returned to his campsite only to find his mother, Deema in an equally foul mood.  Brinan knew at once why, when he saw Yossef, the elderly disagreeable Shaman of the Wolverine Clan, seated at their camp fire, deep in discussion with Tamo.  Kronan was with him and didn’t look too happy about it. 
 
    “You know my views on women as Shamans, Tamo, you are making a grave mistake.  It’s bad enough the tribe has so many women leaders …” he droned on pointedly ignoring the presence of Deema.  Brinan looked at his mother, just as he expected, she looked ready to kill Yossef.  Tamo spotted it too. 
 
    “It’s working out well for us and for many of the other Clans,” replied Tamo coming to her defence.   
 
    “You may think so Tamo but why have a girl as an Acoytle and one that is going to be a co-leader when I can offer you a perfectly good Acoytle from my Clan.  Kronan is a remarkably intelligent boy and shows great promise.”  The old shaman was stubborn and not to be swayed. 
 
    Brinan snorted, stifling a laugh.  He liked Kronan, but everyone knew that the boy was not the sharpest flint in the tool box.   
 
    “I’m sure he is,” agreed Tamo shooting a warning look at Brinan.  “I would be happy to take him on as an Acoytle but that would be denying you the pleasure of so gifted an apprentice.” 
 
    “Yes, I quite agree Tamo.”  Deema said.  Then, with barely concealed contempt she added; “and now Yossef, we will let you get on your way, I’m sure you have other camps that are waiting for you to grace with your presence.”   
 
    The old Shaman grunted and glowered at Deema, but he took the hint.  He struggled to get up and Deema took his arm and hauled him to his feet.  He brushed off her hand with another grunt and shuffled off muttering to himself.  Kronan followed meekly behind, looking back at them sadly.  Brinan realised Kronan probably would have liked to be with them at the Wolf Clan, he smiled at the boy.  Kronan smiled back then followed his Shaman. 
 
    Deema watched them leave then sighed deeply.  
 
     “I really hate that man!”   
 
    Tamo and Brinan just nodded in agreement. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5 Serena’s Secret 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon when the children returned to camp.  Judging by the high spirits and flurry of activity, the horse hunt had obviously been a success.  Scolded for being absent so long, the children were sent to help carry up the horsemeat, hooves and hides that were being butchered down in the valley.  Serena did not like taking part in the butchering of animals.  It was all right when it was cut into slabs and she could not identify it but she never liked to look upon the faces of dead animals – Deema said she was too sensitive and would grow out of it.   
 
    “Would you rather look upon starving children this winter than a dead horse now?” She would say.  Serena felt deeply shamed but she could not change her feelings.  Lodina was more sympathetic.  “I used to feel the same way,” she said quietly.  “You will get used to it.  I accepted it more when I learnt that the butchered intestines and organs were similar to ours.  It has helped me with my healing craft.” 
 
    Serena slipped away from the group.  She wandered up the valley feigning some idea to collect berries, although it was getting late.  She could still hear the sounds of chatter and laughter as she climbed, then just the laughter of the loudest - then silence.  She found herself at the mouth of a cave.  Curiosity overcame her.  Was it so dangerous?  She really wanted to see the sacred paintings. Peering into the cave, she could just make out a deep tunnel.  She ought not to go in, not without anyone knowing.  If she became lost or hurt, she would be trapped there forever.  Then she had an idea. 
 
    From her haversack, she took out a ball of twine, tied the loose end to a branch and unravelled it as she entered the cave.  I will only go as far as the length of twine that will be safe.  Now she had a plan, the idea seemed a lot safer and even more appealing.  She lit one of several torches that had been stacked just inside the entrance and walked deeper until she was out of sight of the entrance.  She looked back and quailed for a moment as she thought of the trouble she would be in if she were caught.  Stop being such a coward! She told herself firmly then proceeded to venture further down the passage.  Stooping under the low roof she following the passage round a bend, where it dropped steeply down.  Fear heightened her senses.  She felt her way along the hard, damp wall.  Water close by trickled down a stalactite, the drips echoing round the cavernous walls. 
 
    The tunnel opened out into a gallery.  One monumental stalagmite rose up from the floor just missing touching the stalactite that grew down to meet it.  A pool of water reflected more stalactites, giving the illusion of more stalagmites growing up but when Serena touched the pool, the illusion rippled and was lost.  It was like magic.  No wonder this place was sacred.  The natural art of it fascinated her but when she spotted the first painting, she gasped in awe.  It had been drawn many hundreds of years before even the Wolf Clan had existed and yet it was as clear and sharp as if it had been painted yesterday.  It was an ibex, a type of wild goat.  Painted with charcoal and ochres and cleverly using the natural contours of the rock to accentuate muscle tone and movement.   
 
    As she walked further, she found more paintings; most of them were grazers of the open plains, Aurochs, horses, bison and giant deer.  She looked up to admire the horses – so like the ones that grazed around the caves.  Some were just charcoal drawings.  She noticed smaller images of cave lions and hyenas, as if they were in the distance, stalking the grazers - but no wolves.  She wished she could draw something, to leave her mark too but feared the consequences.   
 
    One day I will find my own cave and I will paint images like this  – of wolves for the Wolf Clan.   
 
    She got far enough with the twine to reach an image of a horse falling off a cliff, then noticed others lower down, as if they were all falling or had landed and died.  Was the image painted to remind others that this was a way to hunt horses here, or the re-telling of the first ever horse hunt?  She turned around and walked back, carefully winding up the ball of twine until she got outside the cave and untied it from the branch. She felt relieved. No one had seen her and she had left no clues that she had been there.   
 
    ‘If you are going to break rules it was a good plan to set your own rules as a safe guard.’  She told herself and somehow that made it all right.   
 
    On reaching open ground, Serena stopped and looked down into the valley.  The plains below the cliffs were crawling with activity.  It reminded her of ants, scurrying around with an underlying order.  Several headmen and women organised their own Clans into bringing up the carcasses of horses.  She did not want to go, but at least she had not been there to watch the horses die.  Over seventy horse carcasses were strewn at the base of the cliff.  The unnatural angles at which their bodies lay revealed the way they had died.   
 
    The carnage had already attracted a large gathering of vulture and kites overhead.  On the ground, hyenas, foxes and wolverines loped beyond the range of the human hunters guarding their kills.  Now and then one would dart in and try to make off with some meat or offal.  Not all of them were lucky and a few wolverine and fox pelts added to the bounty.  Although the massacre of so many horses seemed cruel, everything would be shared equally among the Clans.  Nothing was ever wasted.   
 
    Serena made her way down to the carnage.  Silently, almost reverently, she walked among the carcasses and found where the members of her own Clan were working.  Avoiding Deema so she would not be questioned, she help with the butchering, acting as if she had been there all along.  Her mind however, was back at the cave with those beautiful paintings. 
 
      
 
    Not all the horsemeat was being dried and stored for winter.  Some of it was to be cooked fresh for the feast of Magda tomorrow night.  Before the feast however, a great gathering was to be held.  In the presence of the whole tribe of Magdalene, couples would tie the knot or severe the knot to end unhappy matches; babies would be named and young children given their birthstones.  Clans adopted people into their caves; girls were given the rites of passage to womanhood and boys to manhood.  It was a mass ceremony – presided over by all the Shamans of all the Clans, making it a deeply spiritual occasion.  The celebrating and feasting that followed would last for several days. 
 
    The following afternoon, all the members of the Wolf Clan were gathered at their own camp.  Deema and Shera were putting the final touches to the platters and dishes of food that they would bring out to the communal feast.  People were getting changed into their best clothes.   
 
    Serena sat on her bed fur, watching the activity around her but her mind reeled with thoughts of the sacred cave.  She was ready for the ceremony, dressed in a pale cream tunic that flared out to a skirt.  It was decorated across the shoulder with a fringe of horsehair.  The heart shaped neckline, hem and cuffs were trimmed with wolf fur.  The colour of the leather deepened her blue eyes.  Her light brown hair; bleached by days in the summer sun, shone gold in the sunlight. She was not yet a young woman, but no longer felt like a child. 
 
    Around her waist, she wore a heavily embroidered belt through which she had looped her pouch containing her personal talismans.  Serena’s birthstone was amber for creative thought and serenity – the stone of the artist.  She watched Matina get dressed.  Today was an important day for the young child.  She would receive her birthstone at the ceremony this afternoon.  Matina was dressed similarly to Serena, but her woven tunic had been dyed with woad - a plant that produced a turquoise blue colour - and trimmed with tassels of creamy mouflon wool. She could not sit still for a moment, babbling with excitement.  Serena gave up trying to tame her curls and just set a crown of daisies upon them instead.  It was important to make the Clan members that took part in the ceremonies stand out - and Matina certainly did that. 
 
      
 
    Brinan wore a tunic of deep brown leather, burnished to a shine that match the brown of his eyes.  The front of his tunic was decorated with tiny beads and the hollow bones of birds.    He wore buckskin leggings, tied with a belt.  A necklace of animal teeth, with a large wolf canine as the centrepiece, hung around his neck - all the men and boys of the wolf clan had a similar necklace; it marked out their status within the tribe.  Their embroidered belts identified the women, each Clan having a unique combination of colours and pattern.  He noticed Serena sitting alone.  Everyone else had left. 
 
    “Are you coming?”  He asked.  “The ceremonies are about to start.” 
 
    “Yes, but Brinan wait.  I have something to tell you.”  Brinan hunkered down beside his sister.   
 
    “Promise me first you will tell no-one.”  Serena hissed looking around to make sure they were not in earshot of anyone else. 
 
    “I promise - you know too many of my secrets for me to spill yours.”  
 
    Serena told Brinan about her visit to the cave, it was too much of a good thing not to and she was sure he would have shared with her.   
 
    “You should never have gone down there, but you were right to tell me.  If you go again, let me know.  Is the cave really scary?”  Brinan asked. 
 
    “Not a bit, it’s beautiful and I figured a way to go in and out safely, will you come with me next time?”  Brinan only nodded, thinking it funny how much harder it is to agree to illicit things aloud. 
 
      
 
    The birthstone ceremony followed the naming ceremony for babies.  The Wolf Clan watch with pride and anticipation as Matina was taken before all the tribe’s Shamans by her mother to receive her birthstone.  The little girl looked petrified; her usual brash cheerfulness was gone.  She did not recognise Tamo with his wolf head and face painted and clung to her mother.  The other Shamans were also heavily disguised to take on the spirits of their respective Clan totems.  They were the mediums between this world and the spirit world.   
 
    They looked like something from the spirit world themselves, Brinan thought, remembering how scared he had been at that age when his birthstone had been given to him; Granite, the stone of leadership.  Serena had a piece of the same stone as well as her piece of Amber; it had caused a great commotion.  Their birthstone ceremonies had been special because they were future leaders, although that had been lost on them at such a young age.   
 
    Tamo stepped forward, raised his staff and called to the spirits present. 
 
    “Spirit of Magdalane, we have a child of your blessed – protect her Great Mother of Earth and Rock, Sea and Sky, Wind and Rain.  Recognise the stone of her birth . . .” 
 
    A smile of recognition lit up Matina’s features.  She leaned forward, lifted up the flattened head of the wolf from Tamo’s face and peeked under. 
 
    “Hullo daddy, why have you got a wolf on your head? Laugher erupted.  Tamo winked at Matina and pulled his wolf mask back down.  Lodina took Matina’s chubby hand away from the Shaman’s mask and kissed it absently while Tamo continued with the ceremony.   
 
    Matina’s birthstone was jade for healing and compassion.  Her mother was delighted.  Birthstones were not only a sign of a person’s character but the nature described by the birthstone gave an indication to what that person’s calling in life would be.  Matina’s was highly appropriate and it came as no surprise that she shared the same birthstone as her mother, it often happened that way. 
 
    Clan adoptions followed the birthstone ceremony and the Wolf Clan accepted Ruban, along with his mother, Risella of the Aurochs Clan.  Dovan, one of Argus’s young hunters had asked Risella to become his mate and to everyone’s delight, she had agreed.  Women and children were always welcomed for adoption.  Women for their ability to produce children – because children ensured the future survival of a Clan.  
 
    It was harder for men to be accepted.  If they were young and strong and of good character; they would be valued as hunters and providers.  Those that excelled in a specific skill or possessed a high status in their own Clan were always assured of a welcome.  Outsiders were less acceptable and needed to offer something unique if they were to be accepted.  This summer there were no outsiders vying for a place in the Tribe.  Those that were here were only the usual seasonal visitors - traders, travellers, storytellers.   
 
    Brinan and Serena, as future leaders, had a part to play in this ceremony and stepped forward on cue with the members of their Clan to welcome Risella and Ruban.   
 
    “Risella of the Aurochs Clan you have been invited along with your son, Ruban to join with the Wolf Clan. Do you accept this offer?”  The Shaman of the Horse Clan, Darak, ancient in the eyes of the children, presided over this ceremony.  He wore a pure white horse hide with the skinned head over his head.  The horse’s mane merged with his own mane of white hair making the metamorphosis even more believable. 
 
    “We accept and welcome...”  Risella replied solemnly hugging her child.  A sob broke out in the gathering.  It was Risella’s mother, she was not happy to be losing her daughter.  “Mother please don’t spoil it.  We accept and welcome the offer.”   
 
    “Representatives of the Wolf Clan, do you accept this mother and child of the Aurochs Clan to join with you?”  Recited the old Shaman. 
 
    “We accept and welcome this woman and her child.”  Responded the Wolf Clan in unison – Serena and Brinan only mouthed the words, not sure of the right words. 
 
    “Leaders of the Wolf Clan you may welcome your newest members and may Magda shine her light and happiness on you all.”  Concluded the old Shaman. 
 
      Deema and Arguus stepped forward and offered her the Wolf Clan’s Claich.  Risella drank then offered a sip to Ruban.  Risella then gave the cup back to Tamo. 
 
    Barak finished the ceremonies.  He announced that the feasting would begin and wished everyone a happy and healthy year ahead for all Clans, raising his Claich in a toast.  A cheer went up, as much for the announcement that the ceremonies were over as for the toast! 
 
      
 
    Early next morning, while most people slept off the effects of the previous evening’s celebrations, Serena and Brinan slipped away unnoticed.  It was the perfect time.  They climbed up the valley to the cave. 
 
    “Wait for me!”  Hissed a voice not far behind them.  Callom burst through the shrubs to join them.  “Where are you going?” 
 
    Brinan looked at Serena for approval.  She nodded.  Callom had even more secrets than the two of them put together.  “You mustn’t tell.” 
 
    “Hunter’s honour!” swore Callum making an arrowhead symbol with his hands. 
 
    “We’re going to the sacred cave.”  Whispered Brinan just in case. 
 
    “No way!”  Callom was shocked. 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” Serena snapped, then worried that if he did not he would tell. 
 
    “Serena’s already been…”  Said Brinan. 
 
    “No way!”  
 
    “Yes, and you don’t have to be so surprised!  Are you coming or not?” Hissed Serena. 
 
    Callom just nodded, in awe of her.  Who would have thought shy, sensitive Serena would break such a rule?  He grinned at her with new respect. 
 
    They reached the cave and Serena took out her ball of twine and tied it to the branch of a shrub.  “We use this to find our way back.”  The boys were impressed. As they toured the cave and admired the paintings, the boys were awe struck.  Serena was less so, this time, although she still admired the paintings, she found herself studying them more critically, trying to analyse how they had been done.  Brinan liked the painting of the bison best.   
 
    “It looks like its charging.”  Brinan commented. 
 
    “No, it’s lying down, it’s just been killed.  That’s why its tongue is hanging out.” Serena replied.   
 
    Brinan remarked that the paintings were very high up, “Perhaps our ancestors were much taller.” 
 
    “The floor would have been higher then.”  Callom commented, his engineering logic hitting on the right reason.  Where the passageway narrowed, Callom tried to climb the walls to touch one of the paintings using counter pressure of feet and hands.  Brinan tried too and they make a competition of it.  Callom succeeded but Brinan did not quite make it and fell hard.  Annoyed with himself for failing, he got up to try again but . . . 
 
    “Stop messing about you two, we’d better get back before we are missed.”  Serena snarled. 
 
    “Alright! We’re coming!”  Brinan replied.  Then he whispered to Callom; “We’re coming back later right?”  Callom just grinned conspiritially. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6 Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    After several days of feasting the celebrations eased off.  One by one, the Clans said their farewells and departed.  Arguus had announced that morning that the Wolf Clan would be leaving at first light the next morning, so everyone should finish trading and say their farewells that day.   
 
    Brinan and Callom wandered through the campsites, saying their goodbyes and looking out for last minute trade.  It was getting near dusk before they decided to head back to camp and pack for their journey home when they noticed a group of people clustered around a dark skinned man.  All of them were looking at what the man had in his arms.  Brinan edged closer for a look and his heart leapt – the man was holding a basket of tiny wolf cubs that gazed bewildered and fearful over the rim.  On the ground behind him were the pelts of adult wolves, a grim indication of the fate of the cubs’ pack. 
 
    “All offers considered.”  Brinan stepped forward and Callom joined him.  The colour of the man’s skin was darker than he had ever seen.  His facial features were an exaggeration of Magdalene features.   
 
    “He’s from Mesopotamia, so far to the south west it would take us over a year’s journey to get there.”  Whispered Callom.   
 
    Brinan felt compelled to reach forward to stroke the cubs; they cowered down except for one white cub with a long, curly tail.  She sniffed then licked his hand and Brinan lost his heart.  You’re thirsty and hungry little one, he thought sadly.  He did not think much of the man who was trading them. He had to rescue the white one.  He hoped that if he took one, others would be encouraged too.  He took off his haversack and emptied all the contents out in front of the man.   
 
    “Is this enough?” he asked. 
 
    “Not the axe head!”  Callom snatched it from the pile.  “Here I’ll put this in its place.  He handed Brinan his invention with its circular rim and central spokes.  Brinan threw it onto the pile but instead of landing, it bounced off a spearhead, rolled on its edge for a long way then toppled over. 
 
    “Wheee!”  Sang a little girl as she watched the object roll. 
 
    “What is that?”  The Mesopotamian asked as Callom picked up the object and brought it back. 
 
    Callom looked at the man, then the object, then the little girl. 
 
    “It’s a …a wheel.”  He replied smiling.  Then, thinking of where the man had come from added “It’s a traveller’s talisman to give the bearer a safe and speedy journey.” 
 
    The man looked at the object.  “A wheel eh, well it gives me an idea.”  He put down the basket of cubs and took the wheel from Callom, holding it close while looking over Brinan’s pile.  He picked out some spearheads, the dried tendons of deer, and one of Serena’s bracelets.  “This will do.  Take your pick.”  Brinan shook hands with the man to seal the bargain then he picked up the pale wolf cub and cradled her in his arms.  She licked his face, which made him smile and softened the hearts of onlookers.  He was right; now others were taking an interest in the litter, especially the little girl.  The other cubs would surely find homes. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be you when Deema finds out!”  Callom said as they walked back to their camp.   
 
    Back at the tent of the Wolf Clan, Serena was arguing with Deema.   
 
    “Mother that’s not fair, I wanted to start now.  I promise I will not let my Shaman training interfere with my leadership training …” 
 
    “I’ve said no Serena, it’s too soon.  You will have no life at all with the extra ...” 
 
    They both stopped abruptly and stared at the sight of Brinan cuddling the baby wolf. 
 
    “Take it back.”  His mother commanded before Brinan could speak. 
 
    “I can’t,” Brinan lied; realizing too late that it was bad timing.  “I traded for the wolf and she’s mine.  A deal’s a deal and can’t be broken.” 
 
    “… and Tamo promised I could start my training this summer, like Brinan says, a deals a deal and can’t be broken.” 
 
    “Oh yes it can!”  Roared Deema, it was rare to see their mother lose her temper but they had done it now.  She marched Brinan out of the tent and looked around.  “Where is the person who traded you this cub?” 
 
    Brinan shrugged, smiling.  Normally, he would back down when it came to his mother, but he felt the cub shake with fear in his arms and he felt like a mother to the cub now. 
 
    “Stop shouting mother, you’re frightening the cub.”  He said with a lot more confidence than he felt.  Deema, tight lipped looked down at the cub and saw that he was telling the truth.  She softened and Brinan, seeing this, smiled lovingly at the cub and at her.   
 
    “Arguus is not going to be pleased.”  She said at last.  “I just hope you realise he may not let you keep it.” 
 
    Lucky for Brinan and the cub, she was wrong.  Arguus returned that evening after saying his farewells.  The sight of Brinan coming towards him cradling the little animal did not make him happy but he knew how much the boy wanted one. 
 
    “You may keep it Brinan, but it is your responsibility to feed and train.  It is only a baby now, but it will be a full grown wolf by spring and if it hurts any member of this Clan I will have to kill it, understand?” 
 
    “She won’t, I promise.  Solman told me all about how to train them.  I will train her to be a good tracker for us.”  Then Brinan did something he had not done since he was a small boy, he hugged his uncle!  Deema stood by and raised an eyebrow, exchanging a look with Arguus, once over the shock he smiled and softened. 
 
    “A she is it?  Well you may find that when she grows up she will want to leave you and find her own kind to have cubs.  What will you call her?” 
 
    Brinan looked at his cub.  She still had the blue eyes of the very young.  He had never named anything before.  He remembered the story of the spirit wolf that howled at the moon, this one looked as pale as the moon.  He thought of the perfect name.   
 
    “Luma,” It was the name for the spirit goddess of the moon in Magdalene legends.  Arguus smiled, he recognised the connection and nodded his approval.   
 
    “You can’t say yes to him and not to me.”  Serena pushed her luck. 
 
    “Fine,” sighed Deema, thoroughly defeated.  “You can start your training but any shirking of your hearth duties and it stops - agreed?”  Now it was Deema’s turn to be hugged. 
 
    Brinan spent that evening preparing special food for the cub.  Cutting up cooked meat into tiny pieces and mixing them with a mush of grains and the liquid from a stew so she could suck it up like milk.  Once she had been fed, the cub toddled around the hearth, greeting one member then another of her new ‘Wolf Clan’.  Try as they might, they could not resist her friendly charms.  Soon though, she was back in Brinan’s arms, fast asleep.  Lodina offered him a basket for the cub, but she woke up and whimpered when she was put in it.   
 
    “Line it with something that you have worn to settle her – like women do with their babies.”  Suggested Lodina.  “It will have your scent on it and that will reassure her.”  The idea worked and as the cub slept, Brinan packed up for the next morning. 
 
      
 
    The journey back to the home cave took far longer than the journey to the Gathering.  The Clan hunted and foraged along the way, building up stores of grains and raw materials for the winter.  They detoured again to stop by a wide delta for several days fishing and bird trapping.  Brinan had devised a carrier for the cub, based on the carriers the women used for very young babies.  Like Serena, he was not allowed to shirk his duties and worked hard to contribute to the survival of the Clan in the long winter months to come.   
 
    As the days grew shorter, the Clan finally arrived at their cave with a sense of tired relief.  Without the excitement of the Summer Gathering to look forward to, the journey back had seemed far more arduous than the journey there.  Everyone was glad for the familiar comfort of home – once they had evicted the small mammals that had taken up residence in the cave in their absence.  Deprived of sunlight, the cave felt chilly and a musty odour hung in the air.  Fires were lit in the hearths and fragrant dried herbs were burnt to sweeten the air.  As summer cooled to autumn the search for, and storage of food and supplies, was a daily task for all but the smallest member of the Clan, Luma but she did an excellent job of keeping everyone cheered with her antics. 
 
      
 
    When he chanced upon a den of wolves while out scouting for herds to hunt, Arguus decided it would be a good opportunity for Brinan to study the Clan’s totem in its living form.  It was part of his training as a future hunter but it would also help him understand their ways so that he could train Luma more easily.  It was late afternoon and as the sun started to sink towards the mountains, Brinan and Arguus were lying on their stomachs looking over a rocky outcrop.  About thirty feet below, a pack of wolves had just returned from a hunt.  From out of a fissure in the rocks, a litter of half-grown pups emerged greeting the adults. 
 
    Their tenacious licking of the adults’ muzzles invoked the adults to regurgitate the meat they had consumed with gluttonous haste at the kill site.  The pups bolted down the partly digested food and harassed the adults for more.  Brinan and his uncle watched for a short while.  In a subdued whisper, Arguus explained about the hierarchy of the pack. 
 
    “Do you see that large one by the stream, he is the lead male.  The pack also has a lead female, that darker one who is making subservient gestures to him.  Only the lead females have cubs, but the whole pack takes care of them.  That one, with the many scars and bite marks around his muzzle is second in command but he would like to be first.” 
 
    As if on cue, the lead male attacked the second in command, forcing him into a submissive posture.  The other pack members surrounded the leader offering him their submission too.  The lead female turned on a younger female asserting her dominance too. 
 
    “The greatest threat to a wolf’s leadership is the wolf that is immediately below him in status - that is why he shows his dominance over his second in command.  He would not bother to harass the lowest ranking wolf; he leaves that to the wolves that are lower in rank than he is but above the others.  It is just as well your little she-wolf is not part of a wolf pack.  With her upright tail, she would never be able to show the subservience she is meant to and the other wolves would make life hard for her, even drive her away, or kill her.  Many animals have a similar ranking system, horses for example and of course, people, but dominance among us is much more subtle.  Do you know who the most powerful person in a Clan is?” 
 
    “The headman or headwoman.”  Brinan replied confidently. 
 
    Arguus shook his head.  “On the surface, maybe - but the most powerful person in a Clan is the one who has something you want.  It may be a personal possession, or a skill, or knowledge.  A leader does not have the right to take another person’s possessions or demand their knowledge but a good leader will learn how to win the trust and loyalty of that person so that he or she will give of his talents and knowledge willingly to the benefit of the whole Clan.  What I am trying to say is everyone in a Clan has power over everyone else.  In that respect, we are better than wolves.  Never covet or be envious of what others have Brinan, share what you have, whether its food, tools or knowledge and you will receive like in return.  That is what makes a good leader.  A leader; whether he or she is a human, a wolf, or a horse, will have nothing to lead if he or she does not offer what they have to the Clan first. 
 
    “Remember also that even the lowest ranked person has something to offer so treat everyone with respect and consideration.  A good leader does not covet others but makes every member of his tribe valued.  I wanted to see that trait in you Brinan, and when you brought that cub home, I saw it take root and grow.”   
 
    “Is that why you let me keep her?” 
 
    “Partly, but also she is a lesson for you.  Knowledge that is earned first hand, rather than simply given, is the best kind of knowledge.  Knowledge of something can often be a greater burden than a blessing.  Leadership isn’t always nice, and sometimes you will have to make decisions that are hard and unpopular.  Having a wolf cub may be a good thing or it may not, you will learn, one way or another.” 
 
    Brinan frowned, he did not like the turn this conversation was taking.  Arguus continued: 
 
     “We don’t hunt wolves often, unless it’s a lone one that might attack when food is scarce.  Predators are harder to track and kill than prey animals, take the time to know your enemy, learn their patterns and then plan your attack.  We learn more from them by watching them than by killing them.” 
 
    The wolf pack had settled down and basked in the evening sun, the lead male and female watch the cubs playing and indulgently got up to play with them.  The other adults did too and the game ended with mutual licking and grooming of every single pack member.  The cubs were the centre of the packs attention.  Like the children of the Wolf Clan, they were loved unconditionally and nurtured to the best of the adult’s abilities - because they assured the future of the pack, just as Brinan and the other children assured the continuation of the Wolf Clan. 
 
    As the sun disappeared behind the mountains, Arguus and Brinan walked back to the cave, each lost in his own thoughts.  Their excursion gave Brinan a lot to think about; as he returned to his hearth, he stopped suddenly and turned to his uncle. 
 
    “Thank you Uncle.” 
 
    Arguus smiled.  “For what?” 
 
    “For your knowledge,” Brinan smiled back.  Arguus nodded, the boy had understood the lesson. 
 
    “I think, nephew, it is time to take you on a stag hunt.”  His remark made Brinan’s heart leap and his stomach sink at the same time!   
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7 First Hunt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arguus kept his promise about the stag hunt.  The leaves on the trees changed to a kaleidoscope of orange, yellows, reds and browns.  Stags fought for females in the annual rut.  It was during this time that Arguus and his hunters chose to hunt them.  Preoccupied with each other and exhausted from fighting they were easier prey.  The female deer were left alone.  By leaving them to calve in spring and only culling the surplus males, the Clan not only assured there always be deer on the hills around their cave but it meant more food in the lean winter months for the pregnant does. 
 
    Brinan set out for the first time with the hunters on a clear, chilly morning.  Last night he had hardly slept, his mind leaping between excitement and fear.  Arguus had explained that he was only along to observe and learn but Brinan imagined making his first kill.  It was the most important day of a boy’s life.  Dovan and Jonan accompanied them, along with Yorak.  Although a much older man, Yorak was robustly fit and an excellent tracker. 
 
    Brinan clutched his spear made for him by Jonan.  It had been decorated with the image of a deer on the shaft.  He had been grateful for his fishing spear with its lightweight hooked blade; but it was no use for hunting stags.  His mother had given him a new parka made from the creamy brown reindeer skin with the fur on the inside.  Arguus had given him a new flint knife – like the ones the men carried for skinning and butchering carcasses.   
 
    Brinan hoped he would be able to make use of it today.  He paid close attention to Yorak as the old man pointed to deer tracks and spoor in the heather and peat bogs.  As they closed in on the deer, Yorak explained the silent signals that hunters use when surrounding their prey.  He motioned Brinan to stay put and ‘watch’ as he and the others belly crawled to the top of a hill and peered over.  Eventually, Yorak signalled to him to join them but to keep low.  As Brinan belly crawled up towards them, he panicked that they would not find deer and that they would return home empty handed and the hunters would think him unlucky and resolve not to bring him again.   
 
    A resounding clash of antlers dismissed his fears and gave rise to a new fear; that of frightening off the herd.  In the valley below them, on the edge of the tree line, two stags fought.  Around them, the females grazed peacefully.   
 
    The more Brinan looked, the more deer he saw, only movement made them visible.  When they were still, they blended in perfectly with the landscape.  Arguus pulled up some blades of grass and held them up then let them go to see which way the breeze was blowing.  He nodded to Yorak, they were upwind of the deer.  At a signal from Yorak the hunters belly crawled downhill, until they were well beneath the skyline.  Then they stood up and skirted around until they were closer to the deer in the shelter of the trees but still upwind.   
 
    It was a long trek, the necessary stealth slowing them to a snail’s pace.  Brinan curbed his impatience.  Waiting, he knew instinctively, was a crucial part of the hunt.  A rustled branch; a snapped twig; a rolling stone could alert the deer to their presence and they would run away over the hill leaving the hunters empty handed without even a throw of a spear. 
 
    They stopped briefly to rub deer droppings under their armpits and muddy their faces.  Brinan realized too late that he should have done it the other way around and wrinkled his nose at the smell of deer dung on his face.  At a signal from Yorak, he settled down behind a boulder as the others spread out to get closer to their quarry.  The men spanned out as individuals.  Every time a deer looked up the hunters froze.  Only when they relaxed and stooped to graze did the men move again.  Each man had singled out a stag to hunt.  It increased their chances of success if more than one target was aimed for; but the throwing of spears had to be simultaneous for it to succeed.  
 
    They avoided the larger stags, injured and exhausted from recent fights - the meat would be awful to taste.  Brinan settled behind his boulder and watched a doe graze closer and closer until he could have reached out and touched her.  He held his breath, fearing he might alert her and ruin the hunt for the others.  She passed by and he watched and waited, ignoring the buzz of flies attracted to the sweat and dung on his brow.  Arguus and Jonan were close enough to a young stag to make a throw.  Dovan and Yorak signalled that they were in place to try for a kill with two other young stags.  At a signal from Yorak, the hunters raised their spears silently and fired.  In the split second that they did so, the deer looked up in alarm.  Arguus’ stag was too slow and both Arguus and Jonan struck a fatal blow.  Dovan too, was successful with a young buck.  Yorak’s stag was wounded but not mortally.  It leapt across the heather heading for the safety of the trees – right towards Brinan.   
 
    “Finish it,” roared Yorak to Brinan.  Brinan stood up slowly, as if in a dream and raised his spear.  Oh, Magda that stag was big . . . and powerful . . . and raging with pain!  Time seemed to slow right down.  The stag bore down on him.  Instead of throwing the spear, Brinan dived over the side of the hill just as the enraged stag lunged for him avoiding a collision.  The stag continued on as terrified, Brinan lay in the ditch shaking with fear.  In a heartbeat his fear was replaced by shame.  
 
    He wasn’t ready for the conflicting emotions that overwhelmed him in that moment.  Since he was seven years old, he had trapped small game and hunted fish.  But small game was usually dead when he found it in a trap and the fish he caught seemed soulless.  That young stag, had looked at him in a way that touched his soul and he hesitated to kill it before it had reached its prime.  All the excitement and pride had left him as he stared after the powerful animal bounding across the heather.   
 
    He didn’t notice Arguus come up behind him until the man put a hand on his shoulder and whispered in a low voice.  “There is no shame in not making a kill.”  Then he turned to Yorak. 
 
    “Get after it, otherwise he would have had a slow, miserable death.” 
 
    Brinan felt even worse, he had not only failed the hunters, he had failed the stag and resigned it to a slow and stressful end to it’s life.  Arguus seemed to know what he was thinking.   
 
    “It will get easier, I promise.” Arguus assured him.  “It’s time for you to make use of that knife I gave you, help skin and gut these animals so we don’t damage the hide or taint the meat.” 
 
    As he sweated over the physical effort of skinning the stag, Brinan’s initial shame deepened as he analysed what had happened. 
 
    He wasn’t really expected to make a kill after all . . .  but the animal had run right into him . . . his first instinct had been to aim, but it was over-ridden by the desire to live - and get out of the way of danger . . .  He had picked up his spear on impulse with no real plan to stop the animal . . . Finally, and worst of all, he had made more work for Yorak who would have to trek after the injured animal.   
 
    “Don’t hack at it like that, we want the hide in one piece,” Arguus’s voice made Brinan jump.  He realized his uncle had been speaking to him but, lost in thought, had missed most of the conversation. 
 
    “Sorry.”  His morale slumped even further, he couldn’t even get butchering the animal right. 
 
      
 
    The evening meal outside the cave that night was a celebration of the Clans first deer kill.  Deema cooked up some of the steaks for every member of the Wolf Clan while the rest of the meat was cut into thin strips and dried for winter storage.   
 
    Everyone remarked on how tender the meat was and if Yorak had told the story of how Brinan had dived for cover when the stag ran to him, he told it a dozen times - laughing raucously.  Brinan burned with shame and didn’t notice Arguus elbow Yorak in the ribs and gesture towards Brinan.  The smile left Yorak’s face for a moment then he slapped Arguus on the back and told a story of how, when they were younger, both men had been chased by an angry boar and were stuck up a tree for a whole day.   
 
     “Sometimes it’s wiser to save your own hide than try for one!”  Grunted Yorak.  “You did well to get out of that animals way today, or it would have gored you for sure.”  It was backhanded praise from the hunter.  Brinan nodded, desolate, rather than elated. 
 
    “You’ll never forget your first kill,” mused Argus. “Holla!”  A deep voice boomed out from the dusk. As the owner of the voice moved in to the light of the drying fires, Callum let out a holler of greeting.   
 
    “Uncle Felmas!”  Callom ran to his uncle and hugged him fiercely.  He had been feeling a bit left out with everyone praising Brinan; the arrival of his uncle had thrust those emotions out of his mind.  Rather than being annoyed, Brinan felt grateful to Felmas, now all campfire talk would be centred round the returned traveller and he was as keen as everyone else to hear what Felmas had to say.   
 
    Felmas had travelled north west, near a great inland sea where the glacier covered the northern edge of it.  He talked of meeting and hunting with the Mammoth Clan and the Reindeer Clan and how the two Clans talked of merging their resources.  The Mammoth Clan were not as prolific as they had once been, the Reindeer Clan on the other hand, were numerous and prosperous but they were short of women and children due to their constant travels and sicknesses.   
 
    The Reindeer Clan had no permanent cave, they moved with the animals they hunted; living in large round tents they called yurts.  The Mammoth Clan, on the other hand, had spectacular permanent shelters made from mammoth and reindeer bones, Brinan tried hard to imagine how a cave could be made from bones.  The two Clans often met because the shelters of the Mammoth Clan in the far North were on the migration routes of the reindeer herds that the Reindeer Clan followed.   
 
    “And are they?”  Deema asked finally.  
 
    “Are they what?”  Felmas replied. 
 
    “Going to merge, and if so what will they be called; Reindeer Clan or Mammoth Clan?” 
 
    “Hard to say,” said Felmas helping himself to another slice of venison.  “Not everyone was for the idea and the matter of what they would be called was a big issue.  The Mammoth Clan refused to give up their name despite being the smaller and the Reindeer Clan refused to give up theirs on the grounds they were more prosperous.  Then the Mammoth Clan argued that the Reindeer Clan was on Mammoth  Clan territory and hoping to mate with Mammoth Clan women.  Pride is a wonderful motivation but can be a barrier to progress when it comes to negotiations.” 
 
    “Who can blame them, I would rather be dead than give up the Wolf Clan name.” stated Arguus fiercely.  Everyone nodded their agreement, feeling a tug of pride in their heartstrings. 
 
    “All the Clans go back uncountable generations. Many think it would be an insult to the ancestors to give up our names.”  Tamo added, the spiritual implications adding weight to their feelings.   
 
    “Why didn’t they just call themselves something else all together?” Serena suggested. “A new name for a new beginning?”   
 
    Everyone, apart from Tamo, caught their breathe.  Tamo just smiled as if what Serena had suggested affirmed his belief in her.   
 
    “Are you saying you would give up the status of Wolf Clan?”  Deema tried to keep her voice level but it clearly offended her. 
 
    “No mother!  Honestly, don’t get so wound up.”  Now Serena was on the defensive.  “I would pick a worthy name, something with greater meaning and respect to identify the new Clan but we would each keep our original names.  It doesn’t hurt to think of new things.  Aren’t you always saying that the Wolf Clan was always the first to explore new territories, push new boundaries like our namesakes?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s the very reason we will always be called the Wolf Clan.” 
 
    “That, and the thought of some other Clan taking our name!”  Added Arguus.  “Do you remember that Clan from the far South that called itself Boar Clan and tried to imply that our Boar Clan was descended from them.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility.”  Said Tamo.  “It was in their histories that a faction of their Clan left their cave to explore new territories, it’s reasonable to assume the Boar Clan in the North is related to them.”  Then he added.  “Remind me Serena, to verse you on the histories in our studies tomorrow.  It would seem that you of all here will appreciate them the most.” 
 
    “Hmmph!”  Arguus wasn’t the only one who felt indignant at this.  Serena felt that somehow she had been praised by the Shaman.  Deema tactfully changed the subject.   
 
    “Well Felmus, you have managed to bring an argument a long way.  Have you brought anything else, perhaps something more practical, back with you?” 
 
    “Of course!  Knowledge is always my aim - and a wellspring of ideas is already taking root.  I’m working on a new boat design, perhaps Callom, you will help me this winter?  Oh, and I may have brought a gift or two as well.”  He added with a glint of mischief, producing a necklace of amber beads and presenting them to the headwoman.   
 
    “For you, Deema, from that new mine that has been discovered just south of the inland sea.  The one Emosnar, the story teller, told us about.  Since several Clans have sent people to mine the amber, no one Clan has a claim on it.  Worth a trip to excavate next spring don’t you think?” 
 
    Deema took the warm stones and appraised them in the firelight.  “I think that would be a very good idea.”  She smiled inwardly.  Amber was as much valued for it’s rareness as flint was for its practical purposes and Deema was a master at bargaining for the wealth of her Clan. 
 
    “Did you get me anything?”  Matina asked outright, too young to know it was bad manners to do so.   
 
    “As if I would be gone all this time and not bring back something for you.”  Squeaked Felmas in a tone he only used for Matina.  With a flourish, he produced a wooden bracelet with small amber stones inlaid around it, and was rewarded with an affectionate hug from Matina.  
 
    “I have more, but tomorrow if you all don’t mind, I am tired.”  He announced getting wearily to his feet.  His declaration made others realise they were tired too.  One by one, people got up and drifted in to the cave.  Brinan got up to go inside followed by Callom. 
 
    “Where do you two think you’re going?”  Arguus demanded.  “You’re on watch duty while this lot dries and smokes!”  He added pointing to the venison meat drying.  “Keep the fires burning.  Any trouble with predators – shout for help.  When the moon passes over the tops of those hills come and get myself and Yorak, we’ll take the second watch.”  
 
    Being treated like a grown up had more disadvantages than advantages Brinan thought, but knew better than to complain about it. 
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    Brinan practised his spear throwing in earnest after that day - almost to the exclusion of everything else.  To the others it seemed that he was simply keen to fulfil his potential as a valued hunter; but to Brinan, the desire to make a kill that he could take fair credit for was the driving force behind his efforts.  Only to Serena had he voiced how he felt and that was only because she, more than anyone, knew that something was bothering him and had gouged it out of him.  On one particularly fine morning in early autumn, the boys decided to trap some smaller game.  Any and all contributions to feed the Clan was welcomed and both boys were skilled at knowing where to set snares for hares, ptarmigan, grouse and other small mammals that chanced in their snares.  If they were lucky, they sometimes caught small predators like foxes which made fine pelts to trade.  It also gave them an excuse to get away from the cave and the chores demanded of them by their mothers. 
 
    “How many snares have you brought?”  Asked Callom. 
 
    “Eight, Serena lent me a few of hers, and she’s looking after Luma for me - and you?”   
 
    “Just five, but that should be enough.”   
 
    Brinan allowed himself to be cheerful.  It was good to be out of the cave and he set a good pace through the familiar trails in the woods.  Callom was always cheerful even when there was nothing to be cheerful about - it was the very heart of his nature, some might phrase it eternal optimism; some would say that it was a result of having no burden of responsibility, he wasn’t destined to be the future leader of the Clan.  He could do what he liked with his future.  Since the return of his Uncle Felmus, he had talked of plans to accompany him on his next journey to scout for new opportunities and ideas.   
 
    The boys soon picked up the trail of a hare and once they were sure that the path it took was a regular one, set their first snare.  A simple but ingenious device, the snare enabled them to hunt small game without using spears or even having to be there.  One end of a long leather thong was tied in a large loop with a special knot that enabled the loop to become tighter when an animal put its head through.  The other end was tied to an overhanging branch leaving the loop large enough and high enough off the ground to allow an animal to put its head through without realising the hoop was there.  As the animal ran on it tightened the loop effectively strangling itself.  The only drawback to this method what that the prey was often stolen by other predators before the boys came back to check on the snares. 
 
    Setting the snares took all morning.  By covering a wide area, the boys increased their chances of catching more animals.  With only one snare left and a good game trail found, it only remained to find a suitable place to hangS the snare from.   
 
    “This is no use.  Complained Brinan surveying the meadow they were stood in.  Only a few young saplings grew here among the dried grass.  Nothing was suitable to hang their snare from. 
 
    “Look at this run; you can even see where the hare sleeps in this gully.”  Callom pointed out. 
 
    Brinan hunkered down to investigate the tunnel of dried grass.  “It’s a pity that sapling wasn’t closer or had horizontal branches.  This old root is too low to hang anything on.”  He stood up and studied the sapling.  It was no good wishing it would grow.  Another sapling, close by, was bent over and Brinan wished that that one was on the trail.  He walked over to it hoping to find another game trail pass by but no such luck. 
 
    Callom saw what he was contemplating.  “It’s a pity this sapling here didn’t bend like that one.” 
 
    Brinan smiled.  That’s what made them such a good team - they often discovered that they were thinking the same thing at the same time.   
 
    “Why not make this sapling bend like the other?”  Suggested Callom, igniting a spark of inspiration. 
 
    Brinan followed his thinking.  “We could tie it down to this root, I’m sure I’ve got some thongs left.  Callom reached for the sapling to pull it over while Brinan rummaged in his haversack for another thong. 
 
    “Oooof!  It’s stronger than it looks.”  He remarked trying to bend the sapling. 
 
    “Let’s try it further up where it’s narrower.”  Suggested Brinan, working his hands up the sapling as high as he could.  By standing on a boulder, he got high enough where the young tree was more flexible and carefully pulled it over. 
 
    “Good, now the tip’s near that root.  Take this.”  He opened out his hand with the thong to Callom who took it and tied the sapling to the root.  Brinan strained to hold the sapling down while Callom fussed with the knots to secure it.  Finally satisfied, the boys then tied the snare to the sapling at just the right height to hang over the small game trail.  They carefully disguised the loop by arranging dried grass around it then stepped back to survey their work, delighted with their own ingenuity. 
 
    “We’ll come back in the morning to check them.  Let’s hope nothing gets to them before we do.”  Brinan picked up his haversack and turned to go.  Callom followed, thinking that he would show his uncle their invention.  It didn’t matter to the boys that it might have been thought of before, innovative ideas often were; but it was new to them and therefore their invention.   
 
    However, as they were walking away, a large crack snapped back their attention.  Just as they turned to look, the upper part of the root, which was old and rotten, had given way under the pressure of the sapling.  With another splintering crack, it snapped and the boys watched open mouthed as the sapling sprang back, yanking the disembodied root with it.  They stared at the root dangling high up in the sapling and for the second time that morning Callom said what Brinan was thinking.   
 
    “Pity that wasn’t a hare, just think, no fox or wolverine would be able to eat it if it was up there.” 
 
    “Let’s reset it.”  Brinan said, his momentary disappointment replaced by stoic resolve and the excitement of discovery.  “We will use what’s left of the root and if we tie it carefully perhaps it will spring up when it catches something.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Callom was equally enthusiastic.  “If we could think of a way to attach it, so that when a hare or something pulls at the snare it will release the knot and the sapling will spring back.”  Callom’s practical mind was already turning ideas over.  He bent to tie the snare again as Brinan pulled it back down.  He studied the knot he had used to tie it initially; then made some adjustments, retying it and secured the sapling to the remaining part of the root. 
 
    “This bit of root is much thicker so it should hold.” 
 
    “Let’s test it before we leave.”  Brinan suggested.  He found a rotting log nearby and pushed it through the loop.  He had to give it quite a shove before the thong was pulled off the root, effectively releasing the sapling.  Callom had kept a hold of it so it didn’t spring back.  Brinan, after a bit of thought, retied the sapling to the root using a different knot so that it would release more easily when pressure was applied.  Callom wanted to try again – just to be sure. 
 
    “No, leave it.”  Brinan said, looking up at the sky.  It was getting later in the day, they needed to be home before dusk.  “We can check it tomorrow and work out the finer details if we need to.” 
 
    Walking back to camp, they decided to keep quiet about the snare, just in case it didn’t work and needed more adapting.  When the boys got ready to leave the following morning, they were thwarted by Deema.   
 
    “Chores first!” 
 
    “But mother, you don’t understand.”  Brinan yelled in frustration.  “We set snares yesterday if we don’t get to them quickly our kills will be stolen.” 
 
    “They are probably already in the belly of some old fox.”  Deema was adamant.  Brinan knew by the set of her shoulders and tight lips that she would not relent.  He rushed through his chores, frustrated that Callom was ready before him.   
 
    “Go on ahead if you want.”  Brinan told him, but loyally, Callom waited, even helping Brinan to finish his chores.  Free to go at last, Brinan called Luma.  It would be good for her to come with them.  Like the boys, she needed to burn off some exuberance. 
 
    Of all the snares set so far, only two had caught anything.  But as Deema had predicted something had got to them first.  All that was left were the partially eaten carcasses of a hare and a stoat. The boys discarded the carcasses, wary of the infections that carnivores could spread.  Now only the last snare remained to be checked.   
 
    “I wonder if it’s worked.”  Said Callom, as they retraced their route of yesterday. 
 
    “I hope so, I hate returning empty handed and mother will have that smug ‘I told you so’ look on her face.”  He pulled a face imitating his mother and Callom snorted with laughter, then added to the mimicry of Deema with a high pitched impression.   
 
    “Chores first!”  
 
    On reaching the clearing, both boys broke into a run. 
 
    “Yeees!”  Cried Brinan, punching the air.  Dangling from the sapling was not a rabbit, or a fox, but a wolverine.  Bigger than a badger and also a member of the weasel family, the fur of this vicious, wily predator was highly prized as it did not freeze when wet, making it perfect for hoods in winter.”  The boys extracted it from the snare and re-set it.  They agreed to share the pelt.  It would easily make two hoods, possibly three in the right hands.  They jogged home, keen to show off their prize and share the technique with their Clan.  Neither boy felt guilty about hunting.  They could just as easily become the hunted and in the glacial cold of Northern Europe, hunting was not sport - it was survival.   
 
      
 
    “Mother, Jonan!  Look what we caught!”  Brinan held up their prize as he walked into the cave. 
 
    “Very nice,” said his mother.  Jonan looked up from the knife he was sharpening. 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Why are you so pleased with yourself?”  It was the newcomer, Ruban who spoke.  “Snaring a fox is nothing special.” 
 
    “It’s not a fox, it’s a wolverine and it’s not what we caught it’s how we caught it that makes it special.”  Retorted Brinan.  Ever since Ruban had joined the Clan, he had found it hard to like the boy.  He was cheeky to everyone, annoying in that way that seven year olds like to be annoying; testing the boundaries of every Clan member’s tolerance.  Brinan had no guilt whatsoever in swinging the now stiffened carcass at him.  Ruban ducked and stuck out his tongue, he was well practised in avoiding the repercussions of his bad behaviour. 
 
    “We found a new way to snare animals,” announced Callom.   
 
    “A better way,” added Brinan.  Now they had everyone’s attention.  Using a similar set up by the river near their cave, they showed the hunters their new method. 
 
    “Clever!  Very clever.”  Said Arguus. 
 
    ‘If necessity is the mother of invention; serendipity is her sister.”  Felmus quoted sagely, ruffling Callom’s hair. “Who thought of it first?” 
 
    “Both of us really,” said Callom looking over at Brinan.  Brinan nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We had the idea together then we both worked out the details.” 
 
    Arguus smiled.  He was pleased to see the youngsters sharing the credit.   
 
    “It’s a brilliant idea.  Do you think Felmas, we could adapt this to hunt larger game?”  He asked turning to Callom’s uncle.   
 
    “I don’t see why not.  It could work on the small forest deer . . . even on something as big as a beaver if we did it beside water.”  Felmas replied.  He had that same faraway look on his face that Callom often did.  The resemblance, not in physical looks, but in untapped genius - was uncanny.  
 
    Callom and Brinan listened intently as the hunters took over their idea.  On returning to the cave, they discovered that Serena had skinned the wolverine for them and extracted the teeth of the carnivore from its jaws for jewellery.  She was in the process of pulling out the strong digging claws to use for burins – a tool that was used to gouge out wood and ivory for carving.  
 
     “I’ll make the hoods if I can get one?”  She offered.  The boys agreed - sewing was not their strongest skill.  
 
      
 
    Autumn seemed to last for ever.  The weather stayed dry and warm, although nights brought lower temperatures and the leaves turned dry and brittle but still stayed on the trees.  Arguus had planned an expedition to the flint mine in the north east.  It was an annual trip to allow the hunters a chance to collect raw materials to give them plenty to work with over the winter months when they were confined to the cave.  Flint was always better if it was mined from its source and it happened that this flint mine came from a white cliff face of chalk which also had its uses.  
 
    While the hunters were away mining flint, the children were set the task of foraging for whatever they could find to store for the winter; mushrooms, blackberries, hazelnuts and apples.  Each morning the children made up their haversacks for a day’s foraging.  Gathering was now a priority and occupied everyone’s time.  Who knew how much longer the fine weather would last.  The children had been left in a high meadow with a limestone rocky outcrop to the north and a belt of trees to the south and west.  From their elevation, they could see the shimmering horizon of the sea to the east in the far distance.   
 
    Each day they would build a camp fire, feeding it with plenty of damp wood that created a lot of smoke to deter predators so they could forage in safety.  Each day Ruban sulked and had to be cajoled into helping the others.  This time he whined that he wanted to go to the flint mines with Dovan.   
 
    “You can’t,” snapped Brinan.  “They’ll be miles away by now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Ruban; the hunters will bring back some flint for you too.  I’ll show you how to make a hand axe when they do.” 
 
    “You will?”  Ruban looked at Callom with suspicion. 
 
    “I promise, but only if you work hard with us today.” 
 
    Ruban nodded.  For the rest of the day he stayed close to Callom.  Collecting everything that he said, even adopting his mannerisms.  Unlike Brinan, Callom didn’t mind the boy and encouraged him. 
 
    Matina, when she wasn’t looking for herbs and plants for medicine, picked some of the apples that were scattered near a gnarled old tree.  She picked one up that looked promising but on turning it over saw that it was rotten.  She threw it far away so she would not be fooled into picking it up again.  Luma thought this was a new game and bounded after the apple, picking it up and bringing it back. 
 
    “Clever girl!”  Matina picked up another apple and threw it.  Again, Luma retrieved it.  Soon all the children were throwing apples for Luma until she flopped down on her belly, her tongue rolling out with exhaustion.  The children, cheered by the distraction returned happily to their chores. 
 
    It was monotonous work gathering.  While looking for mushrooms, Serena noticed some blackberry bushes still heavy with fruit.  She went over to investigate but the berries were past their best, shrivelled and bitter by the first night frosts.  She turned back to scan the ground for mushrooms but a gaping hole in the rock face behind the bushes caught her eye. 
 
    “Callom, Brinan over here.  Bring your axes.”  She shouted.  The urgency in her voice brought the boys at a run.   
 
    “I think it’s a cave but I can’t get in to look for this bush.”  Serena explained.  Excited by the prospect of a discovery, the boys hacked at the blackberry canes until they had cleared a way.  Callom gestured for Serena to go in first but Brinan stopped her.   
 
    “We’d better check that it’s empty first.” 
 
    Serena nodded and paled a little.  The cave could easily be the den of a predator, a wolf or cave hyena or even a bear.  She peered in cautiously, her senses heightened for any sound or smell of an animal.  The odours of carnivores were particularly pungent but she couldn’t smell anything to worry about.  Callom had lit a torch from the camp fire and passed it to her but before she could stoop down to get in, Luma ran between her legs and straight into the cave. 
 
    “Luma, no!  Wait!”  Commanded Brinan.  Fearing for his cub, he grabbed the torch from Serena and went in after her, visualising himself having to fend off an angry predator.  Luma, however, knew that the cave was empty.  Her wolf senses were far better than the childrens’.  She came back out almost at once carrying in her mouth the leg bone of a small mammal and proudly dropped it at Brinan’s feet then scooted down on her forelegs and yapped for him to throw it.  Brinan examined the bone.  He knew it was very old because it was dried out and brittle.  On it were the teeth marks of a carnivore.  A wolf perhaps?  He threw the bone for Luma and gave the torch to Serena. 
 
    “It’s safe, and it’s your discovery so you should go in first.” 
 
    Serena grinned before stooping down to the entrance, the braids on her head flopping over her face.  Matina and Ruban had left their gathering baskets to join the others watching Serena disappear into the hillside.  Everyone held their breathe in anticipation. 
 
    “It’s okay.  Come in.”  Serena’s voice sounded distant and echoed.  First Brinan, then Callom, then Ruban and finally Matina stooped down under the archway of blackberry canes and walked into the cave.  Lit by the torch they could see it was not nearly as big as their home cave – but big enough to be a secret cave for five children. 
 
    “Wow.  We could live here.”  Said Callom.  Serena stared round at the bare walls just crying out to be drawn on.  This could be her sacred cave.  Brinan scanned the ground and found more  bones bearing the teeth marks of a wolf.  It couldn’t be a better omen. 
 
    The height of the cave was high enough for Brinan to stand up in with a few feet to spare.  They could have a fire in here.  Callom searched for scat but there were no droppings to indicate that the cave had been used recently and it certainly showed no sign of human occupation – they were the first.   
 
    “It needs a fire,” announced Matina.  “But first we need some hearthstones.” 
 
    Gathering for winter was forgotten while the children cleared out their new den.  Serena damped down the floor then Matina swept out the dirt with a broom that Callom quickly made for her using his spear and some heather for the bristles (on Matina’s orders, she could be very bossy when it came to cleaning). 
 
    “This is perfect.”  Said Brinan, once he was allowed back into the cave.  Matina had shooed everyone out to sweep.  Ceremoniously Ruban carried in some stones for the hearth.  Matina brought in more dried grass and fresh wood.  Carefully Brinan carried in a partially burnt branch from the fire outside and lit the fire inside.  The glow of the fire gave the children a primeval sense of relief of having a roof of their own over their heads. When the fire was brought in, it filled the cave forcing the children outside for fresh air.  Brinan noticed smoke coming up through a hole on the hill above the cave.  He climbed up the rock face and shifted heather and dirt to make the hole bigger.  Callom brought up three large stones.  Two wide ones which propped up the third, a long thin one to act as a chimney while letting the smoke escape but still keep rainwater and snow out.   
 
    While they were up there, Brinan and Callom surveyed the scene around them enjoying a commanding view of the whole valley and river.  They sighted the lake to the east and the grassy plains to the west leading to the great sea of the West.  Below them, the forest panned out concealing their home cave from view but Brinan knew by the alignment of landmarks that it was directly below them. 
 
    They agreed not to tell the adults of their find.  This cave was to be their secret cave. 
 
    “I wish we could live here all the time.”  Matina sighed. 
 
    “You would miss your mother.”  Serena said, not taking her eyes off her drawing. 
 
    “It would be fun to camp here on our own.”  Brinan said, feeling like a headman. 
 
    “It’s getting too late in the season.”  Serena replied curtly.   
 
    “Oh Serena, where’s your sense of adventure?”  Callom sighed wistfully.  Serena just pulled a face at him. 
 
    “It’s getting late in the season.  We won’t be allowed to come up here at all soon.” Said Serena.  “Maybe we should think about organising the cave and stashing our things in caches for the winter.  I don’t want our efforts wrecked by some wolverine or hyena.”   
 
     ‘You’r right, let’s do it tomorrow,” said Brinan. The others nodded their agreement. 
 
    Little did they know then how important this decision would be. 
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    Over the next few days, the children returned to their secret cave, bringing up surplus goods that made it into a proper home.  Ruban brought tools for flint knapping.  Callom took tools and wood for carving.  Brinan brought up a spare haversack; a bison hide to stuff as a target; and spears to hone his hunting skills.  It was power he lacked, not accuracy. It frustrated him but every day he got stronger and his range got farther.  Callom practised too and Ruban sometimes. 
 
    The girls brought things up as well, squirreling them into every available niche.  The cave was getting quite homely, especially with the drawings that Serena put on the walls.  Matina brought up cooking utensils, including one of her mother’s large cooking pots.  Sensing a great purpose behind the children’s activities, Lodina did not ask her daughter where she was taking it.  Instead, she suggested to Matina that she find a use for some surplus stores she had.  She had already guessed the children had made a secret den somewhere.   
 
    Matina felt like the mother of her own hearth, bossing the others and fussing over them at the same time.  One night she left Flossa at the cave.  No-one got any sleep that night for Matina’s tearful tantrums – it threatened to give the game away on their secret – Serena was sure she would blurt out where she had left Flossa but to her credit, she didn’t. 
 
    Thanks to the clever door, Brinan and Callom had fashioned using the blackberry canes threaded through hazel branches to make a barrier that could be opened and shut to keep predators out, Flossa was safely where Matina had left her.  Serena had taken up some of her drawing materials, glad for the chance to draw again and practise her lessons from Tamo.   
 
    Her discretion wasn’t as secret as she thought.  When Deema and the hunters returned from the mines, Deema noticed that she no longer had to shake out ochres from Serena’s bed furs and talking of bed furs, her stores were definitely lighter.  Serena had taken up furs and stuffed them with bracken for seats, she liked her cave comforts when drawing and studying.  She drew a horse on the wall, like the one she had seen at the Clan of the Horse, then using Luma as a model, she drew a wolf – it felt like being the Shaman of her own secret cave. 
 
    Callom and Brinan practised their hunting skills and set their new type of snare in the woodlands around the cave.  They had more failures than successes but enough was caught to keep Matina busy playing hearths.  She enjoyed having small mammals to skin and cook, and was particularly delighted when the boys brought back a grouse.  She saved the feathers for decoration. 
 
    When the children returned to the cave that evening, Felmas announced he was planning a trip to the lake to start work on a new type of boat he was wanted to build and asked the boys if they would like to join him.  Eager to learn and curious, the boys jumped at the chance.  Ruban was torn between going with Callom or going up to the cave with Serena where he had a stash of flint for knapping.  He decided to stay with the girls.  He carried with him a stone hammer and bone chisel.  Ruban’s father had been head flint knapper for the Aurochs Clan before he died.  Ironically, he had been gored by the beast in its living form on a hunt last winter.  It seemed to Risella that since her mate’s death, Ruban had taken on even more of his father’s spirit.  It pleased her to think so, even if he did help himself to Dovan’s flint stores. 
 
    “I hope that wherever you are taking all this flint is safe from predators.  Do the others keep a fire going?”  Risella asked him. 
 
    “How do you know about our secret cave?”  Ruban blurted out confirming everyone’s suspicions.  Four pairs of eyes shot Ruban with flint daggers. 
 
    Risella raised one eyebrow, and, in an all knowing voice, said “A little bird told me.”   
 
    In Magdalene legends, birds were thought to be carriers of the souls of the tribes most ancient ancestors.  Mother’s warned their children that they should never be naughty because they were always being watched over by their ancestors.  Ruban scowled at the sparrows pecking the ground for grains. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Setting off in the chill of early morning, the trip to the lake had the excitement of an expedition about it. As well as Felmas and the two boys, Arguus, Dovan, Yorak and Jonan came too.  All hands were needed for the task Felmas had in mind.  When they arrived at a suitable spot, Felmas scanned the woodland above the lake for a suitable tree – one that would be big enough to be hollowed out and would hold four men comfortably along with fishing gear and supplies.  A suitable candidate was found but it was much higher up than he would have liked.  
 
    “We’ll chop it down, work on it up here, then take it down to the shoreline once it’s built.”  Announced Felmas, laying a hand on its trunk and sealing its fate.  Arguus nodded and began the first cut.  It occurred to Brinan that although Arguus was Clan leader; Felmas was fully in charge here and then he understood what Arguus had told him about acknowledging the skills of others and respecting their authority.   
 
    Between them, all the hunters blunted several axes chopping down the tree; it was a full day’s work.  It was Brinan’s job to keep re-sharpening the axes.  Meanwhile Callom came to the rescue with his large axe; the one Brinan had traded off Rufus in the summer.  Felmas fixed it onto a wooden handle making it easier and more efficient to use.   
 
    Callom took his turn chopping down the mother tree carefully following his uncle’s advice on where to chop.  Like hunting did for Brinan, boat building now dominated his thoughts.  Sweating from exertion, he gave the axe to Dovan who wielded the heavy tool much more efficiently.  Callom would grow into it one day.   
 
    It was near sunset when the tree finally succumbed and fell.  A loud crack and the mighty oak shook the very earth as it fell.  Strangely, the hunters and the boys felt a lump in their throats, the same lump they got when a loved one died, or they had killed an animal.  It was as if the spirit of the tree had passed through them and they needed to acknowledge its death.  Its long life deserved respect and recognition.  Felmas picked an acorn from amongst its branches and buried it near the base of the tree stump. 
 
    “We’ll leave stripping the branches till tomorrow.  Then the real work starts.”  Said Felmas.  The boys looked puzzled, not to mention crestfallen.   
 
    “Splitting the wood and hollowing out the trunk,” explained Felmas.  “We’ll camp by the lake tonight.  Brinan, Callom, you can both collect some wood.” 
 
    Brinan groaned, even on an expedition they were stuck with the same chores.  Over the next three days they worked on the boat.  Both boys grew in mind and body over these days.  The work was hard but the company was good and they learned a lot from the men.  At least after stripping the tree of its branches they were never short of firewood.   
 
    Felmas showed them how to split planks from the top half of the remaining section.  The bottom half was then hollowed out, first by fire to make the job easier then with adzes and a lot of sweat and splinters.  Felmas explained it was fashioned on something he had seen called a canoe but he wanted to make a bigger scaled version of it.   Brinan forgot about hunting and threw himself into the project. 
 
    On the fourth day the weather finally broke.  As if in revenge for the long, dry autumn. the deluge of rain that fell soaked through them in seconds, a cold wind followed behind, further dampening their spirits. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Felmas said finally, throwing down his tools.  “We’ll have to turn it over to keep out the rain.  We’ll leave it here, and take it down the rest of the way in Spring.  It’s unlikely we’ll get back before then.  Pack up everyone, we need to get across that river before it runs too high. 
 
    On returning to the home cave.  The men discussed how much they were looking forward to some fishing on the lake in the summer.  It was this thought that would get Callom through the wettest weather they had ever seen.  Later that evening, Ruban, Matina and Serena reported to Brinan that the cave had been tidied, all values stashed and the door reinforced by putting back some of the blackberry canes that were still growing around it.   
 
    “That was my idea.”  Ruban announced trying to get some praise from Brinan but failing. 
 
      
 
    The storm that spoilt the boat building expedition was only the first of many.  More than once, Arguus voiced how grateful he was that they had done so much more hunting and foraging this year as the Clan found themselves confined to the cave as autumn leaked into winter.  Although they couldn’t get up to their secret cave, Brinan and the others made plans on a daily basis for what they would do there in Spring.   
 
    Serena was the only one enjoying the enforced confinement; it meant her training with Tamo began in earnest.  In spite of her promise to her mother, she took every opportunity to get out of daily chores to visit with Tamo at his hearth.   
 
    When the weather finally cleared, it was Jonan who suggested a boar hunt.  Although the Clan was stocked up with meat, a change in diet was always appreciated.  Who knew how long the weather would stay clear.  To Brinan’s delight, he was invited along as well.   
 
    “What about Callom?”  He asked.  Arguus looked at Juno and Yorak.  They nodded their agreement. The smile that split open on Callom’s face stayed there all morning as  the hunters gathered around Arguus’s hearth to discuss a way to the hunt the large wild pigs. 
 
    “There’s a family of boar living in the forest a days walk down the valley.  I passed through their territory on my way home,” Felmas said. 
 
    “Is it worth it?”  Asked Arguus, “they have the cover of the forest and if you do corner one they can be nasty.” 
 
    “They may be small but they are fast,” added Dovan, “and vicious - especially the males.” 
 
    “It’s a pity we couldn’t snare them.”  Said Callum, realising too late he’d said it out loud instead of in his head.  It brought a ripple of laughter from the men.  Callom reddened.  Felmas, who was busy making a net for the new boat noticed his nephew’s discomfort. 
 
    “You know,” he said lightly, not looking up from his work, “that might just be possible.”  This time the men snorted derisively. 
 
    “In fact,” added Felmus, squashing them.  “It gives me an idea.”  He carried on with his net.  Only Callom knew he was thinking his idea through.  The hunters waited impatiently, for Felmas to explain. 
 
    “Which is?”  Dovan asked exasperated.  Felmas would not be rushed.  He finished his net, folding it up neatly, then picked up a digging stick and wiped clear an area of dust around the hearth.  Felmas had a plan.  The men gathered around and the boys peered over his shoulder watching eagerly.  For the first time they would see a hunt plan drawn up as participants rather than mere onlookers.  
 
    “The boys’ idea for a hanging snare is perhaps not strong enough to catch a boar, but with a little adaptation it could be.”  Felmas drew the snare.  “This,” he said, pointing to the bent sapling. “would have to be a lot bigger than the sapling used for the rabbit.  The problem would be that you can’t bend it.”   
 
    The men nodded, that much was obvious. 
 
    “So why not use two saplings?”  Felmas drew another one in the dirt. 
 
    There was a buzz of hope, but then . . . 
 
    “A boar is not a rabbit, or a fox.  It does not have regular runs, how can we be sure it would go through the loop,” Arguus said.  
 
    “We don’t use a loop.”  Stated Felmas quietly.  “We use this.”  He picked up his net and cast it on the ground.  At once, the others got the idea.  “Take this bit of rope, Callom, hold it high and on my word pull it up as hard and fast as you can.  Brinan would you do me the honour of being the prey and get onto the net.  Now down on all fours like a pig.  Brinan felt silly but did as he was told.” 
 
    Felmas held up another end of the rope and nodding to Callom said; “On three, pull!  One, two, three!”  As Callom and Felmas pulled on each end the net it closed up around Brinan.  The hunters applauded. 
 
    “Remember,” added Felmas convincing them further.  “That as the saplings spring up the boar will be lifted off the ground in the net, unable to run; you will just need to finish it with a spear.” 
 
    “How do we get it onto the net in the first place?”  Asked Brinan. 
 
    “Remember the salt we used for the horse hunt?  This time we use apples.”  
 
    “Aaah,” said the others in unison, also remembering the horse hunt that summer. 
 
      
 
    The following morning they set off for the forest and reached the boar’s territory as the sun was just beginning to drop.  The men worked fast, setting up the trap.  It was hot work in their heavy parkas.  Most of them sported new garments made from reindeer or bison skins.  
 
    “Look here,” Yorak showed the boys.  “Boar tracks.  See, they have cloven hooves like an aurochs but much smaller and they are softer.  Over here, you can see where they have rolled in the mud.  See how the tracks are different sizes, how many would you say were here?”   
 
    The boys studied the tracks, consulted each other, and then announced;  
 
    “Eleven - four adults, seven half grown ones.” 
 
    “Well done.”  He studied the surrounding vegetation and picked a few bristles out of a tree trunk.  “Someone’s had an itch.”  He smiled, “There’s a good chance they will return here again tonight.”   
 
    When the trap was set, the boys were briefed on what they had to do.  Everyone was to hide near the clearing.  Argus and Dovan would be up in a tree and cut the ropes.  The boys hid in some nearby bushes while the rest of the hunters scattered the food about, setting a trail from the stream where they believed the boars would come past.  they included the scraps from some venison.  Boar were omnivorous and the scent would attract them. Then they hid - well away from the trap. 
 
    “Make it quick; go for the eye to kill it outright or the throat to severe an artery.”  Hissed Arguus as a final bit of advice.  His voice seemed disjointed from his body as Brinan could see nothing of him but the whites of his eyes, then they too disappeared.  
 
    They had a long wait.  So long, that Arguus almost called it off.  The sun dropped behind the trees plunging the forest into near darkness, but their eyes quickly adjusted.  From his hiding place, Brinan tried to shift his weight, he had cramp in both legs, and a chill was setting in his bones.  Arguus made to stand up but froze immediately as a rustling in the undergrowth caught his attention.  Their patience had paid off – the wild pigs had returned.  Snuffling along the forest floor, a large boar made his way into the clearing.  Shortly behind him, the rest of his clan followed.  A female and seven half grown youngsters.  Taking up the rear were two smaller adults, probably females.   
 
    The animals hesitated, smelling the scent of humans, but their greed got the better of them as the delectable scent of bruised apples and raw meat enticed them towards the net.  The largest of the youngster climbed onto the net and gorged on the apples.   
 
    It didn’t stay there long however, as the adult male shoved it out of the way with an angry snort.  He would pay dearly for his gluttony.  Arguus signalled and dropped his axe on the rope at the same moment; Dovan dropped his on the other rope.  The saplings snapped back and the boar, suspended in the net, squealed with shock and fury.  For a moment, there was a commotion as the boys rushed towards the net just as the females and youngsters scattered, squealing in panic. 
 
    Callom tripped over one of the young piglets and in the same moment heard an all too familiar crack.  The saplings couldn’t hold the weight of the large boar and one had splintered.  The net partially lay on the ground, giving the boar an opportunity to escape. 
 
    “Kill it quick!”  Yelled Callom to Brinan.  Brinan had reached the boar, its tusks looked deadly and the whites of its eyes showed a mixture of fear and rage – a deadly combination.  He raised his spear and hesitated.  Aim for the eye, he told himself, no, an artery but try as he might his arm would not do as his brain would tell him.  The boar, sensing his hesitation, made a fresh burst for freedom.  It was on the verge of escaping.  Brinan snapped himself out of his paralysed state and found the courage to raise his spear for the kill but in that moment another spear was driven into the eye of the boar, ending its life in a moment. 
 
    “Sorry,” Callum whispered.  “I had to do it - I thought it was going to get away.” 
 
    Brinan was deflated.  He stepped back as Arguus and Dovan jumped down from the tree, and bear hugged Callum while shouting for the others.  “He’s done it!  Callom’s made his first kill.”  Announced Dovan.  “Felmus, your trap has worked!”   
 
    Everyone was too elated by the success of the hunt to notice Brinan’s reaction.  He got a perfunctory bear hug from Felmus and Jonan when they arrived at the clearing, but all attention was on Callom who stood in a happy daze holding his bloodied spear.  Brinan watched on and felt like crying but held it in.  He had failed again. 
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    Both Arguus and Jonan had a quiet word with Brinan the next morning. 
 
    “Do not feel shame, we have all heard the pleading of an animal’s spirit when it’s about to be killed.  Every hunter feels it Brinan.”  Explained Jonan. 
 
    “It was Callom’s turn yesterday,” volunteered Arguus.  “Maybe your spirit guide held you back so he could make his first kill.”  Brinan only nodded to shut them up.  Callom’s turn was not the reason and he knew it . . . nursing his bruised ego he decided to take Luma for a walk. 
 
    “Luma, come!”  Loyally, the young wolf was at his side before he had reached the entrance to the cave.  Brinan took her out on his own, shunning the company of Callom and Serena.  At least Luma didn’t look on him with pity.  It was a bright, cold day.  Luma raced on ahead.  Brinan had his haversack with food, water and his spear with him.  He had no real plan, he just wanted time alone.  He travelled up to the small cave then carried on past it heading north-west into the hills; it wouldn’t harm to scout for herds.  He had overheard Arguus say they had plenty of meat stored but another hunt would give him peace of mind.  Brinan half hoped to spot a herd of mammoth, but they were rare in Wolf Clan territory now.  Tamo had said that the seasons weren’t cold enough any more and if they wanted mammoth they would have to travel north east to the great glacier to find any.   
 
    One day, he promised himself, I will make the journey and hunt mammoth.  He did spot a herd of reindeer, migrating south to winter in the more temperate lands; they were too far too many for him to hunt on his own.  He would let Arguus know; perhaps he could join in the hunt and make a decent kill.  He was so engrossed in visualising his success that he didn’t notice the snow coming, but he smelt it before he saw it.  A sharp smell - that was more a tingling sensation inside his nose than an actual smell.   
 
    “Come on Luma, we’d better head back.”  Brinan eyed the dark grey clouds warily, realising his danger.  At a steady jog, he ran back to the cave, followed by the young wolf.  A few flakes fell, swirling around like feathers, and then a warming gust brought a flurry of heavier snow.  Brinan quickened his pace, glad that he wasn’t too far from the cave.  As the granite clouds dropped so low that they touched the trees, he had to resort to Luma’s keen sense of smell to find their way back as the trail was lost under a blanket of snow.   
 
    He passed by the small cave and into the shelter of the trees, here he could find the path again, and it didn’t take long to get back to the main cave.  His arrival brought a nod of greeting from Arguus, “Good, you’re home.”  He didn’t add that he was in the process of getting a group together to go and look for him.  Deema made her way towards him but at an imperceptible shake of the head from Arguus, she veered off on some feigned errand.   
 
    “It’s bad out there, I saw a herd of reindeer in the high country, but they’ll be gone before this storm blows over I think.”  Brinan volunteered.  “I lost the trail when the snow came down, but Luma helped me find my way back.” 
 
    “She has her uses then,” replied Arguus. 
 
    “She’ll have many more when I’m through training her.”  Brinan replied confidently.  He had some ideas about training Luma, but wanted to keep them to himself, for now. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt she will,” smiled Arguus.  Yesterday’s hunt was history and was never brought up again.  It served no purpose to dwell on failures and the need for survival demanded forward thinking and planning.  Deema beckoned Brinan over to the communal cooking hearth and handed him a cup of hot broth.  She put down a bowl for Luma as well.  They sat down together, joined by Arguus.  They were soon joined by others as the smell of the broth permeated the cave.   
 
    “Pity about that herd you saw,” Arguus said.  “Still, once this storm is over there is usually a dry period before the blizzards are constant.  Plenty more herds will pass, that’s why this cave is such a good site.” 
 
    “A good aurochs herd would be ideal,” Deema said.  “Apart from bison, it’s my favourite meat and the hides are substantial.  I was thinking that now Brinan and Callom are hunting they could use a couple of ground tents for travelling.”  The smile that Brinan gave her was worth a thousand Aurochs. 
 
    “You’ll need to make one for Serena too,” Tamo added.  “I plan to take her with me to watch the winter solstice for the Winter Festival.” 
 
    “The winter solstice?”  Serena asked feeling a knot of anxiety in her stomach, it sounded esoteric and a little scary.   
 
    “It’s an crucial part of your training.  We have to watch the sunsets until the sun sets at the shortest distance then it starts to set further west each day, as the days grow longer - that’s how a Shaman knows it’s mid winter.  We can study the stars too.  If you’re lucky, we might even see the Northern Lights.  Three days after the shortest sunset is the winter festival.”  Tamo explained, “And we can’t miss that, can we!”   
 
    Everyone laughed.  The midwinter festival was a favourite of the children.  A great feast was held and it was believed Magda sent a benevolent spirit, representing joy and bounty, to let them know that they have not been deserted and that spring will come in time.  As a token of her promise, children are given gifts from their parents and adults exchange gifts with each other.  As well as being a deeply spiritual occasion it served as an opportunity to distribute skills and wealth among the Wolf Clan. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to take the boys along,” said Felmas.  “They will need to understand the map of the stars and sunsets for navigation.  I’d be happy to keep you company.” 
 
    “Will we have to go far?”  Serena asked in a quiet voice, thinking how much she would prefer not to be out in  the cold, dark nights. 
 
    “No, just outside on the ledge overlooking the lake.  There’s a rock overhang for shelter but we get an uninterrupted view of the sunset to the west.  You’re not having second thoughts about training are you?” 
 
    “No,” Squeaked Serena and meant it.  “It’s just not something I knew about.”  She privately wondered what else she would have to do that she didn’t know about.  If only all she had to do was draw pictures, create art … let everyone else deal with the practicalities of mapping the sky and watching sunsets. 
 
      
 
    A moon cycle later, her fears were put to rest.  The excursion to the lake gave the three youngsters an insight into nature’s calendar.  Both Felmas and Tamo kept them entertained with stories about the stars and the cycles of the moon.  They were a fun way to remember the important facts.  They ended the excursion with a promise to continue watching the stars, which Felmas said, were constantly travelling across the sky and if they wanted to navigate across barren featureless tundra, they were an invaluable guide.   
 
    He told them of a Clan to the far south that used them to navigate across a great inland sea.  Of the three, Callom was the quickest to learn, Serena found it was easier to remember if she drew the stars on birch bark, she linked them up into shapes as a further aid to remembering them.  Brinan was intrigued by the moon cycles and how they were linked to hunting seasons.  Each of the thirteen moons was named after an animal, bird, or fish in Magdalene legends. 
 
    When they returned to the cave, older, wiser and full of ideas, they found preparations under way for the winter festival.  The celebrations started with a sombre plea by Tamo to the spirit of Magda that she would not desert them and bring the warm season back so they could hunt and gather and provide for themselves for another winter. 
 
    When winter was at it’s coldest and the days at their shortest people felt a primeval fear that this time the great glacier would not relinquish it’s stranglehold on the land.  Like it had done for the ancestors of their ancestors, they feared the great ice wall would grow again, swallowing up the land; and that the warm seasons would not return,forcing them out.   
 
    In the morning, the children woke to find a gift laid out for them at the end of their bed furs.  As usual, it was the youngest that woke first. 
 
    “I got a medin bag!  Mother!  Father!  I got a medin bag.”  Matina shrieked, bouncing on her bed holding up a beaver skin medicine bag.  It was exactly like the one that Lodina had, but smaller as it was made with a young beaver.  It even contained items used for first aid and medicines such as salves and ointments and dried herbs, although nothing potentially dangerous.  Matina was far too young for that.  Lodina rose quickly and hushed her, but she had already woken up most of the cave.  Brinan and Serena, sleepy eyed, were inspecting the parcels at the end of their bed furs.   
 
    Brinan knew what in his was before opening it, but he carefully unravelled the soft leather wrapping all the same. 
 
    “A backpack, oh thank you mother.  Thank you Jonan.”  He hugged them both and sat down to inspect his present.   
 
    “Felmas made it for us,” Jonan explained.  It’s a new design he’s been working on.  Look, he has made a few adjustments to the framework.  See, here you have extra pockets for smaller items.  The frame might seem a bit long for you but he said it’s meant to be like that.  It’s made of yew tree, the strongest wood.”  He showed Brinan how to dismantle the pack and make it up as a travois for bringing back game.  “Now you can carry it on your back or drag heavier loads along with it.” 
 
    “It’s so clever, just brilliant!”  He whispered in awe of the craftsmanship. 
 
    “Oh mother, Jonan, thank you.”  Serena had opened her parcel too.  It was a sewing set containing sewing awls, sinew, and spun wool of various natural shades.  “I’ll make something special to wear at the spring ceremony with this.”  She announced.  Deema smiled, that was the idea.  It would keep her occupied over the next few months of confinement.  As bad as the weather had been, they all knew the period between the winter festival and the arrival of spring was worse. 
 
    Callom came over to their hearth to show what he had been given; a wood carver’s tool kit, including the apron with pockets which held the various tools in accessible places. 
 
    “I wish we could go and work on Felmas’s boat right now.”  He said wistfully. 
 
    “A trip out would be great,” agreed Brinan.  Now that they had their presents, they were longing to try them out.  The storms had cleared and it was a bright cloudless day.  A frigid cold hung suspended in the air, it was as if winter held its breath.  The snow covering the landscape altered the contours of the valley which sparkled in shades of ice blue.  Although beautiful, it was extremely cold. 
 
    “I bet the lake’s frozen over.”  Said Brinan, it gave him an idea.  “Mother, can we go down to the lake this morning, please?” 
 
    “Not on your own, you know the rules.  Predators are far hungrier at this time of year and will be desperate enough to hunt people.  You’d make a nice snack for a cave lion!”  She joked but her voice had a serious edge. 
 
    “I’ll take them.”  Offered Felmas; he, like the children, was restless to be outside.  “We can make an expedition of it.”  Callom hugged his uncle with gratitude.  
 
    “Can I come?”  Matina asked in a high pitched tone that brought Ruban over. 
 
    “Me too?”  He pleaded.  He had been given a bone hammer and flint.  Risella, his mother looked over at Deema.  Then both women looked at Lodina, heavily pregnant and tired.  They could all do with a bit of peace and quiet thought Deema, feeling washed out from all the preparations that went into the festival.  “Alright then, but head back well before sunset and if the weather does close in make straight for home.” 
 
    “Yes mother!  Oh thank you!”  Squealed Felmas, mimicking the voice of a child.   
 
    Deema laughed.  “Felmas, you’re the biggest child of them all!” 
 
    Luma couldn’t believe her luck at being out of the cave.  She raced ahead of the small band of children and one tall, honorary child.  She picked up the scent of a snow hare and flushed it out of its hiding place.  She would have caught it too if it hadn’t dived under the thorny canes of a blackberry bush.  She tried to follow it, bringing down a shower of snow, and getting a scratch on her nose for her efforts.  She let Matina wipe it and put on some salve.  Felmas thought how odd it looked – the small child nursing the wolf.  But Luma was used to her mothering attention; in fact, she thrived on being treated as another member of the Clan. 
 
    They reached the west end of the lake, closest to their cave.  Brinan was right, it had almost frozen over.  Further out, almost beyond their range of vision, it was still fluid in the centre where it was at its widest.  They quickly set up a day camp, Felmas and the boys cut down branches for a fire to scare off predators.  They always felt safer once they had a fire going. 
 
    “It’s a pity we couldn’t launch the boat.”  Said Callom.  He had enjoyed cutting wood for the fire but wanted to do something more innovative with his new tool kit. 
 
    “We could slide on the ice.”  Suggested Felmas and showed the boys how to make a sledge out of their backpacks.  “Another adaptation of my backpack - but one that only we know of.”   
 
    He launched the sledge onto the ice.  The poles slid along easily, even with the weight of a child on top.  They made a downhill run from the bank, gathering up speed before they slid on the ice and across the edge of the lake.  A competition was held to see who could slide the farthest.  Soon their cheeks glowed red pinched with cold and their eyes sparkled brightly.   
 
    Felmas showed them how - if they leaned right back - they could go faster.  The boys discovered that with two on board, the momentum increased and the sledge went even farther.  They toppled off onto the frozen lake and rolled over laughing.  It was just the sort of happy day that made them wish every day could be like this. 
 
    “Are you injured?”  Matina asked hopefully, her medicine bag at the ready. 
 
    “We’re fine,” replied Callom.  Matina’s face slumped, she didn’t try to hide her disappointment.  Just a bleeding nose would have been nice! 
 
    “Can we take Flossa on the next run?”  Brinan asked, winking at Callom. 
 
    Matina gave him her doll, playing along.  “Hold on tight to her!”   
 
    The boys climbed back up the hill.  Brinan put Flossa on his lap.  Callom got on behind him and together they kicked off down the slope.  Luma chased after them.  While sliding across the ice past Matina, Brinan knocked Flossa off.  “Oh no, baby overboard!  Stop!”  Putting their feet down, the boys swerved to a halt and tumbled off.  Luma tumbled into them.  They got up and ran over to the doll as Matina ran out to rescue it.  The sledge became a stretcher.  Carefully, Brinan picked up the doll and placed her on the stretcher.  “Quick, healer, I think she’s broken something.” 
 
    “Her blood flow is slowing, she’s dying of cold.”  Callom added pretending to feel the dolls’ life pulse.   
 
    “Step aside,” Commanded Matina and proceeded to examine the doll with all the seriousness of her mother.  She re-checked the doll’s pulse; it doesn’t pay to rely on the opinion of amateurs.  “Get her back to the fire, Brinan I’ll need something for a splint.”   
 
    Callom pulled the sledge and Matina walked beside him reassuring her patient. Once by the fire she opened her beaver skin bag, took out a small rabbit skin bandage, and with some cotton flax, cleaned the imaginary wound.  The patient was carefully put onto a fur by the fire.  Brinan gave her a twig rescued from the fire, for a splint.  Matina set about  fixing the broken leg, too happy to notice the boys wandering off.  They enjoyed indulging Matina in her game but sledging was more fun.  Luma barked at them, wanting another run so she could chase them again. 
 
    Callom looked longingly across the lake.  “I wish we could get further out.  What we need is a bigger sledge.” 
 
    Felmas overheard them.  “Why don’t we see if we can attach my travois to your sledge then I can sit on with you and perhaps the extra weight will send us downhill faster?”  It took them a while to work it out, even when he was finished, Felmas wasn’t sure it would hold all their weight. 
 
    “Ruban!”  Callom shouted at the boy who was sitting by the fireside chipping away at a piece of flint.  “We need another body, on you come.”  Reluctantly, Ruban got up and made his way over.  He insisted on being a passenger while they pulled the sledge up the hill.  The boys jumped on and set off for another run, Luma yelped at their side and leapt over the double sledge as it gathered speed.  Their screams of delight confirmed that they were going faster.  It was gathering even more speed when it hit a bump and jerked violently.  Callom and Brinan fell off the first half, made up of Brinan’s travois.  Ruban clung onto the back travois.  With no weight on it, the front travois flipped up.  Now Ruban couldn’t see where he was going but he wouldn’t take his hands off the rails to push the travois down.   
 
    Felmas and the boys watched, expecting the sledge to slow down.  However, the wind, which had been growing steadily stronger all afternoon, caught the vertical hide of the travois and carried it - and the back travois with Ruban on it - along the lake at increasing speed. 
 
    “For the love of Magda!”  Swore Felmas.  Serena and Matina stood up to watch.  “The hide on the travois has caught the power of the wind.”  Callom said, like a flint striking a spark in his mind it came as a revelation.   
 
    It was Brinan who recognised the danger Ruban was in.  He started to run towards the flying sledge.   
 
    “Put your foot down Ruban, you’re getting too close to the middle, you’ll fall through the ice.”  His voice carried in the wind and he saw Ruban put a foot down, stalling the sledge.  It swerved violently then toppled over and lost the driving power of the wind.  Ruban got up, dusted off the loose snow, and stomped towards Brinan. 
 
    “Do it yourself next time!”  He snapped, oblivious to the revelation he had created.   
 
    They all had a turn of the sailing sledge, Brinan first, then Callom then Serena with Matina on her lap and finally, Felmas.  It was only after he felt the speed of the wind that he realized such a wind meant a storm approaching.  Reluctantly, they broke camp and returned to the cave just as another winter blizzard darkened the sky. 
 
    That evening they celebrated the Winter Festival with a feast of meats, grains, nuts and dried fruits.  The children were not allowed the alcoholic drinks that the adults had but revelled in the merriment it caused in them.  After the feasting came singing and dancing, then everyone settled to story-telling.  Felmas and the boys regaled their story of the sailing sledge.  Felmas played down the fear he felt when the sledge went faster than he could ever imagine.  It was Callom, who inadvertently spawned the idea of exploring the possibilities of trying to harness the wind to sail a boat.  “I wonder,” he said.  “If the sledge had been a boat, would it have travelled as fast on open water?”  
 
    “We could travel much farther, much faster.”  Said Brinan.   
 
     “We’ll just have to build something and find out.”  Replied Felmas and proceeded to draw out some plans on the dirt floor of the cave.  The boys in particular, took an interest in the plans and a lively discussion grew out of a passing thought. It was the perfect end to a perfect day.  They couldn’t wait until spring to put their ideas into action.  
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    Now that the excitement of the winter festival was over, everyone settled to mending and making.  Depending on age and interest, they gathered at different hearths for different projects.  Happy thoughts of the forthcoming Spring Festival and the Summer Gathering got them through the long, monotonous winter days. 
 
    Serena made good use of her sewing set.  She was fringing a deer hide tunic with plaited mouflon wool tasseling the tips.  Working at the hearth of Lodina along with Juno, she quickly tuned out of the idle gossip of the women and the easy but repetitive task allowed her the concentration to think deeply.   
 
    I will be glad when it is spring so we can get back up to the cave and I can draw again.  I wish I could draw on this tunic; it would just come off though, so there is no point.  If only there was a way to preserve colour in the leather and use the colour to make images.   
 
    When the last plait had been given its tasselled end, Serena admired her handy work.  The deep brown mouflon wool contrasted beautifully with the creamy leather that had been steeped in stale urine to lighten it. 
 
    Although it doesn’t sound very nice, urine that is kept for a long time changes to become a powerful cleaning fluid that also bleaches hides.  Originally used to clean the last of the fat and membrane tissues off a hide it was discovered that it also tended to lighten the hide.  The longer you left it, the lighter it was.  The creamy hide was clean and beautifully soft.  It was to be a shawl for her to wear at the Spring ceremony.   
 
    Serena gazed at the centre.  The large expanse of white invited further decorating.  She didn’t want to do beads – Everyone does beads!  She thought.  I wish I could put a picture on it, like the ones in the cave.  If only I could draw some patterns on it, I still have plenty of mouflon wool left over.  It would be nice to make patterns using the wool.  The gem of an idea came to her.  I wonder, would it work? 
 
    Taking a piece of charcoal, she neatly drew out part of a design in the centre then taking her awl and some wool sewed over the design so that the pattern was repeated using the wool.  She experimented with different types of stitching and different shades of wool.  Not to overdo it and risk spoiling the cape, she just did one pattern in the middle repeating it on a smaller scale along the bottom of the cape just above the tassels.   
 
    The project took her the best part of the day, but the end result was worth it.  It was every bit as rewarding as making jewellery; she decided and wondered what trade value it would have.  Although the older women openly admired her work, Serena thought only of how she could improve on the next piece, she still wished she could combine the greater range of colours with her ochres directly into the leather.  It was while watching her mother rub fat into a hide to tan and waterproof it that she hit on an idea. 
 
    “Mother, could I have a rabbit hide?”  She asked, knowing there were plenty in store. 
 
    “Of course, what are you planning on?”   
 
    “I’m not sure yet, I just want to try something out.”  She went to the store at the back of the cave.  Luma was there, hunting rodents; it wasn’t something anyone had thought of but the young wolf was proving herself an asset by keeping vermin under control in the cave.   
 
    “Luma, shift over, I need to get at these skins.”  Serena said using the pressure of her leg to shift the young wolf, it made her notice how big Luma was growing, she wasn’t far off her adult size, although it would be a while yet before she filled out.  Serena felt a surge of excitement when she found a rabbit hide that had been soaked in stale urine, it was a particularly pale colour.  She also picked up some small shells for dishes. 
 
    She took everything back to the hearth and returned to her place.   
 
    “Lodina, can I have some rendered fat?  I don’t need a lot.”  Lodina didn’t reply just used her foot to push a container of fat towards Serena.  Carefully, Serena measured out a small portion of fat into each cup.  She had her drawing ochres with her and put a little of each colour into each cup mixing it well.  She decided not to waste time trying to draw any specific image but instead began with a small circle of fat blackened with charcoal in the centre of the hide, then a circle of dark ochre red, then light red ochre, then yellow ochre, then finished the outside with a mixture of fat and chalk for a true white shade.  She was delighted with the end result. 
 
    “How clever,” remarked Juno.  Serena hadn’t even noticed- that the women had stopped gossiping to watch her work the last colour into the hide.  “What will you make with it?”   
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Serena. 
 
    “Why not a pouch?  Here, use this awl to make holes and trim the edge of the hide to make a thong.”  Suggested Juno.  Serena smiled broadly, she could visualise what Juno meant and quickly made the holes and trimmed the edges.  The strip of hide that she had trimmed away was threaded through and knotted at the end.  Then she pulled and the draw string pouch closed up.  She was delighted with the result.   
 
    “Now those would trade well,” remarked Juno.  “You have a rare gift for creativity child - you’ll never go hungry!” 
 
    “I wish I could get every colour onto leather this way.  Like you do with the mouflon wool.  I especially like the blue.” 
 
    “It’s from wode, we steep the plant and extract the colour.  Fat and water don’t mix well but if you let the water steam off it would leave a residue that you could mix with the fat.”  Explained Lodina. 
 
    “How did you discover it?”  Serena asked. 
 
    “It was an accident, many years ago; someone dropped the woody plant into a cooking pot instead of the fire.  It ruined a good mammoth stock, no-one wanted to risk drinking bright blue!” 
 
    Serena’s innovation became a group project.  Several days later Serena was the proud owner of a unique pale blue deer hide tunic for the spring ceremony.  The women resolved to keep the process a secret to their clan.  Woad was unique to the northern territories and it was not obvious when you looked at the plant how to get the blue colour.  It was why it was used in face markings at ceremonies so that the Wolf Clan stood out. 
 
    As Clan leaders, Arguus and Deema took a keen interest in the process.  Anything that was new or innovative would attract interest at the Summer Gathering.  They would garner a lot of prestige and valuable trade for both the coloured fat idea and Serena’s embroidery.  Gathering wool that had been shed from migrating animals in the spring was an annual task and this spring, Arguus resolved, it would be an industrious group effort by everyone.   
 
    Serena wasn’t the only one making innovations.  As winter gradually yielded, Callom, Brinan and Ruban were all heavily involved in the making of a replica boat with a sail.  Felmas had started with a small one, just a hands length and sailed it in a wash basin.  The next was twice as big and tested in the pool near the cave once they had cracked through the ice.  The little waterfall that filled the pool had frozen completely.  It was a great success, Felmas scaled up the next attempt even more, the boat lengthened to over four of his feet.  It was too big to try in the pond, “When the weather clears a little we’ll try it in the lake.” announced Felmas. 
 
    That day coincided with the bringing of a new life, Lodina went into labour, and in the morning, the children were allowed to visit the hearth to see the new baby.  A first son for Tamo and a brother for Matina.  He announced the baby’s name ‘Tomas’.  As if on cue, the infant cried and attracted the interest of another member of the Clan, Luma.  She came over and looked into the basket of the infant.  Tamo lifted the basket out of her reach.  Luma stood on her hind legs trying to see in. 
 
    “Brinan, take your wolf away from that hearth!”  Shrieked Deema. 
 
     “She won’t harm him,” replied Brinan grabbing the wolf’s collar and taking her away, although deep down he didn’t really feel sure.   
 
    “You may be right son, wolves help take care of the young of the leaders of the pack and young wolves will play with the cubs.  But the infant is too small to play, so let us just be safe and keep them apart.”  Suggested Jonan.  “It would be a pity to have to kill the wolf for following her instincts, she was attracted to the baby’s cry, she could mistake it for a small animal.” 
 
    Brinan felt sad, but understood, their caution was to protect the wolf as much as the baby.  He lifted the hide flap of the cave entrance and peered out.  A gloomy overcast sky dampened his spirits.  The days had grown longer, much of the snow and ice had melted but it was still wet, cold and very windy.  The melting snow had turned to slush.  Callom appeared behind him. 
 
    “Brinan, there you are, come and see.  Felmas has finished the sail for the replica of his boat.”   
 
    Brinan let the hide flap drop, he hoped they could go out today and try out the replica, even re-start work on the real boat.  Cheered by Callom’s announcement, he followed his friend back to his uncle’s hearth.   
 
    Felmas’s boat was a four foot long replica of the boat he was making for the lake.  It was displayed in the central hearth, propped up between logs to stop it rolling over.  Carved out of an oak log, it was polished to a smooth finish by rubbing with sandstone.  It was a remarkably beautiful piece of craftsmanship; made more so by the addition of a vertical hide stretched over a frame and attached to a post coming out of the centre of the boat.   
 
    The hide was dyed a rich esoteric blue using the fat and woad extract by Serena, she had made it in exchange for one of Felmas’s back packs.  The boys weren’t the only ones who would be in need of them this season.  Rather than deplete the Clan’s resources, Serena had resolved to hunt and skin her own animals for hides.  Although she could always trade for them, it would mean she could never keep her work for herself.  Collecting her own supplies would increase her own wealth and more important, give her a sense of independence. 
 
    “What is that for?”  Arguus interrupted her train of thought.  He was pointing to the blue sail on the sledge.  He wasn’t sure if it had a purpose. 
 
    “Ask the boys,” replied Felmas.  “They inspired the idea.” 
 
    “It’s to catch the wind, like we did with our sledge.  The wind will blow into the hide and push the boat along the water.”  Callom replied struggling to put what he imagined into words.  He looked at Felmas who nodded in agreement.   
 
    Arguus wasn’t convinced but with Felmas’s inventions, you never knew.  So many of them never worked, or never had any purpose in the first place.  He was wise enough, however, to give his Clan the freedom to try whatever they wanted.  If the idea worked, everyone would benefit.  Just because he couldn’t visualize what they could - he had not seen the sailing sledge - it didn’t matter.  His gift was for nurturing people - an art in itself.  The back pack/travois had turned out to be a stroke of genius.  He hoped this would work, but wouldn’t mind too much if it failed, after all, they crossed water easily enough with coracles and paddles.   
 
    He also had a more pressing concern to worry about.  Their food stocks were getting dangerously low.  It had been a prolonged wet moon cycle, holding off the warm spring weather.  Looking at Felmas’s boat, however, he decided it was time to start fishing and announced his decision to the gathering. 
 
    “Good idea,” agreed Felmas.  A fishing trip would also give him the excuse to take his replica boat down to the lake shore and try it out.  With the boys’ help he dismantled the sail and once dressed in his outdoor clothes, hoisted the boat onto his back.  Callom carried the sail and Brinan the post that held the sail, along with a length of rope that they would attached to the boat so they could sail it without losing it. 
 
    “You’re going out in this weather!”  Lodina exclaimed.  The boys felt a moment of panic which passed onto Felmas making him feel like a child too. 
 
    “Well it’s not raining,” he reasoned. 
 
    “But the ground hasn’t dried up.” 
 
    “We can put on our winter boots.”  Arguus chipped in.  “Besides, I would like to see how this er … sail boat works.” 
 
    “No-one minded the slushy ground at first.  The lake glistened in the morning sun which had melted the snow from the bank that the Clan liked to fish.  They had built a wooden platform to fish from, which kept them out of the mud, it also turned out to be a good launching platform for the boat, 
 
    “It does seem more steady.”  Arguus observed.  He never did like to travel in coracles.  They were hard to steer and bobbed about too much, taking in water.  Felmas let out the rope they had attached to the base of the post that the sail was attached to.  A sharp breeze caught the sail and pushed the boat along the water.   
 
    “See!”  Cried Felmas.  “It works!  Just think of the possibilities this opens up.  We could cross large expanses of water in much less time.” 
 
    “Sure, so long as the wind is blowing the right way.”  Said Jonan dampening everyone’s spirits.  Felmas’s smile fell, he hadn’t thought of that.  It didn’t bother Callom though; he was already trying to work out a way round the problem, for the moment he too was stumped than a solution came to him.  “You could still carry oars for when there was no wind,”   
 
    It earned him a pat on the back from Felmas.   He hauled in the boat and put it up onto the bank and joined the others in fishing from the lake.  The Clan succeeded in landing several fish and passing a pleasant morning doing so.  But standing on a bank let the cold seep in, especially with footwear that was damp.  Brinan was shivering and wanted to go home but wouldn’t dare say so.  Hunters didn’t complain of the cold.   
 
    It was Jonan who casually mentioned that he would be glad when it was warmer because it was much nicer to fish from the bank with dry feet.  His comment made the other men admit that they too were cold from the damp.  Arguus agreed it was time to go home, he was happy with what they had caught.   
 
    Carrying back the boat, Callom and Brinan trailed behind the hunters.  Brinan scowled, he was getting a headache, but didn’t complain. 
 
    By late evening however, his headache was so bad it was hard to ignore.  He lay down on his bed fur.  The morning was worse.  Now he felt sick, hot, struggled to breath without coughing and felt sorry for himself.  Deema took one look at him and called Lodina over. 
 
    “You as well!”  Complained Lodina. “That’s four in total; you, Callom, Felmas and Dovan.  What do you expect going out in this damp cold.” 
 
    Matina was beside herself with glee and stood next to her mother with her own medicine bag at her feet copying her hands on hip stance.  “Shall I bring him a tea too mother?” 
 
    “Dovan didn’t come with us!”  Brinan tried to argue. 
 
    “No but he went out to set some snares.  He’ll not be fit to go back and check them tomorrow.”  Lodina snapped while rummaged through her medicine bag for a salve; elecampane root was the main healing ingredient mixed with fat.  Lodina moved Brinan’s furs aside.  I’ll need to rub this on your chest it will ease your cough.  Brinan snatched the furs back up.  “I can do it myself thanks, I’m not a child.”   
 
    Lodina smirked.  “Suit yourself, I have plenty of other chores to be doing.  Deema, take this lavender, sage and rosemary and burn it on the fire, it will clean the air.”  Then she turned back to Brinan.  “And you, stay in your bed furs and under no circumstances are you to have any visitors or got out of the hearth.  I just hope we’re not for cave sickness.” 
 
    Over the next few days, Lodina’s fears were well founded.  It was hard to contain infection when all the families lived under one roof.  Brinan slept for most of the first few days.  He had a terrible fever and nightmares haunted his sleep.  He would wake drenched in sweat and shaking with fear.  Everything had been going so well.  Illness like this was often considered a bad omen.  He wasn’t the only one to have such worries.  After a quiet discussion, Arguus and Tamo arranged a special ceremony to appeal to Magda to send the spring season and take away the sickness.  Lodina had a more practical solution.  Every morning she opened up the entrance to the cave. 
 
    “Let the bad air out and the good air in.  Spirits of sickness don’t like fresh air.”  She announced.  She had given every hearth a supply of herbs to help those that were healthy prevent getting sick in the first place.  Even though most people caught it, thanks to her remedy they only got it mildly.  Sadly, Juno took a severe bout of the illness and died.  It was a desolate time for the Clan and even though everyone gathered outside for her funeral, it was painfully obvious that the epidemic had taken it’s toll on most members of the Clan.   
 
    Serena found it hard.  It wasn’t the first time she had to deal with a death in the Clan, but it was the first time in her life she was called to help dress the body of the deceased woman and her tears poured freely as she helped the other women rub red ochre onto the sallow flesh of the corpse.  She took it one step further and used a salve of white chalk to draw some markings on Juno’s face and hands, no one objected.  Juno’s body was dressed in her finest tunic and leggings. Some distance from the camp, a grave was dug for her and filled with grave goods that would accompany her to the spirit world.   
 
    Serena paid attention to the burial verse that Tamo recited over Juno’s grave to send her to the next world.  That task would fall to her one day, she realized and once again, she doubted that she wanted to be a fully fledged Shaman.  She loved the creative aspect of her calling but still wasn’t comfortable with the spiritual aspect.   
 
    She considered a different calling but couldn’t think of one that she wanted to do; and on reflection realized that whatever she wanted to do there was always an unpleasant aspect to the job.  A hunter had to kill before he or she could benefit from the hides and meat of an animal and if she was honest, butchering was no fun task either.  Flint knapping didn’t appeal to her either, yes there was some skill involved but no creative ability was needed.  Wood working had some appeal as the carving aspect had a creative side but the Clan had a perfectly efficient wood working apprentice in Callom.  She really couldn’t see herself doing the necessary monotonous task of chopping down trees.  She wouldn’t even consider the option of simply doing nothing.  Idleness was a luxury the Clan could never afford.  No, there was nothing for it but accept that she must take the unpleasant with the pleasant.  Little did she know that the unpleasant was about to get a whole lot worse.  
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    Spring was well under way when the Wolf Clan eventually recovered from the illness.  Arguus decided it was time for the reindeer hunt.   
 
    “I’m going too, Mother, if Brinan is old enough then so am I.  Callom does and he’s younger than me!!”  Serena argued the moment she heard about the hunt. 
 
    “Alright, alright!”  Deema threw her hands up.  “You may come, Serena, but don’t you dare complain when the work is hard and unpleasant.”   
 
    The animals had been spotted on their migration north to follow the spring season and take advantage of new grass.  First came the does and calves, then the bachelors, then the old, weak and sick.  The hunters went after the bachelor herd.  By trapping the reindeer in a natural gorge in the highlands, they killed many.  The butchering, dressing of hides and drying of meat were also done in the gorge.  There were numerous caves high on its ledges where the hunters took up the carcasses to work on at their leisure.  The effort took the best part of a moon cycle.  It was worth it, the Wolf Clan had the best place to hunt reindeer of all the eastern Clans and reindeer pelts were prized for their hollow fur that trapped air making a warm but light garment.   
 
    For the journey back, Felmas’s back pack travois were much praised as the hunters took back an even greater amount than they usually could.  Their journey back passed through the high meadow where the children had their cave.  Brinan and Callom glanced over at the entrance covered with briars and hazelnut branches.  They really couldn’t see it even though they knew it was there and were careful to give nothing away that would indicate it to the adults.  Although the adults knew they had a cave somewhere, they hadn’t been told where and didn’t ask.  Brinan looked back at Serena, despite Deema’s doubts she had really pulled her weight on the hunt, not even minding the butchering.  He had even killed a couple of reindeer, although the way that they were trapped it wasn’t difficult as the hunters just stood on ledges and picked them off, he didn’t really think of it as proper hunting, there was no stalking, no chase, no risk of injury. 
 
    When the meat was safely stored at the cave, Arguus announced that they would leave in a day or two for the amber mine that Felmas had told them about. 
 
    “Do we have to come too?”  Brinan asked.  Mining amber didn’t have the same appeal as hunting reindeer.  
 
    “No, you’re more useful here for gathering.”  Arguus replied. 
 
    “We’ll stay here then,” said Brinan as casually as he could.  Callum nudged him, and Serena nudged Callom, they knew that they would visit their cave, but they tried not to look pleased. 
 
    The way to the amber mine, was in the opposite direction to the cave.  The mining party consisting of all the men as well as Deema and Risella.  Lodina stayed with Tomas, and to work on various projects and supervise the children’s collecting efforts.  Their first task was eggs.  Every spring when birds were nesting they foraged for eggs.  Climbing trees or scanning the hillside for ground nesting birds.  On the lake there was an island where several species of birds nested.  Felmas promised them that they would get the boat and go out to the island when he got back from the amber mine.  Those birds had not returned yet from their migration south in the winter. 
 
    “Brinan, you are in charge.  Make sure you are home well before sunset; keep a fire going in the gathering meadow and  … what have you got in that backpack?  You must have enough supplies in there for a hunting party and what’s this rope for?” 
 
    “Emergencies of course.”  Replied Brinan.  “Aren’t you always telling us to be prepared for anything?” 
 
    “So we are,” chipped in Matina patting her medicine bag.  Deema smiled.  
 
    “Serena, you will mind the little ones.” 
 
    “Yes mother,” replied Serena, although she didn’t think they needed much minding.  She was a little bit shocked when Deema seemed to read her mind. 
 
    “I’m serious, they are your responsibility is that clear?” 
 
    “Alright Mother, I promise I will take good care of them.” 
 
      
 
    The children watched; feigning sadness as the adults departed.  When Luma realised she wasn’t going with them she sat down and howled her first proper wolf howl.  No-one knew why she did it, except Brinan, he knew that wolves instinctively did not like to be separated from the pack.  He felt a shiver of foreboding but shook it off.   
 
    “Come on, let’s get to our cave!”  
 
    They climbed up through the woods.  At the top, Serena tapped the trees for sap, using flint knives to cut a spiral groove into the bark down the trunk, the sap rose and followed the cut lines then dripped into containers tied around the base of the cuts.  It was a slow process and the containers would be left overnight on the trees. 
 
    The boys hunted for eggs while the youngsters dug up clover roots and young wild carrots.  They weren’t very big, but better than nothing and, together with young nettle shoots, provided the first nourishing vegetables and greens of the spring season.  Matina found a bush of rosehips and picked those, she knew that her mother liked them for medicine. 
 
    They worked quickly so that they would have a decent amount to take back to Lodina.  By midday, Brinan decided it would be okay to take a break and go into their cave.  Callom helped him to pull back the barricade of thorny canes that now showed the pale green buds of new leaves.  Serena picked some for later.  The young leaves of blackberries and raspberries made a pleasant tea.  Brinan lit a torch from the camp fire and went in first. 
 
    “It’s okay, nothing’s got in.”  He called out.  “Well apart from some mice and maybe squirrels.”  He added suddenly noticing holes chewed in baskets of grain. 
 
    “It’s not too bad.”  Serena said.  “I think this damage is quite recent.”  A field mouse that had built a nest in between the baskets was disturbed and eaten by Luma.  She was so big now, it was merely a snack.  Callom used his axe to cut some young saplings and stripped the leaves off them.  He made tripod stands, buried in the floor of the cave and bolstered with rocks.  Serena hung the dried reindeer meat they had taken up from the main cave.  They soon had a fire going inside the cave as well as in the meadow.  It wasn’t until the cave filled with smoke that they remembered to raise the basket they had covered the smoke hole with to keep out the elements.  Still, it served to drive out a few more rodents! 
 
    The children enjoyed the freedom of being away from the adults for the first time in several moons.  Winter was becoming a fading memory and all minds were on what needed to be done.  They returned the next day.  The sap baskets were collected and set aside for taking back to the main cave, although Serena kept a few of her own back for them to use at the small cave. 
 
    Ruban had been given the task of collecting more firewood but he kept wandering off and had to be reminded by Brinan and Callom to stay in sight of the camp fire.  In the end, Brinan went with him just to be safe.  Callom stayed in the camp near Serena and Matina.  The boy’s had their spears with them and unlike the autumn, they were almost hoping to be able to use them if a predator chanced by.   Serena made an excuse to go into the cave so she could draw on the walls.  Inside she found a wolverine trying to scale one of the tripod poles to reach the cache of reindeer meat.  She didn’t think twice, silently she picked up a spear and flung it hard at the tenacious scavenger.  The flint blade sunk into the animals neck, severing a vital artery and it was dead before it knew it had been hit.  Serena walked over ready to hit it over the head with a stone but she didn’t need to.  Wolverine fur was a valuable trade item.  She dragged it outside and showed the boys.   
 
    “You were lucky you got it before it saw you, wolverines might be small but they are vicious and they can let off the most obnoxious scent when they are cornered.”  Brinan told her, he was a little envious that he didn’t chance upon the wolverine first.  Still, at least it was dead.   
 
    “Luck didn’t come into it.”  Serena countered, “Girls can be just as accurate as boys with a spear.”  She gave up the idea of painting and skinned out her prize instead.  For longer than he could remember, Serena didn’t want to be a hunter and now she decided she did, she was already better than him. 
 
    Matina took over camp fire duties and made a broth with some grains from their stores along with the freshly picked carrots and flavoured with wild onions and herbs from her medicine bag.  She rather liked that most of the herbs she had were for cooking with, like the sage and peppermint, although they did have medicinal qualities too.   
 
    The children were so engrossed in their tasks that, as usual, no-one had been keeping an eye on the sky.  The storm that rolled in over the hills caught them out.  Within moments, a mist of rain turned into a deluge and everyone ran for the cover of the cave.  Ruban dropped the sticks he had been collecting and bolted from the trees.  Annoyed, Brinan stopped to collect them, struggling to carry them with his own pile but managed somehow.   
 
    “It will just be a shower,” Serena said looking out, she didn’t worry too much.  Neither did Callom or Brinan.  They welcomed the opportunity to rest up in the cave for a while.  It wasn’t until the approach of evening and the inevitable sunset that Brinan decided they ought to head back to the main cave. 
 
    “We’ll get soaked!”  Complained Ruban and Matina together.   
 
    “Can’t be helped so toughen up!”  Barked Brinan, throwing dirt on the fire.  The one outside was already blackened and cratered with rain water.  “Lodina will have our hides tanned if we don’t get back.”  
 
    They did try to walk back, and they did try to be brave about the heavy rain but when a loud thunderclap made everyone jump, including Brinan, they wondered if they had done the right thing after all.  Sheet lightening blazed across the sky and brought a scream of fear from Matina and Ruban.   
 
    “It’s okay,” Brinan assured them.  The second time it happened he noticed it was coming their way.  The seed of doubt in his gut was growing and he contemplated turning back.  The next thunderclap and the vision of a tree, scarily close being hit by lightening resolved his instincts.  As one, they turned back and bolted for the safety of their small cave.   
 
    “Lodina will understand when we explain,” Serena was trying to consol everyone.  Callom relit the fire.  Ruban crawled under some furs and put a basket over his head.  Luma joined him, so that only their backsides were sticking out.  It would be funny if their predicament wasn’t so serious.  Matina huddled up to Serena.   
 
    “Get out of there you two, lightening can’t come into the cave.”  Brinan snapped, giving both Ruban and Luma a light-hearted smack on their rumps. 
 
    “Don’t care, I’m staying here.”  Said the muffled voice of Ruban.  Luma came out though and sidled up to Brinan looking for reassurance. 
 
    The darkness of the storm clouds was increased by the darkness that heralded the sunset.  The children settled themselves into the cave.  Using a rope, Callum pulled the makeshift door of briars and hazel in towards them as a safety precaution from predators.  They were grateful that they had stocked up on wood and other supplies.  They had everything they needed to stay here for half a moon, let alone a night.    
 
    For the most part, they enjoyed their night in the cave, although Serena kept spoiling it by saying aloud.  “I’m sure Lodina will understand; we won’t be in trouble.”  Saying it aloud did nothing to settle the nerves in her stomach at doing something other than what she had been told to do.  Then another thought struck her. 
 
    “I hope Arguus and the others are okay in all this.” 
 
    Ruban shot out from under the fur, “and mother?” 
 
    “And Tamo?”  Added Matina.  
 
    Brinan glared at Serena.  As if the youngsters weren’t enough of a handful right now.  She shrugged her shoulders and grimaced an apology. 
 
    “Of course they will be alright; they’ll snuggled up inside the mine with a good fire going and reindeer meat in their bellies just like us.” She said confidently, it was probably so.  Although they had never been to the Amber mine, she was sure it would be okay. 
 
    “Ruban, do have any flint with you?”  Brinan asked, it would be better to take the boy’s mind off things.  Ruban nodded, pleased that Brinan was paying attention to him, and quickly found his backpack, taking out two large flint nodes that he had helped himself to from Dovan’s supplies that morning.  The basic work of shaping the flint had been done with only the delicate task of breaking off usable blades to be done.   
 
    Serena caught onto Brinan’s idea. 
 
    “Matina, we’re getting hungry, is that fire ready to cook on yet?” 
 
    “Just about, we’ve got all that we’ve gathered too, it will be a proper feast!  Mother gave me some seed loaves and sunflower oil.”  
 
    “The ones with the honey?”  Brinan asked hopefully.  Matina nodded.  The sweetened loaves were a favourite for Brinan.  “It will be like our own spring feast!” 
 
    “The meat for a spring festival is supposed to be from a young animal.”  Piped up Callom.  “Oww!” He was elbowed into silence by Brinan.  Only then did he realise they had been trying to keep up the morale of the younger children and only then did he get an inkling of the danger they might be in. 
 
      
 
    Brinan woke to a chorus of bird song.  After a moment’s confusion he remembered where he was.  Puddles of water had filled the cave but not dangerously so.  It was unusually bright.  They had never been in the cave at dawn before, the rising sun streamed in.  Brinan got up and walked over to the entrance.  The sky was bright blue.  As if in remorse for yesterdays storm, the sun shone strongly, it’s warming rays causing the rain water on the ground to evaporate and the ground steamed as the sky claimed back the moisture.  A soft mist clung to the tops of the trees at the end of the meadow.   
 
    Luma whined to get out, she was cave trained and wanted to relieve herself which reminded Brinan that he needed to go as well.  He lifted the barrier and opened it out just wide enough for them both to get through.  Their meadow was saturated.  He knew that spring rains were heavy so didn’t think too much of it. 
 
    When he returned, the others were waking up too.  Matina had banked the fire well the previous night so it still smouldered.  Brinan raked it with a stick then put on dried moss and wood shavings to build it up again before adding sticks.   
 
    “Brinan.”  Serena’s voice was quiet behind him.  “Leave the fire, we’d better go straight home.  Lodina will be worried sick about us.” 
 
    “Let’s get some tea first, I’m cold and if the water in this meadow is anything to go by the walk home isn’t going to be easy.  Relax Serena, she’ll understand why we stayed.” 
 
    Serena nodded, but the knot of anxiety in her stomach would not ease, it was in her nature to worry about being in trouble.  It was alright for the boys to get into trouble.  Even though their mothers scolded them, the men in the Clan showed them a backhanded admiration for their antics.  It was different for girls. 
 
      
 
    The journey back down the hill was indeed treacherous.  The ground was very wet and boggy, by the time the children reached the lower part of the forest they were cold and their feet soaked through.  Brinan was the first one to step out from the treeline, he stopped so suddenly that Callom almost ran into his back. 
 
    “Hey!”  Callom was about to protest, but then he saw what Brinan saw and stopped dead too.  Shocked disbelief overcame them.  Before them, where there had been a wooded valley with a river and their cave snugly set into the cliff-side, there was now a large expanse of water. 
 
    “What’s happened to the cave?”  Serena whispered.  “Brinan, where is the cave?  Why aren’t we home?”  Brinan turned to his sister and the pale shocked face he looked at was mirrored by his own. 
 
    He reeled, he couldn’t answer her.  Serena found herself shaking uncontrollably.  This was bad, this was very bad.  Ruban started to cry, Serena put an arm around him.  Matina whimpered; it was dawning on her also.   
 
    “I want mother.  Why can’t we go home?”   
 
    With an immense effort of will, Brinan held his emotions in check.  He put his arm around Matina and she burst into uncontrollable sobs.  Callom cried too, suddenly reminded of the grief he still felt for the loss of his grandmother.  Brinan felt a numbness set in as he looked out over the water.  Their home was gone.  
 
    Don’t just stand there doing nothing – take charge!  A voice in his head told him sharply.  Brinan took a deep breathe and … 
 
    “Look, there is no point in all of us hanging around here.  Serena, take Ruban and Matina back up to the small cave and wait there.  Callom and I will search the banks, it’s possible that Lodina abandoned the cave and got herself and Tomas to higher ground.  If she has, we will find her.  No arguments, go now.”  If Serena had not been looking at him, she would have thought it was Arguus talking.  She gathered the children and turned back into the wood. 
 
    Callom and Brinan watched her go then looked at each other.  Callom walked to the edge and splashed the tears and snot from his face.  “Do you really think they could have got out?”  He asked hopefully.   
 
    “I hope so,” Brinan replied.  “I want you to walk east and check for foot prints or any signs you can find of them.  I’ll take the western route.  If we’re going to find tracks, it will be in the vicinity.  We’ll meet back here.   
 
    “How did this happen?”  Asked Callom, not really expecting an answer.   
 
    “Flash flood - maybe a landslide somewhere.  I think the lake to the east has flooded but it would have taken more than just a rain storm to do all this.”  Brinan tried to offer an explanation.  
 
    The boys split up and searched.  As agreed, they met up again at the same spot.  Neither had had any luck.  Despondent, they walked down to the edge of the new lake.   
 
    “We should go back to the small cave, Serena will be worrying.”  Callom said finally.  Brinan nodded, but couldn’t take his eyes off the waterline.  The lake was so vast it was hard to see the opposite shore.  His eyes were tired from searching; only the need for survival sharpened his awareness.  Luma stared out at the water and whined, then howled.  It caught Brinan’s attention and he followed her gaze.  
 
    “It’s Felmas’s replica boat.”  Callom said it out loud, he was still dazed and confused by the events.   
 
    Luma yelped to get their attention and jumped into the water.  Why was she so keen to get the boat?  Trusting her instincts, Brinan took off his boots, tunic and trousers and waded in.  The frigid cold water took his breath away, but as the bank dropped away he began to swim.  It was lucky that the boat was floating towards him as he swam out.  He grabbed it, taking a moment to rest but realized that was a bad idea, the cold was seeping into his bones, he had better swim for shore.  His legs ached, his lungs ached but he had to bring the boat back.  If one thing had survived the cave flooding, surely other things would have too.  Luma paced on the shoreline voicing her frustration with wolf talk. 
 
    Her strange behaviour made Callom wonder too.  He waded out to help Brinan and together they dragged the boat up the bank.  Luma jumped into the boat, something inside moved then let out a cry.  It was baby Tomas but  where was his mother, Lodina?  Despite the good fortune of finding Tomas, Brinan knew this was not good.  The baby howled even louder.  Luma tried to comfort him by licking him.  So much for the killer wolf, thought Brinan, her protective instincts had saved his life.   
 
    “Callom, you’d better take him back to Serena, he must be hungry.”  Said Brinan, Tomas let out another howl.  He had never known hunger in his life and he let them know it.  
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    Serena ran out to meet Callom, she looked pale and frightened and relieved that he was back.  Her fear turned to wonder when she realised what he was carrying.   
 
    “Quick, come inside and get warmed up.”  She took Tomas from Callom.  The baby had cried himself to sleep during the trek up the hill.  Callom was upset by the baby’s obvious distress.    
 
    “He’s very hungry.  What can we feed him?” 
 
    “He needs milk but without his mother we can’t give him that.  It will have to be gruel.  I think he will manage that if I mash it really fine.  Matina, heat up some water for me and find me some oats.” 
 
    Having something positive to do helped lift Serena out of her lethargy.  Tomas woke up and cried again, but weakly and that worried Serena.  On impulse she added some honey to the gruel, a little sweetness would restore his energy and hopefully encourage him to drink the thin porridge.  She changed his soiled clothing; washed and covered his bottom with tallow from Matina’s medicine bag; then put on a rabbit hide nappy stuffed with dried moss to absorb his mess.  The clean up revived the baby a little and he remembered his hunger.  Serena separated a little of the gruel from the rest and stirred it vigorously to get it to cool quicker.  Using a split deer bone as a spoon she trickled the food into the babies mouth.  He spluttered as he cried, then stopped and smacked his lips.  Serena brought another spoonful to his mouth and he sucked it in, like a sparrow he opened his mouth for more.  Serena smiled and fed him another spoonful.  She relaxed.  At least something was going right. 
 
    “Matina get stirring the rest of that gruel for Tomas.  From now on the honey is for him only, is that clear?”  Not looking up from feeding the infant she asked. “Where’s Brinan?” 
 
    “He’s down by the lake, still looking for Lodina.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he finds her soon.”  Serena replied choking on her words for fear he wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her fears were founded.  In a way, Brinan was grateful that he had sent Callom back to the cave.  He found Lodina’s body, floating and bloated on the water further west than he had looked earlier.  For the second time that day he got wet retrieving the body from the lake.  He didn’t want the others to see Lodina like this and set about digging a shallow grave for her.   
 
      He worked fast, aware that his own survival was important but he took the time to dig the grave deep enough to hide the scent from scavengers and to cover the grave with stones.  He needed a torch to find his way back to the small cave.  Tired and dirty, he collapsed by the fire.  Luma lay down by his side. 
 
    “Did you find her?”  Asked Callom.   
 
    Brinan nodded, he could barely talk and, his voice trembling, whispered, “I’m so sorry.”  Callom began to cry.   
 
    “Callom?”  It was Matina.  “What’s wrong?”   
 
    “It’s your mother, she’s dead.”   
 
    Matina generally cried a lot to get her way but when her face crumpled and tears ran down her cheeks for the loss of her mother, Brinan felt a overwhelming compassion for the girl, so much so that he had trouble fighting back tears of his own.  
 
    Serena noticed that Ruban had turned suddenly pale.  The announcement reignited the memory of losing his father and he felt a deep primal fear and insecurity.  But Ruban didn’t cry, he just seemed to shut down, or go somewhere else.  Serena put an arm around him, but it was like consoling an empty vessel.  She was at a loss at what else to do so just held him.  Tears streamed down her face.   
 
    Nobody could really say when they fell asleep that night.  When they woke, their tears of grief came back.  Tomas cried too, but for hunger and discomfort.  In a daze, Serena tended to him, then the fire to make them some food although she really wasn’t hungry.  To make matters worse, it started to rain again reminding them of the cause of their misery. 
 
    It fell to Brinan to bring some order.  He felt like he had aged a hundred years in the last day.  Although they grieved for Lodina too, there was a chance that the hunters had survived and he clung desperately to that hope to get him through the following days.  When the rain stopped, they all returned to the shore.  Serena felt it was necessary to hold a burial ceremony for the much loved medicine woman.  She remembered Tamo explaining that it was needed to let the spirits start their journey to the spirit world and to help the loved ones that remained behind to get over their grief.  It was the season for meadow flowers and on their way, she encouraged everyone to pick as many as they could find of the biggest and prettiest ones.  When they came to the burial cairn of the woman, Brinan again felt grateful that they had not had to see the body.  Lodina could be remembered as she was not as she had died. 
 
    One by one, the children placed flowers on the top of the cairn.  Serena recited the burial poem that Tamo had used for their grandmother.  Brinan, kneeling by the grave, found tears pouring unbidden down his cheeks; then a gentle patting on his shoulder. 
 
    It was Matina, “Oh Brinan, please don’t cry.  If you cry, I can’t cry and I really want to cry.” 
 
    Brinan almost laughed, he hugged Matina tightly.  She had hit the flint so beautifully on the cortex, of course he couldn’t cry, he was in charge now, he had to be their rock.  He took a deep breath and rubbed the tears from his eyes.  But they came back, silently, insistent. 
 
    They all cried for their loss, even Ruban, and Brinan somehow felt better; still numb - but better.  Drained of emotion they sat by the cairn and ate a meal in Lodina’s honour.  Matina had even remembered to make the special tea that Lodina had once prepared for the grieving Clan when Juno had died.  It helped to calm them all and together they walked back to the small cave – it was home now.  As they sat round the fire in the evening, Brinan looked at what was left of his Clan.   
 
    Serena stared into the flames, as if she was seeing something a thousand lifetimes away.  Matina was resting against her, cuddling Flossa and sucking her thumb.  She hasn’t done that in years, observed Brinan.  Ruban was lying on his furs with his back to them; he hadn’t been cheeky or troublesome all day - just sullen.  Brinan had never taken to the boy, but he couldn’t help feeling something for him now, not just responsibility – but something much stronger – compassion.  It was a rare emotion for him.  It reminded him of the first day he had seen Luma and wanted to give her a safe home, he almost smiled at the memory.  Well she was safe now, and so was Ruban.  Callom looked up from the fire and watched Brinan watching them.  Their eyes met over the flames of the fire and they exchanged weak smiles. 
 
    “What now?”  Callom asked.   
 
    Brinan knew he meant their plans.  He had some ideas and some concerns but didn’t want to voice them in front of the younger ones, they had only just settled.  He simply dropped his gaze and shook his head.   
 
    “We’ll discuss it tomorrow.  Let’s get some sleep; it’s been a hard day for all of us.”  He replied finally, realising wearily that he sounded just like his uncle. 
 
      
 
    “Brinan, how much longer should we wait?”  Serena asked him for the fifth time that morning.  “It’s been well over a moon cycle.  We should be at the Summer Gathering by now.”  
 
    Brinan wouldn’t, or rather, couldn’t, give her an answer.  Waiting gave him hope, agreeing to leave for the Gathering meant acknowledging that something had happened to the hunters and that they too were dead and he wasn’t ready to for that option yet. 
 
    But it was the need for survival that drove not just Serena, but Callom too, they demanded he make a decision.  Brinan couldn’t. 
 
    “Why don’t we go east and look for Arguus and the other.”  Callom suggested finally. 
 
    “Don’t you think I haven’t thought of that,” snapped Brinan.  “We have no idea where this amber mine is.  Let alone what the terrain is like.  Think about it, our lake won’t be the only thing that has changed drastically.  No, I think our best option would be the Gathering.”   
 
    “Finally!”  Serena’s tone was exasperated.  “Look, if it makes you feel better I have an idea.  We’ll travel to the sea first; we know that’s the easiest route anyway.  We can fish and gather salt like we always do.  Each night we’ll build a cairn and a big fire and leave a trail for them to find.” 
 
    “We’ve been making a big fire every day to show them where we are.  If they were close they would have spotted it and come to us by now.”  Callom added.  “It’s a good plan, Serena; we need others, we can’t stay here alone.” 
 
    “It’s the not knowing that’s worse, as bad as it was at least we know that Lodina is in the spirit world with the ancestors.”  Brinan tried to explain.  “I can’t help wondering whatever happened to them.  Their first priority would have been to return to the cave.” 
 
    “Then we can be sure that something has happened to them too, they may be dead or maybe they’re trapped somewhere because of the water.”  Serena tried to be objective but just admitting they might be dead made her throat tighten and her stomach churn. 
 
    “If they were in the amber mine, they may have been trapped, although we have no way of knowing if the water level reached them because we have no idea where the mine is.”  said Callom. 
 
    Brinan didn’t reply, he just stared into space then; 
 
    “Emosnar!”  He shouted, leaping up.  Both Callom and Serena stood up, suddenly alert. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where?”  They were both confused. 
 
    “You must remember?  Felmas told us it was the story teller, Emosnar, who told him about the amber mine.  We will go to the Gathering and find Emosnar, then we can find out where the mine is; then we go there and find out what happened,” resolved Brinan.  The moment he though of it; he knew it was the right thing to do.  Now they had a good reason to leave for the Gathering.  Now they had a workable plan.   
 
    At last, there was a shred of hope.  Brinan smiled for the first time in many days.  Luma took it as a cue that he might be willing to play with her and jumped up on him.  He ruffled the hair on her neck and scratched under her chin.  Then tried to push her down; she resisted for a moment then got down.  Brinan noticed how powerful she was, not in a fearful way; but it set him thinking.                                                             
 
    “We can’t leave just yet, we need a few days to prepare.  We’ll take as much as we can, I don’t think we’ll be returning to this cave, it’s too small and we will be too isolated in winter.  I would like to leave something though.  It’s important that we leave something more specific than just fires and stones, Serena do you think you could paint something on these walls to show that we, at least, are still alive and where we are going?” 
 
    Serena thought for a few moments, then beamed.  “Let’s put our hand prints on the walls; remember the ones we saw in the sacred cave?  I could draw us leaving for the sea too, a sort of map.  If they come back they are bound to search the area and we will leave the cave open for them to find.” 
 
    “Good idea.  One more thing, Callom, I need you to make a travois for Luma.  She is going to carry Tomas for us.”  Brinan was getting enthusiastic, the more he planned the better he felt. Gut instinct was telling him that this was the right thing to do. 
 
    “What can I do?”  Ruban asked, it was the first time he had spoken since they had found the cave flooded.   
 
    “What flint tools have you got for us Ruban?  If you have any raw stone left, I want you to prepare it for travel, it’s better to take finished tools than have to carry big lumps of stone.” 
 
    “What about me?”  Matina asked.  Brinan smiled at her, she had that look of enjoying a game but this was no game.  He decided that it would do no harm to along with her. 
 
    “You need to check your medicine bag and collect not just medicines but ground nuts, carrots, whatever you can forage for food.  You too, Serena, and check over our store of food, especially grain.” 
 
    “There’s not much Brinan and I think we should keep the grains for Tomas, I’ve added in meat broth and ground up meat for him to his gruels but he is still limited in what he can eat.” 
 
    “Okay, we will do some fishing at the lake before we cross it and . . .” 
 
    “Would this help?”  Ruban held out a basket to Brinan.  He opened it and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Ruban, I’m not going to ask how you came by all these travel cakes, but I’m glad you did.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal them!”  Ruban argued sounding a little more like his old self.  Brinan knew he was lying but humoured him.  For once, his misbehaviour had given them an advantage. 
 
    “We are low on meat, Brinan and I was thinking about the lake, we’re going to need to cross it at some point.  Why not finish Felmas’s boat and use it.”  Callom suggested. 
 
    “Okay, but what has that got to do with our meat supply?” 
 
    “We only need one big animal; we also need oars for the boat so I was thinking a elk would be perfect.  Their antlers make the best oars.  There’s bound to be one close by the lake, they will have been affected by the floods too and will have lost their usual feeding grounds.” 
 
    Now that they were all thinking about survival, Brinan noticed that the mood in the camp had changed for the better.  It reminded him of an old proverb from one of Emosnar’s stories; “Hope should be the last to die.” 
 
    “If we all work together - no complaining - we can do this!  Do you all agree?” 
 
    With a smile, or a nod of the head, they all agreed.   
 
    “I think it would be a good idea to move our camp to the lakeside tomorrow.  We’ll find Felmas’s boat and start work on it right away.” 
 
      
 
    In the morning,  after buiding cairns and setting reindeer antlers in an arrow to point to the cave, Brinan announced an inspection of the Clan.  All the tasks he had set for them had been completed.  He was quietly surprised at the quality of the flint tools Ruban had managed to make.  Matina showed him her medicine bag and also produced some wild strawberries that she had found.  The tiny red berries were deliciously sweet.  They were the perfect breakfast.  Serena mashed some up for Tomas.   
 
     Callom took him outside and showed him the travois he had made for Luma and also the harness he had made for her to allow her to pull it comfortably and efficiently.  Back in the cave, Serena showed him the drawing she had made on the wall.  A stick family group, including a stick wolf, heading from a cave to the sea along a lake; then the family sitting in a boat crossing the lake; then following a river to the coast; then crossing land to a cave with stick horses and people and hearths around it.   
 
    “That’s clever, I understand this,” Said Brinan.  “Let’s just hope whoever finds it does too.” 
 
    “We’ve all made our mark on the wall, even Luma - it’s just yours we need.” Serena said taking a hold of Brinan’s hand.  “Place your hand on the wall and spread out your fingers like this.”   
 
    Brinan did has he was told, it was fun to see his hand print on the wall with the others.  Serena also showed him a list of supplies she had drawn on a piece of birch bark.  She explained to Brinan what each picture was.   
 
    “These are the counting marks, like our hands, four strokes for the finger and one across them for the thumb in black.  If you want to count the groups of marks, you make a stroke in orange ochre for every five and you times that by five.  So I have five marks here, I times that by five which gives me twenty-five, do you see?”   
 
    “Sort of,” replied Brinan, not wanting to appear stupid.   
 
    “I do,” Callom said.  “Felmas did the same thing when he was counting out measurements.  It took me a while to understand it though.” 
 
    “Me too,” replied Serena.  “Tamo had to explain it several times before I fully understood.”  Brinan felt better.   
 
    When they were finally ready, leaving the cave was harder than they thought.  It represented security and safety.  While they had stayed here, they had always nursed the hope that the hunters would appear and all would be well.  Brinan sensed melancholy setting in again. 
 
    “Why don’t we just stay here?”  Ruban said, voicing what everyone was thinking.  Brinan took a deep breath; he needed to be calm but assertive. 
 
    “We can’t Ruban, we must do something positive.  It’s up to us to make the best of things, to survive and continue.  We have a good plan and we’re going to see it through.  If the hunters are still out there, they will track us and find us.  You are part of the Wolf Clan now and like wolves, we are the best at working together, adapting and surviving.  Now pick up your backpack and let’s move out.”   
 
    Ruban did as he was told.  Brinan let out his breath, he didn’t realise he had been holding it.  He walked to the head of his Clan and raised his arm.  ‘Clan ho!’   
 
    They set off, but without the hoots and howls of joy that had begun their journey last year, it was early evening by the time they left.  Brinan sent a silent prayer to Magda that he was doing the right thing. 
 
    Walking briskly ahead, Brinan took the opportunity to scout ahead of his Clan.  He had set a few snares the previous evening in the hope of catching small game for their supper.  The less they had to rely on their dried travelling foods the better.  He had succeeded in snaring a couple of hares and a badger.  The badger he would give to Luma for her supper.   
 
    He scouted further down the shoreline and sat down on a large boulder overlooking the lake.  He knew that somewhere in the trees just above him was the upturned boat.  There was one advantage to the flood.  They would not have as far to drag the boat to the shore.  It would still be no easy task though.  There was so much to plan, and every plan gave him worries.  He hugged his knees to his chest.  The sun was lowering, reflecting on the surface like liquid amber, mirroring the colour of Luma’s eyes.  Brinan stared out over the water, not noticing the chill of early evening setting in his bones. 
 
    “Where are you, Mother?”  He spoke aloud; somehow, it made him feel better.  “Are you alive?  Are Arguus and the others?  Oh Magda I wish I knew!”  He buried his head in his arms and choked with tears of despair.  He couldn’t cry in front of the others.  He had to be the strong one.  But alone, he let himself be sad – and scared.  His tears, bottled up for so long fell heavily and he sobbed miserably.  “Oh Mother!  Please come home!”   
 
    No one answered him; Luma whined softly and pushed her nose under his arm, nudging him to acknowledge her.  Brinan wiped his nose on his sleep.   
 
    ‘Get a grip of yourself boy!’ He said it aloud but felt it had come from someone else.  Some inner spirit that looked out for him, guided him.  ‘You’re leader now – so lead!’ That inner voice again, commanding, decisive.  
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     “Brinan!”  He looked up sharply, it was Matina, running down towards him.  He jumped off the boulder and splashed his face in the water.  No-one should see him cry - or doubt himself.  His time alone and the opportunity to grieve had helped, he was calmer and resolute.  The time for crying was over.  It was time to lead. 
 
    “Supper,”  Brinan tossed the two hares to Matina.  “Get skinning and I’ll get a fire going.”  The others caught up. 
 
    “What took you all so long?”  He demanded. 
 
    “We did some foraging along the way…”  Explained Callom, a little taken aback by his tone. 
 
    “… and I’ve found the boat, it’s just up there.” 
 
    “We had to stop and change Tomas, it’s not good to let him lie in his own mess, you know that!” Serena snapped.  Brinan was a little chagrined. 
 
    “Not to mention the smell!  We got more strawberries, and Ruban found a stash of hazelnuts.”  Said Matina oblivious to the tension. 
 
    “Thank you all.”  Brinan said finally.  It calmed the tension.   
 
    “Callom, that’s good news about the boat; I’ve been trying to think of a way to move it.  It’s going to be heavy.”   
 
    “We’ve got rope; we’ll have to pull it down.  Still won’t be easy though.”   
 
    “We’ll think of something.”  Darkness was falling.  They set up ground tents and built a big bonfire.  They were more vulnerable to predators out in the open.  It was Horse Moon, the favourite moon cycle of many people and the first proper summer one.  It was hot, but not uncomfortably so and food was bountiful, provided you know where to look.  This time last year, they had already reached the sea. 
 
      
 
    Felmas’s boat was the last thought to occupy Brinan’s mind when he went to sleep and the first thought that came into his head when he woke up.  He had even dreamt about it, but it was a strange dream...  
 
    He was standing alone in the woods.  The boat turned back into a tree, then shrunk to a log, then many logs, like you would use for a raft.  Then the logs rolled down the hill towards the lake carrying a bigger log with them.  The bigger log became the boat again and launched into the lake.  The wind caught the sail and it was blown away, leaving them all behind.  
 
    He woke up in a panic, then realized it was just a dream.  In a way, he was excited about the prospect of crossing the lake, but full of anxiety too.  They were all up early and eager.  The lake provided fresh trout for breakfast, stuffed with herbs and travelling cake.  More strawberries were found.  Good food put them all in good humour.  They even swam in the lake, although it was cold. 
 
    Serena was left in charge of the little ones while Brinan and Callom trekked up the hill into the trees.  They soon found the boat, upturned and resting on four thick logs. 
 
    “It looks like Felmas has been back and done some more work on the boat.  I remember him sneaking off a few times.”  Said Callom.  “These logs should come in handy, we can use them help steady the boat, remember the replica.  Brinan?  Brinan?”   
 
    Brinan didn’t hear him, although he was staring at the logs, he was far away, re-living his dream of the previous night.  Understanding dawned on his face and he let out a whoop of joy. 
 
    “I know what we need to do,” he said smiling broadly.  “We will roll the boat down to the shore over these logs.  You know, like a rolling stone.  I think that will make it much easier.”   
 
    He was rewarded with a hug from Callom.  Buoyed by enthusiasm they turned the boat over, using poles for leverage.  Felmas had put in a lot more work, they noticed with satisfaction.  The inside had been sanded and shaped; with holes made where they were needed.  Four smaller poles were inside the boat, two for oars, and two to hang the sail.  It would save them days of work.  Callom tied two ropes to the front where Felmas had put in a post with a carved figurehead of a mythical sea creature while Brinan dragged the logs in front and spaced them apart.  Hauling the boat onto the logs was the hardest part but once on it rolled easily along.  Too easily.  It was hard to control the boat as it kept rolling off the front log and jamming into the ground, or worse, a tree.  It was Callom, who thought of a solution.   
 
    “Let’s tie two more ropes to the back end and then wrap around a tree to stop the boat rolling until we are ready.  Then we can bring the logs round to the front and perhaps space them a little wider.  The concept worked.  They reached the tree line and continued down towards the shore, the others let out a great cheer.  Brinan and Callom felt like heroes. 
 
    They stopped just short of the water’s edge to eat and rest.  Brinan planned as he ate; one more day to hunt and another to make some final touches to the boat.   
 
    “I think we should hunt first, then while we work on the boat, Serena and the others can be butchering the meat and working the hide.  A elk hide will provide a large sail for the boat.”   
 
    “Agreed,” Callom replied.  “I think we should search upwind of the camp, anything downwind will have picked up the scent of us and our fire and be long gone.” 
 
      
 
    It was a sensible plan, and luck seemed to be with them.  They spotted just what they hoped to spot - a bull elk.  Even from a distance it looked massive and its distinctive overhanging nose gave it a comical look.  There would be nothing funny about hunting it though!   
 
    Brinan had taken the risk of bringing Luma with them but had kept her harness on.  He tied her to a tree and told her to lay low.  He took off his backpack and left it beside her, Callom did too.  With great stealth, they worked their way toward the grazing elk.  It was a slow process, made worse by the millions of biting insects.  Brinan covered his face in mud and signalled Callom to do the same.  It not only gave them camouflage but had the added benefit of acting as a barrier to the insects.   
 
    As they got closer, Brinan felt the familiar butterflies of anticipation in his stomach he waited for it to pass and an inner calm and focus took over him.  His senses heightened, time slowed down.  He found himself close enough to make the kill but waited for Callom to work round the beast a little in case he missed.  
 
    “Patience, Brinan, patience.”  He told himself.  A pair of ducks flew up; startling the elk, in that moment Brinan stood up and cast his spear with all his might.  The animal ran three strides then fell.  Brinan raced up to it and pulled out his spear.  His aim couldn’t have been better - straight through the heart, the animal was dead.  He didn’t know why he did it, but he stood up on the belly of the downed elk, raised his spear and let out a primal scream of victory.  Now he felt like a true hunter.  Callom jumped up too and exuberantly pulled him off the deer, rubbing his head with his fist.  Both boys rolled in the mud, laughing.  Relief flooded over them.  They had made one kill on their own, they could make others, they could provide for their Clan and they could survive – they would survive! 
 
    With the help of Luma and the travois, they took only the parts they needed of the elk; the hide, the haunches for the best meat, and finally the tongue and liver which were delicacies.  The rest they left to benefit the scavengers.  The Clan ate well that night.  Thin strips of meat were hung up over low smoking fires to dry out for travelling.   
 
    In the morning, Callom made two holes in the side of the boat and using some rope, tied on the oars that Felmas had made.  It would give them greater control, reduce the weight and should they loose their grip, they wouldn’t lose the oars.  It was a stroke of genius.  Now all that remained was the sail.  Both Serena and Matina had been working on the hide, even Ruban helped.  It was large and heavy, too heavy for a sail Brinan realised.  He felt deflated. 
 
    “We should just keep this as a ground tent.  With the fur still on it’s no use as a sail.”   
 
    “I’ve brought these,” Serena held out four reindeer hides that she had worked on in the small cave after the reindeer hunt.  They had been burnished with fat and woad and were a pale sky blue colour.  She had very little woad left, but she rather liked the colour so she had been frugal with it.   
 
    “Will they do? 
 
    “Where did you get those?”  Brinan was shocked.  
 
    “You’re forgetting - I hunted too!  They just need sewing together, I’ll do it tonight.” 
 
    “Is that why you wanted to hunt?”  Brinan asked with sudden insight.  Serena just smiled. 
 
      
 
    Brinan woke early, just before dawn.  The fire had almost gone out.  Serena had fallen asleep, the hide with awl still in, still on her lap.  He got up and covered her with the hide, noticing that the sewing was complete.  He felt better and quietly built up the fire then crawled back into his fur to sleep a little longer. 
 
      
 
    “Higher, that’s it, just a bit more!”  Callom shouted.  Brinan woke with a start, but quickly relaxed as he watched the activities in front of him.  Callom was in the boat holding onto the post.  Two smaller posts, to which the hide sail had been attached, were roped to the main post.  Serena was under it, pushing up the post and hides.   
 
    Callom guided the base of the pole into a hole cut through the centre bench.   
 
    “Walk your hands down the post to guide it in.”  He said.  Together they straightened up the post and it fell into the hole made for it with a satisfying thud.  Two wooden pegs - above and below - were hammered in by Callom, securing the mast in place.  A gentle breeze buffeted the sail.  It was then that Brinan noticed the sail and smiled.  On the top right hand hide, Serena had burnished in an image of a wolf in black and orange ochre.  Not a full image - just a silhouette, a suggestion of a wolf, but it was impressive.  No, that wasn’t the right word.  It was subtle.  
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me?”  Brinan asked, getting up.   
 
    “You needed to sleep and we didn’t need you.”  Serena replied with a shrug.   
 
    “There’s food and tea by the fire for you if you’re ready to eat.  The meat’s dried and packed away.  As soon as you’re done we can break camp.”  Callom said.  The eager tone of his voice made Brinan realise that he had been behind the activities.  He was keener than any of them to get sailing! 
 
    He had even succeeded in tying the four supporting logs with thinner cross struts to the base of the boat in the same way Felmas had done with the replica.  They quickly loaded up the cross struts with their back packs, spears and Luma’s travois.  Covering their belongings with the newly scraped elk hide.  More hides were placed in the boat for comfortable seating.   
 
    Finally, Matina, Ruban, Tomas and Luma were put in the boat.  Serena, Callom and Brinan used three smaller logs to roll the boat to the waters edge and in.  Once it was buoyant, they gave one last push to launch it fully then jumped in.  Callom and Brinan took up their places in the centre to work the oars.  Serena sat at the end, gripping the edges for dear life.  Callom and Brinan looked back at her and grinned.  In spite of the severity of their situation, Serena smiled back weakly but the realisation that they were on an unproved boat in unknown territory terrified her.  No more childrens’ games, this was real adventure, real survival. 
 
      
 
    If there had been anyone on the shores to watch the sailing boat make its way across the lake they would have been at a loss to name it.  It was the first of it’s kind – but far from the last.  Luma was sat up at the front of the boat, her tongue lolling out as she enjoyed the soft breeze like a living figurehead.   
 
    The grandeur of the scene was lost on the children however, they were far more concerned with the practicalities of steering the boat to where they wanted.  At first Brinan and Callom rowed and the sail had very little wind to catch but as they neared the half way point the wind picked up substantially and caught in the sail.  Although it was now moving the boat faster, the wind was at odds with the direction the boys were trying to row in.  Tired from their efforts, they gave up trying to fight it, it was still taking them across the lake, although in a south easterly direction rather than a south westerly direction.   
 
    Callom stood up; he was going to try to take the sail down.   
 
    “What are you doing?”  Shrieked Serena.  “You’ll capsize the boat!” 
 
    “No I won’t, I need to take the sail down, we are being blown too far east.” 
 
    “Sit down, we’ll start rowing again.”  Said Brinan, he agreed with Serena.  No need to rock the boat and risk losing everything.  They weren’t that far off course.  Rowing helped, then Brinan discovered that if he kept his oar dipped the boat veered towards the shore with the help of the wind, the bottom left corner of the sail broke loose and they moved faster towards the shore.  Then the wind dropped.  Eerily, they were now floating between the tops of trees.  Crossing what had been the high banks of the opposite shore.  They steered the boat safely through.  Looking into the water and seeing trees and grass beneath, it was like they were flying across the sky rather than sailing on water.  They were so busy looking down that they failed to see the lynx that was stranded in one of the trees.  Another casualty of the flash flood. It looked down on them as they passed by, licked at a wound on it’s leg then seemed to make a decision.  It jumped into the water and swam for shore trailing further and further in the wake of the boat. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have tied the sail so securely, we need to be able to get it down quickly.  I’ll remember that for next time.”  Callom remarked as much to himself as the others.  Serena, still gripping the sides with white knuckles shot him a look.   
 
    “What next time?  I’m never doing this again!” 
 
    “We’re almost there, row harder.”  Brinan said, ignoring Serena.  They looked for a suitable spot.  The bank was much steeper.  Both boys jumped out and hauled it up, tying it securely to the post of a tree.  Too much work had been put into the boat to abandon it.  Also, they would need it for the return journey.  Brinan couldn’t help feeling smug that they had cut so much time off their journey.  Okay, they may have a day’s journey to get back to the path but that was better than several days journey to go around the eastern shore.  The western end, he knew was a valley of many river mouths emptying into the sea, marshy and treacherous but rich in bird life. 
 
    Once her feet had got back onto dry land, Serena relaxed and even agreed that it had been worth it.   
 
    “Let’s not make camp, just keep going.”  She suggested.  The strangeness of her surrounding made her uneasy.   
 
    “Okay,” Agreed Brinan.  “But we need to unpack and then secure the boat.”   
 
    They worked quickly then finally upended the boat to keep out the rain, sliding the oars into the benches.  Serena folded up the sail and stashed it too.  Callom cut some branches of pines and covered the boat with them so it would be less conspicuous to passers by.  They ate quickly, Serena feeding Tomas before putting him into her backpack.  The woods were too thick and steep for a travois.  Tomas looked around him, sucking his thumb and holding onto Serena’s hair. 
 
    Serena’s fears were founded.  It was tough going in these woods and they soon hit a problem when they reached a gorge separating them from the direction they wanted to take.   They had to walk south west along the length of the gorge looking for an easy way to cross.  Brinan no longer felt smug, he was worried and impatient to head east again.  When he found a spot he thought was suitable he called a halt.  
 
    “We’ll climb down here and up the other side.  This gorge is taking us further and further away from where we want to be.  We need to stay on course or we will miss the trail to the sea.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Callom.  “It doesn’t look too bad here.”   
 
    Brinan adjusted his backpack and, taking the rope with him, made his way down.  Serena followed with Tomas on her back, then Matina then Ruban.  Callom took up the rear, everyone was waiting for him at the bottom.  Was he imagining it, or did Brinan look a little nervous. 
 
    “I’ll go first again.  Serena, stay close behind me, Callom you take up the rear.  Matina and Ruban wait here and I will come back for you, understood?”   
 
    Brinan surveyed the wall, then started to climb, Luma jumped ahead of him and he soon realised it would be a good idea to follow her.  The top part was steep and quite a struggle, he only just made it.  He called down into the gorge. 
 
    “Callom!”  He yelled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s going to be too steep for the others to climb.  Serena might make it but it’s too risky with Tomas on her back.  If I lower the rope, we can pull him up further down, and then do the same with Ruban and Matina.  Serena, get half way up to where the overhang is and help guide the ropes.” 
 
    “Okay,” shouted Serena.  She was relieved that she wouldn’t have to climb up with Tomas - the climb down had given her several scares. 
 
    The plan went well, first Tomas, then Matina were safetly hauled up. Serena followed right behind her, just in case.  Callom put up the backpacks next.   
 
    “Hang on Ruban, you’re going this way too.”  The small boy watched the backpack being bashed off a rocky overhang and thought better of it.  He started climbing instead.  Callom didn’t notice at first, but then saw him out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    “Ruban! No, wait till we pull you up.”  His sudden outburst startled the boy and he lost his footing and slipped on the wet rocks.  A cracking of branches and a thud signalled his fall, then a high pierced scream of pain.   
 
    “What the . . .” Callom looked across to see Ruban lying at the bottom of the gorge screaming and holding his arm, blood poured from his head. 
 
    “What’s happened?”  shouted Brinan. 
 
    “It’s Ruban, he’s fallen; one of you needs to come down here.”  Callom shouted back. 
 
    Brinan got down a lot quicker than he had climbed; almost risking a fall himself.  He got there just as Ruban vomited.  The small boy was deathly white.  Ruban looked at his arm, then passed out.   
 
    “No, no … NOO!”  Cried Brinan.  Everything had been going so well and now this.   
 
    It was a blessing the boy had fainted.  Brinan put a make-shift splint on the arm, remembering a time when he had helped put a twig for a splint on a doll.  This was no happy game, he felt racked with guilt for making them all climb down the gorge.  Then he felt angry with Ruban for not waiting as he was told.  Guilt and anger clouded his judgement.  They got Ruban out of the gorge and strapped into the travois they had been using for Tomas.  The baby would have to stay in the backpack.  He realized that they really needed to find other people, and fast!   
 
    “Callom climb up that rock outcrop and get our bearings.”   
 
    Callom set off at a jog.  Meanwhile, Matina and Serena emptied out Matina’s medicine bag.  
 
    “Matina think, is there anything in here for pain?”  Serena asked her.   
 
    “I don’t know.”  Countered Matina, “That’s ground willowbark I think.”  She picked out a pouch and handed it Serena.  Serena opened the pouch and sniffed it.  She offered it to Brinan. 
 
    “What do you think?”   
 
    Brinan sniffed it too, clueless, he shrugged, then handed it to Matina.  Matina sniffed it and nodded.   
 
    “I know by the pouch and the knots in the string that it’s willowbark.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to take the chance.  Brinan get a fire going.  I’ll need boiling water to extract this for when Ruban wakes up.  It will kill the pain and make him sleepy.  On cue, Ruban stirred and moaned.  It took a few moments for him to remember what had happened.  It was the pain in his arm that reminded him; he started crying and would not stop.  Serena cleaned the wound on his head, he sported a massive bump.   
 
    “Do you feel sick at all, dizzy?”  Asked Matina suddenly. 
 
    “Why?”  Moaned Ruban. 
 
    “How should I know, it’s what mother used to ask.”   
 
    Ruban cried again. 
 
    “Matina, you’re not helping!”  Serena told her.  Matina’s lip trembled then she cried too. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!  Just please, stop crying both of you.”  Serena was distraught. 
 
    “Brinan!  Serena!  I’ve found people!”  Callom was running towards them, out of breath. 
 
    “There’s a camp fire in the woods further south.  I think if we follow the stream that flows into this gorge it will take us right to them.”  Brinan felt hopeful.  They could be one of their Clan’s, they could even be their own hunters.  Perhaps Ruban’s fall was fate not accident.  
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    The distance to the camp they saw was deceiving, and the rough terrain made travelling difficult and tiring. There was no established path and Callom and Brinan had to cut their way through the thick forest making travelling both difficult and tiring.  They were grateful when the trees eventually thinned out and they found themselves in meadow.  The stream they were following grew into a river.  They didn’t stop to rest or eat, even when Tomas cried.  
 
    Only when Luma sat down and refused to move did Brinan realise how tired she was.  Ruban was a lot heavier than Tomas.  He untied her from the travois to let her run free.  He took up the burden of pulling it himself.  They were all exhausted when they reached the perimeter of the camp.  The sun had just set and the fire had burnt low; several figures cloaked in furs huddled around it.  With heads bent from exhaustion; weary and vulnerable, the children walked into their midst.  Hunters cried out in alarm and jumped up, dropping their furs.  One reached for a spear and cried a warning that sounded like ‘wolf’.  The spear was cast and Brinan heard a yelp.   
 
    “Luma, no!”  He cried then slumped to his knees.   
 
    “It’s gone!  Stay here Varad, an injured wolf is too dangerous to pursue at night.”  A guttural voice with a strong accent commanded.  The words were strange to Brinan but he guessed their intent when one of the hunters made to run into the woods then stopped abruptly.   
 
    Brinan was heart-broken.  Gently, a fur was placed around him and he watched with detached misery as someone lifted Ruban from the travois and took him inside a tent.  He watched, desolate, as Matina was lifted and taken into the same tent.  At least they were safe now.  He felt a mixture of relief and failure.  He had failed to keep them all safe and would now have to rely on others.  At least now he  could close his eyes to rest.  Just for a few moments he thought, then he would look for Luma, he was no used to her in this state. 
 
      
 
    Inside the tent, Matina woke to the activity surrounding Ruban.  Two figures were huddled over him.  One seemed to be pulling his arm.  He cried out with pain.   
 
    Delirious, Matina thought she was at home.  “Mother, what are you doing?”  One of the figures looked round and stood up, bringing the torch over to Matina, she looked up gratefully, but it was not the face of her mother.  It was the face of a troll.  Large, bulging, hairy and ugly, it seemed more animal than human.  Matina screamed but no-one heard her. 
 
    “Hush child,” The figure spoke, the gentleness of the voice confirmed her humanity.  Matina decided she was simply dreaming and closed her eyes again.  
 
    “I’m tired mother.”  She mumbled, and then rested her head on the lap of the figure who stroked her hair gently.  Matina gave her a sleepy smile as she was laid back down on the furs and covered with another one.   
 
    “This one is fine, just exhausted, so are the bigger ones outside.  Strange but I do not think they are full grown, or at least not adults.”  The figure remarked. 
 
    “Help me with this one then.  Now we’ve reset the bone he’ll need a poultice and one for his head too.” 
 
      
 
    Brinan woke to bird songs and the persistent tapping of a woodpecker somewhere close by.  He sat up, blinking.  He was no longer tired, but he was very hungry.  He was in a sort of wooden lean-to covered in branches of pine.  The front was covered by a leather hide.  He could smell food cooking and he peered out through a gap in the branches.  Warm summer rain drizzled softly.  He saw several pairs of bare feet belonging to large muscular legs walking around.  He wondered where he was.   
 
    The trauma of yesterday slowly filtered back into his conscious.  Beside him lay Serena, Tomas and Callom.  Serena stirred and turned over.  Brinan shook her gently. 
 
    “Wha … where are we?”  Serena mumbled.  Brinan put a hand over her mouth signalling her to be quiet.  His actions and the strangeness of her surrounding brought her quickly to full consciousness.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” whispered Brinan.  Something about those bare, muscular legs made him feel uneasy.  Serena sensed his wariness and followed his gaze.  She too peered out then stifled a scream. 
 
    “What do you see?”  Hissed Brinan.  Callom woke up, he sat up, happy to see Brinan and Serena with him.   
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “Shhh!”  Brinan clamped his hand over Callom’s mouth too.  He motioned to Callom to keep quiet.  Callom nodded that he understood and Brinan removed his hand. 
 
    “What can you see Serena?”  He whispered. 
 
    “People - four of them.”  She turned and looked both Brinan and Callom.  “But they’re not like us, not at all.” 
 
    “They’re trolls,” announced Matina cheerfully as she crawled into the lean-to.  “Like in our stories, but they’re very nice.  I thought they had eaten Ruban but now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Brinan remembered all the childhood stories of trolls kidnapping children, feeding them up for the pot.  He thought of Ruban, injured and vulnerable.  He stood up and pushed passed Matina into the camp.  “Where’s Ruban?”  He demanded to know.  “What have you done with him?”  His sudden appearance and rude outburst caused everyone to stop what they were doing and stare at him.  Brinan stared back, equally shocked but for an entirely different reason.  In spite of Brinan’s rudeness, an old man, bent with age - but still taller and broader than even Emosnar had been - hobbled towards Brinan and beckoned him towards a lean-to.  Brinan followed him in, suddenly feeling a little foolish for his outburst.   He grinned with relief when he saw Ruban.  The young boy was propped up on a cot with furs, one arm in a sling and the other one making light work of a bowl of porridge and dried blueberries.  Brinan couldn’t stop his mouth watering. 
 
    “Hi Brinan!”  He said cheerfully.  “Did you take us home?  You know, I had the strangest dream.”  Ruban chattered on vaguely as if drugged.  Brinan realised with a smile that he had been given a very strong pain killer.   
 
    “No Ruban; not yet, but we’re in safe hands and everything is going to be okay.”  He took Ruban’s plate and gestured for him to lie back down.  Brinan got up and turned to find the old man in the entrance.  Brinan smiled at him and said thank you.  Not sure if he was understood.  The old man did understand, although it was his body language and the gratitude in his voice.  He nodded and stepped back to let Brinan out.  Then he turned and spoke in a deep guttural language to a younger man who was sat by the central fire.   
 
    The young man stood up and approached Brinan with a platter of food, including a bowl of porridge.  Brinan studied him.  No, he was not a man, although taller than Brinan he was most definitely a boy.  He didn’t have the rugged complexion, worry lines or facial hair of a man.  He smiled at Brinan as he held out the platter gesturing for him to take it.  The boy’s smile was so wide and infectious, Brinan had to smile back; he took the platter and nodded his thanks.   
 
    The boy picked up another food platter and took it over to the lean to where Serena and Callom were.  He ducked inside grinning and offered them the platter.  Callom took the platter and tucked in.  Serena smiled shyly at the boy and was rewarded with his infectious smile.  His dark eyes sparkled merrily.  She was taken aback by the transformation.  That had to be the friendliest smile she had ever seen, she couldn’t help but smile broadly in response.  Then she too tucked into the food.  The boy left them to eat in peace. 
 
    “This is good,” Serena said between mouthfuls.  Callom just nodded, his mouth too full to speak. 
 
    “Look at all this food!” There were several small loaves, some root vegetables and fresh meat, deer probably.  A selection of dried fruits and nuts from last autumn were also present.  The abundance and variety spoke well of good planning.   
 
    “These people don’t go hungry.  I doubt they would need to eat us!”  She reasoned. 
 
    The boy returned with a bladder of fresh water and two wooden cups.  He placed them on the ground in front of Serena and Callom and poured them each a drink. 
 
    “Thank you,” Serena said, as fascinated by the boy as he obviously was with her. 
 
    “What’s your name?”  She asked.  He shook his head, confused.  Serena sat up a little taller and tapped her chest.  “Serena, Se-re-na.  Now you?”  She asked pointing to the boy.  He repeated her name, slowly. “Zereena, Zerena, Ssserena?”   
 
    “That’s right; that’s my name, now yours.”  It was like a game to the boy.  He mimicked Serena by sitting up straight and tapping his chest.  Callom snorted which got him a dig in the rib from Serena.   
 
    “Vrad,” said the boy quickly.  Too quickly!  Serena shook her head.  The boy understood her confusion.  “Varad, Vaaa- graad.”   
 
    “Vargd,” Serena replied, trying again.  It was like he had swallowed his own name as he said it.  The boy nodded encouragement.  “Varr-add.  Varad,” she repeated, pleased that she had it right.   
 
    The boy turned to Callom and tapped his chest.  Callom rushed to swallow down the last of his food.  Varad waited patiently for him.   
 
    “Callom, Caal – lom.”  Callom replied.  
 
     “Gaaal – looom.  Gaal–lom, Gallom.”  Varad tried even harder to get his name. 
 
    “That’s right, Callom.”  Callom held out his hand to the boy, they locked in greeting and Callom tried not to squeal.  Despite Varad’s friendly, infectious smile his grip was like a vice.  I would not want to pick a fight with this boy! Callom though respectfully.  
 
     “Magda, he’s strong,” squeaked Callom rubbing his arm when Varad left the lean-to.  Serena laughed and tucked into her food.  She was feeling a lot happier and it was more than the food that had caused it.   
 
    “He likes you,” Callom said, teasing.  Serena punched his arm, but smiled to herself. 
 
      
 
    Brinan stayed in the lean-to with Ruban for most of the morning as the young boy drifted in and out of sleep.  He felt he ought to stay with him in case he got a fright when the medicine wore off.  He was getting used to his strange looking hosts.  The boy had come back in and introduced himself.  With basic sign language they had struck up the beginnings of a friendship.  The more he saw him the less strange he appeared.  Brinan liked him, he had good instincts about people, and Varad, he felt, was a good hearted person.  He reminded him of Callom and in some ways, Matina too. 
 
    “Mother,” Ruban cried out, waking suddenly again.  This time he was in pain.   
 
    “Your mother’s not here Ruban, just me.”  Brinan told him. 
 
    “Go away Brinan, I don’t like you; I want my mother.”  Replied Ruban, flatly.  Brinan was mildly surprised but persevered. 
 
    “I can’t Ruban.  Your mother’s not here any more.  You fell and broke your arm.  We’re in a camp of people.  They look different from us so don’t be frightened.  They are good people and they have mended your arm.  Try to remember.” 
 
    Ruban opened his eyes and scowled at Brinan, then started to cry. 
 
    “My arm - it hurts, and my head.”  Brinan patted his good arm unsure of what to do.  The old man came back in with a medicine bowl.  Brinan got up and moved aside for him, feeling relieved.  He didn’t have much of a bedside manner.  Especially for a patient who was adamant he didn’t like you.  Despite Brinan’s warning, Ruban still screamed when he saw the man.  The old man seemed to understand his fear and waited patiently before offering Ruban the medicine bowl.   
 
    “Drink it.”  Brinan ordered.  “It will make the pain go away.”  Between the fearful old man and the sharp tone in Brinan’s voice, Ruban decided not to make a fuss and quietly took the drink. 
 
    “Now close your eyes and rest.”  Brinan told him as he left the lean-to.  “I need to check on the others.” 
 
    Ruban closed his eyes but opened them again when he felt the man taking the wrappings off his head.  He stared at the old man, fear turning to curiosity.  The man’s touch was gentle, and Ruban was grateful for the cold compress he put on his head.  It eased the pain immediately.  He started to feel light headed again, and happy, so happy.  He started to hum a tune then drifted off to sleep.  The old man patted his hand and left him.  In spite of his fearful look, he was full of compassion for the child; for all of these children.  He didn’t need to ask why they were alone.  His people had also been torn apart by the massive flooding, the same thing had obviously happened to this Clan. 
 
      
 
    They stayed with Varad’s Clan for three more days.  Serena spent a lot of time with Varad trying to communicate and they learned a good bit of each other’s language.  Brinan watched them, laughing together in spite of their physical differences..  As much as Brinan appreciated their help, he was restless to be on his way again.  Every day wasted was a day lost for travelling.  Ruban was out of bed, and Brinan sensed that Varad’s people wanted to move on too.  This was not a permanent place for them, that much was obvious.  He also wanted to look for Luma, although he feared the worst.   
 
    Varad came to their lean-to that evening, he looked sad.  He sat cross legged between Brinan and Callom and looked down at his lap, then letting out a big sigh he tried to explain himself. 
 
    “Varad’s people go - sunrise – not Brinan people.  Brinan go sunset.”  
 
    “I think he means we’ve outstayed our welcome, they need to move on.”  Brinan said, nodding in agreement.  Varad looked a little more comfortable. 
 
    “Yes,” Serena agreed, she drew a jagged line in the dirt and four triangles representing their camp then the sun in the west and the sun in the east.  “We go west and south.”  She indicated on the map.  “You go East?” 
 
    Varad nodded and pointed to the east, then north.  “New lands, much food, much hunt!  No more ice.” 
 
    “We understand, but we are grateful and we’ll miss you.”  Brinan said.  “Varad good friend; Varad’s Clan - good people.” 
 
    Varad just nodded, got up and left.  He turned back “Morning, we must leave.” 
 
    “Yes, we leave too.”  Brinan agreed.  Varad looked at Serena for a moment then, taking off his amulet of animal teeth, gave it to Serena then left quickly.  Brinan and Callom felt a little uncomfortable, like they were in the way of something intimate.   
 
      
 
    Parting company in the morning would be no less easy.  That night, the old medicine man had managed to explain to them, through Varad, that Ruban’s cast had to stay on for a moon cycle and a half.  He gave Serena a pouch of pain killer too.  Although Varad’s people looked more at ease, Varad looked desperately unhappy.  He had not tried to explain the full reason they had to leave.   
 
    Varad’s people were not trusted and often persecuted by Brinan’s kind.  They were scared of the possibility that adults would be out looking for Brinan and the others and didn’t want a confrontation.  The old medicine man had been telling them stories of conflicts between his Clan’s and Brinan’s in the north west, he had good reason not to trust them.  There had been a time way back when their ancestors looked even more different than they did today, those memories ran deep.  Ironically, it was at times of disasters like this flood that they often came into contact, and in the past had had to merge their resources, including the choosing of mates. 
 
      
 
    It was a dull grey morning, still drizzling with rain when Brinan woke first and looked out of the lean-to.  “They’ve gone!”  He said in surprise.  “They didn’t even say goodbye.” 
 
    “I think they were saying their goodbyes last night.”  Serena explained surprised by how upset she was.  She swallowed hard, getting control of her emotions.  
 
    “I want Varad!  I want Medin man!”  Matina’s lower lip started to quiver.   
 
    “They’ve gone Matty; they need to get back to their own people and so do we.”   
 
    Matina started to cry.  Somehow, the camp didn’t feel so safe and secure any more.  A birch bark container of food had been left outside their lean-to for their journey.  Brinan was touched; thanking them again in his mind.  Now the burden of leadership was back on his shoulders.   
 
    Leading his Clan west towards the sea, Brinan thought sadly of Luma.  He had found no sign of her.  When they got back to the Horse Clan, he would get another wolf cub.  But there would never be another Luma.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    16 Lynx 
 
      
 
    After a day’s trek, Brinan and his Clan left the great forest and were out on the open plains again.  Here they travelled for several days.  Vast herds of roaming herbivores grazed as far as the horizon.  Aurochs, horses, onagers bison, ibex and saiga antelope all roamed the plains taking advantage of the abundance of grasses and herbs.  The children were careful to avoid any predators hunting the herds and lit huge fires to keep them away.  It was coming into full summer and the heat of the sun warmed them up and cheered their spirits.  They travelled in their summer tunics, the boys going bare-chested. 
 
    They followed the course of streams and rivers, using the stars at night to map out their journey for the next day.  They were grateful for the lessons that Tamo had made them learn.  By pooling what they each remembered, together with the lessons from Arguus on lining up landmarks they finally reach an area that Brinan recognised.  It was where Arguus had taken him to watch the wolf pack.  He knew that they were only another day’s walk from the sea. 
 
    They found a sheltered area of rocks with a good overhang to camp for the night.  Brinan and Callom went to set snares.  Serena, Ruban and Matina set up camp.  Matina built the fire and once it had settled down, boiled water for some of the grains and root vegetables that Varad’s Clan had given them.  While the water boiled, she washed the roots they had dug up on their walk.  She hummed quietly to herself; taking some of the grains and root vegetables from the pot, and mashed them up for Tomas.  Serena came back with more vegetables, wild edible flowers and strawberries.  She de-stalked a few and gave them to Tomas who sucked happily on them. 
 
    “Serena.”  Matina whispered with uncharacteristic quiet.  “Serena.  Something is here.” 
 
    “What?  Oh!”  Serena caught sight of a lynx on the edge of a rock directly above their camp.  It was stalking Ruban.  She picked up a stick, grabbed the container of food and dumped out the contents then banged the stick loudly on the container, shouting and screaming - she ran straight towards the lynx.  Ruban, unaware of the danger was frightened by Serena.  Serena tried to get between Ruban and the lynx but the cat was quicker and jumped down from its ledge and paced towards Ruban.  Serena noticed a limp in the animal’s gait, one back leg dragged, a gaping wound had opened, and pus oozed out.  She shouted and banged even louder.  An injured animal was desperate and more dangerous!  
 
    “Go away!  Go! Get out of here!”  Screamed Serena, confronting the lynx with determination.  She had been taught from an early age to make as much noise as possible when confronted with a predator.  The tuft-eared cat was near death and desperate.  Its fur was matted and its hip bones stuck out sharply.  It didn’t back down, but snarled at Serena and side stepped her.  It set its sights on Tomas.  Matina picked up a stick from the fire and stood over the baby.  “Go away!”  She picked up a stone from the hearth and flung it at the lynx.  The animal snarled, but hesitated.   
 
    The attack came from the left.  A blur of white fur flew into the camp and sprang at the lynx which turned too late to face its attacker.  Luma knocked it over and closed her mouth round the throat of the lynx.  The weakened, dying animal had no chance.  Its death would be an act of kindness.  Luma snarled as she shook the cat violently maintaining a death grip on the animal.   
 
    “Luma, oh Luma, you’re alive!”  Serena rushed towards the wolf but Luma snarled a warning at her.  Serena stopped in her tracks, a little afraid.  She was unsure whether Luma was protecting her kill against Serena, or protecting Serena against the lynx but the animal was surely dead. 
 
      
 
    “Keep away from her.”  Brinan ordered as he stepped into the clearing.   
 
    Serena backed away and returned to the hearth.  She picked up Tomas and cuddled him suddenly wary of the wolf. 
 
    “Good girl Luma, now leave!”  Brinan walked towards his wolf and she dropped her kill and scooted towards him, tail tucked under and ears flattened back in a submissive gesture.  Brinan opened his arms, inviting her to greet him and Luma jumped up almost knocking him over.  Brinan dragged the carcass of the lynx well away from the camp, the hide was not fit for purpose, and no one cared for the taste of lynx.  Besides, he had a good catch of trout from a stream they had found. 
 
    “So that’s what took you so long!”  Serena smiled. 
 
    “Kind of; we picked up Luma’s trail while we were setting snares.  She must have been following us for some time but was too scared to come out in the open.  She’s not used to being hunted remember.  Varad’s Clan must have scared her.  Wolf packs don’t like mixing with strange packs; they will often fight to the death if there’s a confrontation.  She must have seen Varad’s Clan as a rival pack and we were on their territory, not ours.”  Explained Brinan, making sense of Luma’s behaviour.   
 
    “Anyway, she’s back now and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “The Clan felt more secure with Luma back; she was an extra deterrent against predators.  The combined smell of human, wolf and fire was too disturbing for hunting carnivores, including the pack of wild wolves that lived nearby, and they avoided the strange Clan.   Now that she had lived alone for a short time; Luma had filled out and matured, her puppyish nature only came out around Brinan and sometimes the little ones.  She was aloof but tolerant with Serena and Callom.  She was, in the way of wolves, trying to assert her place within the pack hierarchy.  
 
    The following day, they trekked on towards the sea.  Callom and Brinan collected their snares but had no luck in catching anything.  It was just as well they were almost at the sea; they were getting low on supplies.  The sea was the place to be if you never wanted to go hungry!   
 
    Brinan’s heart leapt when he reached a well worn trail leading to the coast.  Suddenly they were within earshot of the raucous cries of sea gulls and the tang of salt in the air brought back a flood of happy memories.  They quickened their pace and soon reached the shore.  Abandoning their travois and backpacks, they raced for the water. 
 
    “Last one in is a wolverine!”  Yelled Matina.  Callom overtook her; Brinan overtook them both. 
 
    “No fair!”  Cried Ruban, he refused to race and sat down on the sand.  Serena took his hand and pulled him up.  She couldn’t race either, she had Tomas to carry.   
 
    “Go on, you can still beat us!”  She said encouragingly. 
 
    They all swam in the water for a while to wash away the dust and grime from travelling.  As evening approached, they set to work setting up camp, lighting a huge bonfire just as a beacon to any other travellers - they were far less likely to encounter large predators on the beach.  A supper of fresh seafood and seaweed was eaten before the panorama of a fiery sunset reflected on calm waters.  They didn’t bother putting up tents but slept under the stars.   
 
    The next morning, they swam again then settled down to breakfast and hot tea. 
 
    “I need to climb that cliff face and get our bearings.”  Brinan announced.  “This isn’t the same beach we camped on last year and I want to be absolutely sure we stay on the right trail. 
 
    “We need the coracles too, if we’re going to fish.”  Callom reminded him.  They all walked along the beach to the cliffs.  Brinan looked up at the rock face.  Now they were here, the cliffs were a lot higher than he first thought.  He swallowed his fear and started to climb. 
 
    “Get us some eggs.”  Matina shouted after him.  He looked down and nodded but quickly looked up again.  It was not a good idea to look down, he decided.  He carried on climbing.  The higher he climbed, the steeper it got.  His footing slipped but he recovered quickly. 
 
    “Be careful.”  Yelled Serena. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m fine.”  He lied, he was shaking with fear and the higher he climbed the weaker and shakier he felt.  He looked down briefly and felt the ground below swaying sharply.  He was close to the nests of birds. He worked sideways along the cliff face to reach a group of nests and collect the clusters of eggs.  The wind was much stronger up here and threatened to suck him away from the cliff every time he took his hand off to reach for an egg.  He set his mind to collecting the eggs, placing them carefully in a pouch he had tied onto the back of his tunic belt to stop them being crushed.  He had to reach out far to collect the last clutch from the last nest.  His footing slipped and he had to drop the egg in order to catch the rock to steady himself. 
 
    At the bottom, the egg smashed onto the rocks in front of Serena and the others.  They felt frightened for him, staring up in anticipation.   
 
    Brinan took a deep breath, pulled his body close into the cliff face, and scanned the coast line.  He grinned when he spotted the landmarks he was looking for.  There was that familiar tall granite stack out in the ocean; there was the sheltered bay where he knew their coracles were stashed.  It would only be a half days walk along the top of the cliffs to reach it.  He started to go back down but panicked and found that he couldn’t move.  He looked up instead.  He was not far from the top and decided it would be easier to climb up rather than descend.  Cautiously, he made his way up. 
 
    The wind was even stronger higher up, and even more determined to whip him away.  He paused for a rest and took a deep breath.  Only a few more feet to climb, then he would be over the top.  But the chalky cliff-face near the top was crumbly and he had to check every foothold and handhold before putting his weight on them. 
 
    Growing a little more confident, he found a few more eggs and put them into the pouch then reached up for a handhold to pull himself up.  The large, white gull, whose eggs he had just snatched, swooped down on him.  Brinan felt the breath of her wings and a sharp peck on his outstretched hand.  He grabbed at the cliff face but the chalky surface gave way under foot and he let out an involuntary scream.  Down below, Serena let out an even louder one. 
 
    Hanging on for dear life, Brinan struggled to find a foothold.  He found one space for one, but not the other, only sheer rock.  He buried his face against the rock, closed his eyes and sent a silent prayer to Magda.  It was lonely and frightening up here.  He felt like he was on the outside of life, looking in and only when he got back onto solid ground would he be alive again.  Against his better instincts he pressed his free foot against the rock, he risked letting go with one hand in order to reach higher and pull himself up, but failed and slipped back.  He closed his eyes, feeling nauseous with fear.  Something hit his head and down below he heard a cheer from the others.  He opened his eyes and there, dangling beside him, was a rope.  Someone loomed over the edge, the sun at their back, could it be Arguus?  Brinan couldn’t believe his luck.  He grabbed the rope with one hand, testing it; then grabbed it with the other, leaving himself vulnerable.  He felt himself being pulled up.  He was almost up and over the edge when the rope burned and frayed from the pressure started to give way.  Someone grabbed his hair and yanked him up and over.  Brinan let out a yelp of pain. 
 
    Sore, but grateful Brinan looked up at his rescuer and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Varad!” 
 
     Brinan stood up, buffeted by the wind and the two boys; who looked so different hugged each other like long lost brothers. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  Brinan asked him. 
 
    “Varad’s Clan go east, Varad want to go west - with Brinan’s Clan.”  Varad explained, his statement had the hint of a question in it. 
 
    “Yes, of course!”  Agreed Brinan, feeling privileged and relieved.  They talked as they walked along the cliff edge until they found a safer way down and returned to the camp on the beach. 
 
    Luma raced towards them.  Varad raised his spear but Brinan held his arm down. 
 
    “No Varad, this wolf is friend, she is like Clan.”  Brinan tried to explain.   
 
    “Luma, stop!”  Commanded Brinan when he realised she was about to attack.  Warily, Luma stopped short, unsure of what to do.  She wanted to greet Brinan but was scared of the imposing human who walked with him.  His kind had a different scent to her Clan putting her on guard.  Brinan signalled Varad to stay and walked a few steps towards his wolf.  Luma closed what was left of the gap by scooting towards him submissively.  Brinan invited her to jump up on him.  Varad let out a gasp of shock.  Brinan pushed the wolf down and beckoned him over.  
 
    “Keep your spear down by your side.  Hold out your free hand with the palm up and let her come to you.  Luma, come.  Make friends.”  He kept a hold of her collar and brought her towards Varad, feeling a low growl rise up in her through.  “Friend!”  Insisted Brinan, it was a new word she would have to get used to.  He realised he needed to relax and keep talking in a calm friendly manner himself to reassure both the wolf, and Varad.  The boy, for all his size, was shaking with fear.   
 
    On a moment of impulse; Brinan got one of the eggs from his pouch and handed it to Varad.  Gesturing, he told him.   
 
    “Offer her this - it will let her know you are a friend.” 
 
    Varad did as he was told, but Brinan could see his hand shaking.  Luma tentatively sniffed his hand, it was the one Varad had used to grab Brinan by the hair so Brinan’s scent was on it.  With surprising gentleness, she took the egg from Varad without cracking it.   
 
    “Luma.”  Said Brinan as he tapped the wolf’s head.  He tapped his own chest, “Brinan.”   
 
    Then he tapped Varad’s chest and said his name.  Once again, he tapped Luma’s head and repeated her name.   
 
    “Loooma?  Looma?  Luma!”  Varad repeated the word until he had the name right.  He relaxed a little, which had the effect of relaxing Luma.  He had never been so close to a living wolf and his fear gave way to fascination and curiosity.  Brinan took his hand and placed it on the wolf’s head.   
 
    “Here, she likes to be scratched like this.”  Varad copied him tentatively.  It was rather nice to touch a warm, living animal.  Suddenly Luma sat down and scratched behind her ear, still holding the egg in her mouth.  Then she lay down, bit into the egg and licked up the contents, broken shell and all.  She seemed to have accepted Varad and waited for Brinan’s command. 
 
    “Come on,” He said to both of them.  Let’s get back to the others.” 
 
    “Varad, you came for us!”  Matina jumped up at the strange boy, instinctively he caught her and returned her bear hug.  His face was a mixture of pleasure and discomfort.  Brinan guessed he wasn’t used to such open displays of affection.  Ruban gave him a one armed hug too and Varad placed his hand on the boys head in acknowledgement.  Matina clung like a limpet to him and got sandwiched between him and Callom in another hug.  Then it was Serena’s turn.  She suddenly felt shy, even though she was as pleased as everyone else to see him.  She hugged Varad quickly, and then prised Matina off him.  
 
    “Come on you, we need to eat then break camp.” 
 
    “We’re not that far from the bay where we camped last year.  Less than half a days walk.”  Explained Brinan.  “We’ll set up a proper camp there and do some fishing.  Varad will be travelling with us.”  He added. 
 
    “For always?”  Asked Matina. 
 
    “I’m not sure.”  Replied Brinan honestly.  There was still too much of a language barrier to ask him outright.  He still wasn’t sure of Varad’s reasons for turning up but suspected it was partly something to do with Serena.  Whatever it was, he was happy and by the looks of the others, so were they.  Varad insisted on carrying Tomas along the beach but when the baby grizzled, a sign that he need to sleep, Serena took him off Varad and placed him in the travois.  Brinan hitched wolf up to it and once again Varad was astounded, and impressed, by the wolf’s tameness and willingness to help. 
 
      
 
    The next morning promised a hot day.  They had set up a good base camp in the bay, exactly where they had camped before.  It brought both a pang of sadness to the Clan and a beacon of hope.  Of all their campsites, this was the most likely one they would be found at.  Brinan announced it was a good time to fish.  After a breakfast of gulls eggs and seeded loaves that Varad had brought, they pulled out the coracles from their hiding place among the rocks, well away from tidal waters. 
 
    The tide was half way out so they had a long haul to get them to the waters edge but with Varad’s help, they were soon paddling in the water.  Varad and Brinan in one coracle, and Callom in the other with the net.  Luma yipped at them from the beach.  She was a little fearful of the sea, her double coat when wet, dragged her down into the water and she instinctively stayed in the shallows. 
 
    The boys paddled further out before casting their net into the water and trawling it between the two boats.  While they fished, Serena swam out and dived for scallops.  She was a better swimmer than anyone; strangely, she preferred to swim than be in the boat.  The scallops made an excellent feast and their shells were useful for many things.  Matina and Ruban combed the beach around the campsite for smaller seashells for jewellery.   
 
      
 
    Out on the ocean, someone else was not feeling so happy.  Varad gripped the edges of the Coracle.  His stomach knotted with fear.  He had been willing enough to come out in the boat but the swell of the sea was new to him and un-nerving.  Brinan grinned, he remembered the fear he felt his first time too.  The power of the sea was overwhelming and he had felt small and vulnerable in the swells.  After a short time, they brought the two coracles together. 
 
    “I wonder how our sail boat would handle in this.”  Callom shouted over to Brinan.  “If the winds were in the right direction we could travel so much further down the coast.”   
 
    “We’ll come back another summer and try,” Brinan promised.  The idea of travelling to new lands appealed to him.  Neither boy mentioned Felmas, or any of the adults.  Sometimes they dreamed and hoped of a reunion but at other times, they imagined and planned new adventures.  Torn between the need for security and their innate desire for adventure, they settled instead to live each day as it came and make the most of things.   They paddled back for shore, dragging the net along.  Judging by the resistance, they had made a decent catch.   
 
    “Let’s pull the net in,” Suggested Callom.  “It will make getting back to shore easier.  Varad realized what they were doing and reached across to help.  He grabbed a handful of netting and stood up for better leverage to pull the load in.  But he misjudged the size of the catch and under-estimated his own strength.  He hauled in with so much force that as the fish were landed he toppled back over the boat. 
 
    At first Brinan and Callom just laughed, they were close enough to shore for Varad to simply swim but after a few moments, they realised he couldn’t.  Worse, he was panicking, flailing, and going under. 
 
    “Stay with my boat Callom,” Brinan dived in.  He surfaced near the boat and looked around frantically.  Varad had gone under again.  
 
    “Over there, to your left.”  Shouted Callom, who had a better view over the swell, he could see Varad’s head bobbing up near the boat.  Brinan swam in the direction and found Varad; he hooked an arm under the boy and swam one handed, grateful that the buoyancy of the water made him lighter to pull. 
 
    He swam towards the shore - as it was now closer than the boat.  Serena waded in and helped pull Varad out.  In a fit of coughing and spluttering, Varad collapsed onto the beach.  He took a big lungful of air and looked up at his rescuers.  “Varad not good swim.  Varad better hunter!”  He said with a grin.  Serena knelt down beside him and hugged him, reluctant to let go.  Varad patted her back at first and then return the hug.  Wolf ran up to them and licked both Serena and Brinan, then, to everyone’s surprise, she licked Varad. 
 
    “See,” announced Brinan happily.  “Luma knows you’re one of us now.”  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17 A New Weapon 
 
      
 
    The Clan stayed on the beach for several days living off the bounty provided by the sea.  Reluctantly Brinan started making plans for the last part of their journey to the Horse Clan.  For some reason the thought of arriving there made him nervous.  He fretted that they didn’t have enough to trade and while they could easily live off the land, he wanted to bring a surplus to the Gathering as contribution.  He did not want their arrival to be seen as a burden. 
 
    They had entered another vast woodland, although this one consisted mainly of deciduous trees with very few pines.  The boys were less familiar with the game in these woods.  That evening they had resorted to eating badger and hare from the snares.  Brinan knew that they really needed to hunt a larger predator but was racking his brains to think of a way.  It was Varad who broached the problem. 
 
    “Brinan’s Clan need big animal.  Then not need hunt every day.  Varad can hunt big animal.”  Thanks to Serena’s tutoring, Varad’s understanding of their language was improving rapidly aided by their instinctive use of body language and gestures to accentuate their words.   
 
    “Yes, we could really use your help Varad but what should we try for?  Deer?  Boar?”  He put his arms to his ears and spread his hands in imitation of a deer, then put his index fingers to the sides of his mouth and grunted in imitation of a pig.  Varad nodded in understanding, mixing language with physical imitation in response. 
 
    “In forest, plenty of boar.  Varad see tracks.  We hunt boar.” 
 
    Brinan groaned inwardly, remembering the last time he hunted boar.  He did not want to look like a failure in front of Varad. 
 
    “How shall we do it?  It’s impossible to hunt with spears and spear throwers in the forest; you need open ground to get a straight aim and the necessary power.” 
 
    “We could dig a pit trap?”  Suggested Callom.  He pretended to dig, then speared an imaginary prey, trying to explain to Varad. 
 
    “No, not need pit trap.  Varad kill.  Not need spears.”   
 
    “Are you joking with us?”  Brinan asked in disbelief.  Varad did not understand the word joke but Brinan’s disbelief was evident in his facial expressions.   
 
    “Varad make new weapon - make one for Brinan and for Callom - then we hunt boar together.”   
 
    Then he made a motion with his arms which perplexed the two boys even more. 
 
      
 
    Brinan woke next morning to the sounds of chopping wood.  Varad had been up since before dawn to make the weapons and Brinan felt a little guilty that he hadn’t woken early too.  He found Serena and Matina working as well.  Varad had asked them to pound and shred apart deer tendons and plait them together.  He had measured out the length that he wanted then had left them to make more.  Ruban was busy making small flint spearheads.   
 
    Brinan didn’t bother with breakfast; he just took a mouthful of tea then followed the noise of chopping wood to find Varad and Callom chopping at the branches of a yew tree.  It was one of the hardest trees to chop but Varad made light work of it.  They had four good branches and Varad insisted on cutting two smaller ones for Ruban and Matina. 
 
    “In my Clan, small children hunt too!  Then he set about cutting hazel branches which were slender and flexible and therefore far easier to cut than the tough old yew.  He made three gestures of opening out his hands and counting out his fingers and thumb.   
 
    “You mean thirty?  Asked Callom.  “So you need thirty hazel sticks.  They’re going to be very small spears.  What are we hunting, sparrows?” 
 
    The joke went over Varad’s head - or if he got it, he didn’t think it funny.  They returned to camp; ate a little smoked fish and boiled seaweed.  They were all getting sick of fish now and Serena wanted to save as much for trade as possible. 
 
    Just like making a spear, Varad had to shave the yew and straighten out one end, which he did by soaking it in hot water.  He cut a groove in each end of the shafts, then bound strips of leather around the centre and also fashioned a double loop for his fingers.  He demonstrated how to hold the loop but this just perplexed the others even more.  Then he took one of Serena’s plaited deer tendon strings and tied it one to one end of the shaft around the groove.  Then he stood up; placed that end on the ground and forced the yew shaft to bend; and tied the other end of the string to the other end.   
 
    Both Callom and Brinan were fascinated but still clueless about how the weapon would work. 
 
    Varad then set to work on the hazel branches.  He selected several of the straightest ones and matched them with the flint blades that Ruban had made.  He made one and seeing that the method was the same as for spears; Brinan, Callom and Ruban set about making them too.  Serena had melted some sap to use as glue for the blades and they were reinforced with strips of tendons.  Feathers that had been saved from their hunting foray at the delta were then split and used as flight feathers.  Brinan held up the miniature spear, it might kill a hedgehog, or a weasel.  He pretended to throw it. 
 
    “No, not throw.”  Varad was serious.  “Give to me.  This not spear; this – arrow, go into this - bow.”  He explained placing the arrow in the groove.  He stood up, aimed skyward and pulled back on the string then released it.  The arrow shot so high into the sky that it disappeared from view. 
 
    “For the love of Magda!”  Swore Brinan and Callom in unison.  They were astounded by the power of the weapon and, like the implications of their idea of using sail for a boat; realised that this was a life changing invention.   
 
    “Now Brinan take bow!”  Varad offered him the bow. 
 
    “Let’s make a target first.  I don’t want to lose all the arrows we’ve just made.”  Said Brinan.  So much for ‘trolls’ being stupid and backward, he thought suddenly.  They had far more efficient hunting weapons than his so-called advanced tribe.   
 
    They stuffed Ruban’s old winter parka with dried bracken (it had been badly torn when he fell in the gorge so it wasn’t wasted) and propped it up against two saplings at the edge of a clearing.  Serena drew the image of a boar on the hide. 
 
    Brinan felt clumsy holding the bow.  Even with his fingers in the loops, he struggled to keep the arrow in place and pull back the string.  It needed a lot of brute strength.  His arm ached from the effort but after a several goes, he hit the target and was impressed by how deeply the spear was embedded in the heavy bison hide.  
 
    “Boars eye!” He yelled in triumph. 
 
     Then it was Callom’s turn.  Immediately, Callom appreciated the extra range and power that the weapon gave him.  The spear throwers they used did a similar job but were not so good in thickly covered woodland.  Varad demonstrated their stealth by hiding in the trees then firing from the cover of bushes.  The arrow whistled passed the others and found its mark without them being able to see where it came from.  Now that they knew what they were getting, they threw themselves into the making of their own bows and arrows.    
 
    The following day, they all practised, apart from Ruban who could not use his bow while his arm was still in a sling.  But he was happy to act as retriever for the arrows.  Even Matina was successful, as was Serena.  Both girls could use this weapon even more efficiently than spears and proved themselves more accurate.  They made a competition of it until the parka fell apart!  Both Ruban and Matina slept with their bows in their furs that night to the amusement of the others.  Tomas, as usual was cuddled up to Serena.  She had stopped thinking of the baby as a burden and each day felt more bonded with him, almost like a mother. 
 
    On the third day, Brinan announced it was time to hunt.  Serena agreed to stay at camp with the little ones but she felt a lot safer with her new weapon and almost willed a predator to attack.  Ruban set himself the task of making more arrow heads and shafts.  He was not letting his cast get in the way of that.  Matina played with Tomas, but when he slept she got out her little bow and arrows and practised again.  The day held excitement and promise for all of them.   
 
    The hunting party trekked silently through the forest.  Brinan felt a quiet confidence that he had not the last time he hunted boar.  He still shook with adrenaline coursing through his veins, but not fear this time; just readiness and excitement.  It wasn’t long before Luma picked up the trail of a family of wild boar.  The trail was fresh; and the boys instinctively slowed their movements and carefully picked their way through the undergrowth.  Varad was in front and raised a hand to halt the other two.  They froze as he did and all three listened.  Luma froze too; she was careful to take her cue from her pack and stealth, for a wolf, was instinctive.  With a slow drop of his palm, Brinan motioned her to lie down and stay.  The forest grew silent as if all the creatures knew they were listening and held their breath.   
 
    They waited and listened.  Then they heard it, a rustle of bracken, the snuffling of pigs.  Varad looked back at the other two, pointed to his own eyes then pointed in the direction he could hear the pigs coming.  He dropped gracefully to one knee trying to signal his presence as little as possible.  Brinan and Callom flanked him keeping low and stepping cautiously.  Luma crawled forward on her belly but Brinan commanded her silently to stay with his hand.  She dropped her jaw to her paws and watched him.  Once all the hunters were in place they watched the big male boar come in to view, followed by his clan of females and young ones.  Normally they would have had to wait longer for the animals to get closer but Varad was already placing and arrow in his bow and signalling for Brinan and Callom to do the same.  He made another signal that they didn’t understand then turned and set his sights – and aimed his arrow at the large male.  Brinan set his sights on a young female, Callom on another young male that had almost reached adult hood.   
 
    At a barely perceptible nod from Varad, they cast their arrows in poetic unison.  All hit their marks.  At first, the boars left did not realise they were being hunted.  It was Luma, who blew their cover; she had taken Varad standing up as a cue to move.  She bolted for one of the piglets that ran towards her unaware of her presence.  She soon dispatched the squealing animal by biting into the back of its neck and shaking it dead.  Although it didn’t matter now, Brinan told himself that he would need to train her to stay until she was told to move.   
 
    Dazed by the speed and efficiency of their hunt, Brinan found himself standing in the midst of three dead boars, four if they counted Luma’s kill.  It had been so easy!  Callom howled first, raising his weapon in a power salute.  Varad copied him, then Brinan.  Their primal screams of victory set the forest birds flying out of the trees and earthbound creatures scuttling for cover. 
 
    “Long live the Wolf Clan!”  Callom raised a salute; it felt so right.   
 
    “The Wolf Clan!”  Acknowledge Varad. 
 
    “To the Wolf Clan!  Shouted Brinan, “and to Varad, our hunting brother!”  Both he and Callom saluted him.  Varad’s smile of response could have lit up the dark side of the moon. 
 
      
 
    Deep in concentration, Serena shaded in the colours of her picture.  Behind her, Ruban was gluing an arrow head into another hazel shaft.  His broken left arm gave him no trouble. He was sat cross legged with a stone in between to use as a platform.  Matina played with Tomas, rattling a necklace of animal vertebrae to amuse him.  Tomas rolled onto his belly with a gurgle of delight.  Despite not having mother’s milk he was growing fast on the foods that the children prepared for him.  Mashed grains with shredded meat and meat juices were best, along with the ground up starchy cattail roots that were easy to find near river banks.  
 
    A rustling in the trees snapped their attention.  Serena reached for her bow but then smiled. 
 
    “Hola!”  Brinan was in front carrying one end of a pole on each shoulder, to which not one - but two - dead boar were hanging.  Callom took the other end.  Varad followed on behind pulling a travois with the third one.   
 
    Serena was delighted and a little in awe.  “We’ll have a feast tonight!” 
 
    “Yes, it will be appropriate for the adoption ceremony.”  Brinan announced, placing his hand on Varad’s shoulder. 
 
    “Adoption ceremony?  For Varad?”  Serena asked hopefully. 
 
    Brinan nodded. 
 
    “I think that’s wonderful, Brinan.  But how, we don’t have a Shaman?” 
 
    “Yes we do Serena - we have you!”   
 
    “I’m not fully trained, you know that.” 
 
    “You don’t need be.  An adoption ceremony isn’t that hard to perform is it?  We’ve witnessed plenty at the Summer Gatherings over the years.”  Said Callom encouragingly. 
 
    Brinan was more serious.   
 
    “We’ve got to face facts Serena.  All of you, listen to me. We may never be reunited with the rest of our Clan.  Surely, they would have found us by now.  We stayed long enough near the cave and have left so many signs for them to pick up our trail.”  He could see the others hearts sinking and tears swelling but continued, resolute. 
 
    “I’m not saying we will never find them, or ever be found by them. I just think we should be prepared for when we arrive at the Summer Gathering.  I’ve thought about it a lot you see.” 
 
    “What’s to think about?”  Serena asked.  “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Listen, when we get there they will want to take us in, but we might have to agree to being adopted by other Clans, separated even.  I am not willing to give up my Wolf Clan status - even if all that remains is us six – seven, when we adopt Varad.  That’s why I want to adopt him.  We’ve been discussing it.  He’s proved his loyalty by giving us an amazing new weapon . . . and he really wants to stay with us Serena - to stay with you!” 
 
    Realization dawned on Serena and Callom and they nodded slowly in agreement.   
 
    “Of course you’re right,” Agreed Serena finally.  “We shouldn’t give up on finding the others.”  
 
    She swallowed down the tears that threatened.  “We’ll we’d better get this meat skinned and butchered for a feast tonight.  Most of it will need to be dried for travelling but I think those two youngsters roasted whole will be a special treat.” 
 
    “That settles it then.  Serena, you’re co-leader and Shaman.  Matina, you’re keeper of the hearth and medicine woman.  Ruban, you are flint knapper and guardian of Tomas.  Callom, you’re both wood master and boat master.  Varad, you’re chief hunter on land.  Callom is chief hunter on water.” 
 
    “What does that make you?”  Serena wanted to know. 
 
    “A lot happier;” quipped Brinan.  “I’m doing what a headman does best – delegating!  One final thing, with this new weapon – we are all hunters!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Serena didn’t have a wolf skin to wear as Shaman but the presence of Luma as a living embodiment of the Clan was, they all decided, even better.  Nor did she have a tattoo, so instead she mixed up a little of the woad powder she had left and painted bright blue symbols on her face and arms.  She did some in charcoal as well, the black contrasting dramatically with the blue.  The others were given painted tattoos too; as a mark of their status within the Clan and Serena spoke the formal words of the Tribe to announce their new status within the Wolf Clan.  
 
    It only remained for Varad to be adopted and marked as Clan.  He stood facing Serena, while the others stood behind him, waiting expectantly.  Serena closed her eyes and tried to recall the exact words for an adoption ceremony.  Varad waited patiently, understanding her need to get things right.  She opened her eyes and smiled at him.  He nodded in readiness. 
 
    “Varad of the . . . er . . . Woodland Clan . . . you have been invited to join with the Wolf Clan.  Do you accept this offer?”  I should have asked him what his Clan was called, and I should have said Tribe of Magdalene. Serena thought suddenly.  Oh well, this will have to do. 
 
    “Yes.”  Varad replied simply. 
 
    “Members of the Wolf Clan . . . of the Tribe of Magdalene . . . do you accept this hunter into your Clan?” 
 
    “We accept and welcome him.”  Replied the others in unison.   
 
    “Varad’s gift to the Clan is three-fold, by the saving of Ruban’s arm and possibly his life; by his willingness to share food and hunt with the Clan; and finally by his willingness to share a powerful new weapon with the Clan, he has greatly eased our troubles and proved himself a valued member of this Clan.  In the name of Magdalene, the Mother Goddess I hereby announce that Varad is now a member of the Wolf Clan; held within the protection and love of all the Clan.  People of the Wolf Clan you may come forward and acknowledge our newest family member.”  Serena concluded taking a deep breath at the end.  It was a lot to get out but she had done it.   
 
    It may not have been the full and proper ceremony but the meaning was equally important and that was what really mattered.  In their eyes, Varad was now a member of the Wolf Clan.  Brinan was the first to shake his hand and then laughed at the formality and hugged him.  He presented Varad with a canine wolf tooth from his own amulet.  Matina, as keeper of the hearth, gave him a fire making kit of tinder and a piece of iron pyrite which, when struck with flint would produce a spark.  It was a symbol of his right to make a hearth within the camp of the Wolf Clan.  Callom gave him a flint hand axe; Ruban presented him with a pouch full of arrowheads.   
 
    “Ruban good flint knapper.  Varad is happy.”  Varad said feeling the edge of the blade. 
 
    “You say, Ruban is a good flint knapper and I am happy.”  Serena corrected him, she knew he appreciated it.  
 
    “Yes, Ruban is a good flint knapper,” Varad repeated back to her, “and I am happy.  I am happy to know you all - as my Clan.”  Serena was the last to acknowledge him with a gift and handed him a small colourfully decorated pouch.  “It is for your personal talismans like the Wolf tooth Brinan has given you.  You should also keep your birthstone in it.  I don’t know what your birthstone is; but I’m sure the shamans of the tribe will tell you and give you one when we get to the Horse Clan.” 
 
    She took out her own birthstone and showed it to Varad.   
 
    “This is my one, Amber, it is for creative thought and serenity – it is the stone of the artist.” 
 
    “My one is jade – it’s for healing and compussion!”  Matina piped up. 
 
    “Compassion,” Serena corrected her with a slow pronunciation of the word.” 
 
    “Com-paaa-ssion!”  Matina mimicked cheekily. 
 
    “I wonder what yours will be Varad.”  Brinan said, hoping that the tribal Shamans would honour their adoption of him.  Yossef, the old disagreeable Shaman of the Horse Clan came to mind, and Brinan couldn’t shake a feeling of foreboding that trouble was ahead.  He quietly resolved that if Varad was not accepted then they, in support, would not stay at the Gathering.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    18 Cave Lion 
 
      
 
    Setting out on the last leg of their journey, the Wolf Clan were in high spirits.  Well fed and growing in confidence in their ability to take care of themselves; Brinan especially was feeling as a head man should.  Two more days of travelling and they were out of the woodland and back in high country as they travelled further inland.  It was high summer and all were feeling the heat.  Finding water was not so easy as streams dried up along their route.  Brinan resolved to take on extra water for storage at the next usuable source – but it was a long time in coming.   
 
    The high grasses of the steppes were at times difficult to travel through and more than once, they wandered off course and had to take an unfamiliar route to get back on track.  At one point, they had to skirt round a small pride of cave lions feasting on the carcass of an onagor, an animal that was related to horses but with a longer, mule-like face.  If it had been a pack of wolves, they would have used fire and drums to chase them off to get some of the meat but cave lions were massive and this pride consisted of young cubs which made them even more aggressive and protective of their kill.   
 
    Vultures soared overhead.  Round the perimeter of the kill site, spotted cave hyenas and wild dogs - paced expectantly, waiting for an opportunity, Brinan gave them a wide berth too.  The mountains to the south and east provided a distance landmark that kept their direction of travel more or less accurate.   
 
    Where the grass was shorter and dried golden in the summer heat, they walked in single file.  Brinan worried that being forced to climb higher reduced his chance of finding water.  He though bitterly of the large body of water that had forced it’s way into their lives so destructively; what he wouldn’t give for a cupful of that water now! 
 
    “I’m tired Brinan, I want to rest!”  Whined Matina, in that voice that usually got her what she wanted. 
 
    “Me too and I’m thirsty.”  Ruban added. 
 
    “We’re all tired and we’re all thirsty but we can’t stop here.  It’s not much farther, I promise.”  Brinan said firmly. 
 
    “You said that ages ago, and ages ago before that.”  Matina whined again. 
 
    “Shut up Matina and keep walking.”  Serena snapped.   
 
    “Carry me!”  She whined, looking first at Callom then at Varad. 
 
    “Stop it Matina, you’re too big to be carried.”  Shouted Brinan, putting an end to her whinging. 
 
    Matina’s bottom lip quivered then pouted.  She dragged her feet; slowing down more and more in an attempt to get the others to stop and wait for her.  Ruban copied her.  Brinan looked back once then pointedly kept walking.  “Keep moving!”  He commanded; he wanted to be out of this countryside and by a cool running river before sunset.   
 
    Brinan knew roughly where they were and if they made good time he knew it would be possible.  He didn’t like them camping out on the open steppes.  The steep banks of a river would give them something solid at their backs for protection from predators.  He thought about what they needed to do when they got there and then worried again if they had brought enough provisions and trade goods to make a good impression.  As his train of thought drifted, the two youngsters trailed even farther behind.  Fatigue and thirst was slowing their thinking as well as their feet. 
 
    It was Matina who spotted the outcrop of rocks and the promise of shelter from the sun; there might be a pool with some water from an underground spring, just like at their old home cave.  She veered towards the outcrop followed by Ruban.  With heads lowered in the blazing heat, the older ones did not notice them leave the trail until it was too late.   
 
    Matina wandered among the high rock walls glad to be out of the sun, it was easier to breathe here.  If there was a cave there might be water.  Boldly, she wandered in further, followed by Ruban.  They got separated and when Ruban shouted for her.  Matina giggled and called back, she ran through the maze of rocks that opened out into a blind canyon.  “Come and find me!”  She sang out playfully. 
 
    Her merriment was cut short by the snarl of a cave lion.  Matina froze in terror as the great beast; twice as large as its modern counterpart jumped down from a rock ledge and padded towards her – what easy prey, its body language said.  It had already eaten and had been dozing near its kill when the two youngsters had wandered in.  It was in the mood for some play; like a cat with a mouse it batted the small girl to the ground.  Matina had either passed out or was – instinctively - playing dead.  Ruban wandered into the blind canyon, spotted the lion standing over Matina and screamed loudly.  The lion snapped up his head, alert and cautious and looked at the boy.  He sniffed at the body of the girl then sauntered towards the boy.   
 
    Ruban found his knees shaking uncontrollably and a wetness down his leg; he started to cry as the lion walked over to him.  He wanted to run but couldn’t, time seemed to slow down and some deep instinct told him that if he ran the lion would too.  Instead, he fainted. 
 
    “Hey!  Hey!”  Brinan yelled as he jumped down from a high rock onto the ledge where the lion had been eating its kill.  The lion turned quickly as Brinan, fumbled to put a arrow in his bow.  The lion turned and charged with frightening speed.  In a heartbeat Brinan realized he would be too late to fire off an arrow.  He backed up to the ledge, saw an opening and dashed in.  The lion leapt up and followed determined to kill this insolent intruder.   
 
    Callom and Varad entered the canyon from the same direction Matina and Ruban had; just in time to see Brinan disappear into the hillside and the cave lion follow.  They grabbed the two youngsters, slung them over their shoulders and ran - without looking back – to the open steppes. 
 
    “Where’s Brinan?”  Serena asked when they reached her.  They shook their heads grimly, gasping for breath. 
 
    “We don’t know, one moment he was on a ledge shouting at the lion; then he disappeared, the lion went after him.  It gave us the chance to grab these two and run for it.”  Callom tried to explain.  “We didn’t hear anything, no scream so he may have escaped, we don’t know, we only just got away and we need to get well away from this place - now!” 
 
    Serena was dumbstruck.  Both Matina and Ruban were crying in shock as they were placed on the ground.   
 
    “Shut up!  Just shut up!”  Serena yelled.  “It’s your fault this has happened so you are NOT allowed to cry!”  It had no effect on the youngsters, it just made them cry harder.  Serena sighed feeling the fight go out of her.   
 
    “I’m sorry Matty, let me look at you.”  Matina’s tunic was ripped across her shoulder and deep scratch marks had scraped her flesh – the wound was already stinging.  It was an odd feeling, but all Serena could think now was how to treat Matina’s wound.  Her mind would not let her think about Brinan, if he was not seen to die then he had not died.  She was not the only one who thought along this line, all of them wanted desperately to believe this. 
 
    “What now?”  She said looking at Callom and Varad. 
 
    “We still head for the river.” 
 
    “What about Brinan?  Shouldn’t we wait?”  She said finally. 
 
    “Brinan will head there too; these are the same hills around the Horse Clan, only higher up and further West.  Once we get to that river, it leads us through the valley of the Horse Clan.  Just a few more days and we’ll be at the Gathering, I’m sure of it.”  He replied, feeling sick with worry for Brinan but trying not to show it.  He noticed Brinan’s backpack on the ground beside Luma where he had dropped it in order to run faster, and added with finality;    
 
    “It’s what Brinan would want us to do.”   
 
    Luma started to whine.  With a sleeping Tomas in the travois attached to her harness, she had been powerless to pursue Brinan.  Serena had kept a firm grip on her.  Luma sat down and let out a desolate howl for her absent pack leader.  It came as a shock when she was answered by another howl, then another, signalling that there was a pack of wolves to the north of them.  It served as a warning and without further argument they made their way hurriedly across the high plateau, thirst was forgotten when predators threatened.  They needed to get out of this strange territory. 
 
      
 
    Brinan’s world went from light to darkness in the blink of an eye as he dived into the narrow crevice in the rocks.  He had hoped at best that the lion wouldn’t follow but when his light was blocked by the great beast and he felt a claw rake at his trousers he backed in further and further.  He felt satisfied that he had succeeded in drawing the lion off Ruban and Matina but now worried that he would not escape.  The lion crouched low trying to squeeze through then stood on its’ hind legs to see if it could jump over the narrow walls.   
 
    Brinan realized grimly that he was now unarmed.  He didn’t remember dropping his bow.  He didn’t wait to see if the lion would succeed but instead turned and ran blindly.  For a brief moment, the lion’s movement had allowed light to filter through.  Brinan saw that he was in a passage way and kept running, finally more light from above guided him.  A snarl of frustration that seemed close behind him drove him to run even faster.  His heart raced and he kept on running.  Suddenly he was running in thin air and dropping like a stone.  He yelled in confusion and fear.  Then all was dark and he landed with a splash into a deep, wet darkness.   
 
      
 
    Callom led the others away from the canyon; they came to the southern end of the plateaux and made their way down a gradual hillside of dried scrub and loose rocks.  It was precarious going.  Serena untied Luma from the travois but kept a hold of her lead.  She lifted Tomas out of the travois.  Varad dismantled it so it became two poles and a backpack again.  He put the backpack on his own back.  Serena put Tomas into it then picked up one of the poles.  Callom picked up the other and they carried on, using the poles as walking sticks to aid their descent.   
 
    Eventually they reached a dry streambed and followed it downhill where it opened out into wide grasslands.  Towards the west, and far below, they could see the waters of a large, wide river flowing like molten lava in the fiery glow of sunset.  Closer too, they saw the beginnings of a stream that had water.  Luma pulled at her lead, sniffing intently then let out a low growl of warning.  Serena stiffened.  Near the water was a pack of wolves and they were looking right back at them.  Luma shivered with fear and fascination. 
 
      
 
    Brinan’s head broke water and he gasped for breath.  It was black and cold in the bowels of the hill.  The need for survival heightened his instincts.  He looked around, letting his eyes adjust to the lack of light.  He could feel himself being pulled along in an underground current.  He wasn’t sure whether to be more frightened by this or gladdened.  With high rock either side of him, he realised there was nothing he could do but let the current take him.  Moving water had to come out somewhere right?  He sent a silent prayer to Magda to spare his life.  At least I’m not thirsty anymore, he muttered to himself. 
 
      
 
    Above ground, the rest of the Wolf Clan were still facing down their living embodiments. 
 
    “Light the torches.”  Callom said quietly.  Ruban, get out your drum.  Once the torches were lit, they all started to shout and yell, walking forward as one unit.  Ruban, with the skull drum held in the crook of his arm with the cast, banged the end of his bow as hard as he could.  All they needed to do now was keep going towards the wolves with purpose.  The ruse worked.  The wolves, all seven of them, were un-nerved by this strange noisy pack.  They had already drunk their fill and with tails between their legs jogged away, disappearing into the dried long grass.   
 
    The children ran to the edge of the stream, it led nowhere, rather it was just an underground spring bubbling up between a few large boulders then disappearing back into the earth.  Well at least they could drink now.  Feeling revived, Serena splashed her face and then Tomas’s.  Matina put down the torch she was carrying and did the same. 
 
    “We’ll walk a bit further, I’m sure this stream resurfaces further down, we’ll camp there for the night.  If it’s where I think it will be we will have a nice rock wall at our backs tonight.”  Explained Callom.   
 
    Varad handed round the last of his travel cakes, a piece to each of them.  It didn’t look much, but the nutrient rich cakes would keep them going until they made camp.  They moved on and walked with more energy.  No-one noticed that Matina’s torch had been left by the spring.  It smouldered in the dried grass which caught, and blown by a gentle wind crept slowly across the land east of the direction they had come from and, at first, away from the unsuspecting children. 
 
      
 
    Brinan’s journey in the underground river ended abruptly when the walls closed in and the water dropped between two narrow ledges.  He realised miserably that he didn’t have a hope in Magda’s underworld of getting through it.  Then, remembering where he was, he laughed aloud at the irony.  He was in Magda’s underworld!  He felt around the walls for some way out, grabbing for hand holds and fighting against the current until he found a shelf of rock.  He pulled himself out of the water, a little chilled, but strangely energized – a primal survival tactic of his brain.  He stood up and jumped up and down to warm himself.  It wasn’t that long ago that he had been desperate for water and shelter from the sun, now he was desperate for light and heat to dry off.    
 
    He realised that there was a faint light coming in from high above casting shadows on the walls of the underground river, but as the sun set fully, he was plunged into darkness.  With no torch to light, he contemplated his next move.  He had seen enough of the ledge to know that it followed back the way he had come in the water.  On impulse, he decided to try to feel his way back.  He got some way but when a slip of his foot nearly put him back in the water, common sense got the better of him and he decided to stay put and rest, for now at least.  He hoped that when dawn came light would come from somewhere to guide him out.  He sat down on the ledge and waited.  It was going to be a long night.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s camp here.”  Callom suggested.  They hadn’t reached the place he had hoped for but the underground stream had resurfaced and the banks to the side gave them some security.  No-one argued with him and they all set about putting up ground tents and making a fire.  Supper was eaten in deferential silence, as if the absence of Brinan was screaming at them all.  Matina was the first one to fall asleep and Ruban soon followed.  Their ordeal with the cave lion had just been the start of a long and exhausting day for them. 
 
    “Things will look better in the morning.”  Serena said sleepily to no-one in particular.  She didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one, the others were either asleep or too tired to carry on a conversation.  She looked across at Varad, Tomas was nestled in the crook of his arm and fast asleep, his tiny hand still clutching his favourite rattle.  Serena smiled gratefully and Varad smiled sleepily back.  She couldn’t stop her eyes closing and was soon fast asleep like the others.   
 
      
 
    “Brinan!  Brinan!”  Deema’s voice called out with it’s usual edge of impatience.  Brinan tried to ignore her.  He was nestled under his bed furs in the cave and wanted to sleep a little longer.  He would only have to do chores anyway and he felt like being lazy today.  He felt Luma licking his hand. 
 
    “Brinan!” Now Deema loomed over him, angry and insistent.  “Get up now!” 
 
      
 
    Startled, Brinan opened his eyes, expecting to see his mother but in a heartbeat, he realized that he had been dreaming and remembered where he was.  What loomed over him was a tall stalagmite.  His hand was in a pool of water dripping off the stalagmite.  He sat up abruptly, at least now he could see, it must be morning.   
 
    Ignoring the hunger in his stomach, he stood up and took his bearings from the current of the water below him.  He was glad he had gone no further.  The shelf ran out and he would certainly have fallen into the water again.  Miserably, he realised that the only way he would get back in that direction was to go through the water and he didn’t relish that idea.  He decided to go back the way he had come.  As he retraced his footsteps along the ledge, he scanned the rocks above him.  He reached the whirlpool where the water disappeared down in between the rocks.  The fact that he could see a lot better now didn’t help him at all.  He swallowed down a primal fear that he was trapped.   
 
    High above, he heard a flutter of wings, an occasional squeak.  Bats!  If they can get in, he thought suddenly; I can get out!   
 
    He looked up and could faintly make out the winged creatures coming in to roost, silhouetted against a small circle of grey light.  Early dawn, he realised.  He wondered how far above him the light was.  On impulse, he shouted and his voice echoed eerily in the cave.  The bats took wing and flew up, and up and out into the light.  It was as Brinan feared; another near vertical hole, like the one he had fallen down.  He cursed aloud, knowing this was his only way out.  Looking for hand holds he visualized a way to climb up.  Where the hole was narrow enough he could press his back against the rock and walk up the way he had done for fun in the sacred cave with Callom.  This was going to be a lot harder he thought grimly as he started to climb. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Serena woke up feeling the warm glow of a fire and smelling smoke.  She was pleased that someone must already be up and boiling water for Tomas’s gruel and their morning tea.  She coughed, thinking that it was rather a smoky fire and the person responsible shouldn’t have built it up so quickly.  She coughed again, and this brought her to full awareness.  She looked across at the camp fire.  It wasn’t even lit, then why was there so much smoke.  She should wake the others. 
 
    “Varad, Callom!”  She kicked them both to wake them.  They sat up and then coughed. 
 
    “Where’s this smoke coming from, the fire is not lit!”  Serena told them.  The boys stood up, equally perplexed.  Varad climbed up onto the bank and disappeared in a blanket of smoke.  He dropped down quickly, coughing.   
 
    “Fire – on the plateau.  We leave!  Now!”  
 
    “The fire hasn’t reached us yet, but we must get away from this smoke.”  Callom shouted, he had remembered a story told long ago, by his mother; of a travelling Clan getting caught in such a fire.  The smoke could kill them even before the flames got them he knew.  Ruban and Matina woke in the midst of the commotion and smoke.  They didn’t need telling twice to get up.   
 
    In their rush, they left the tents and ground covers but picked up their backpacks, Tomas and the travois.  Serena realized bleakly that Luma had gone; but now was not the time to worry about the wolf - she could take care of herself.  Varad pulled off his tunic and put on the backpack to carry Tomas.  Once Serena had the baby securely in, Varad threw his tunic over Tomas and his own head.  The others did the same. 
 
    “Follow the stream bed and keep your heads low.”  Serena said, leading the way.  “We need to get to that river before the fire reaches us.”  Then they ran for their lives without looking back.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19 The River 
 
      
 
    Brinan climbed steadily; pacing himself - he had reached the halfway point and he was close to the part where the hole narrowed and the rock was sheer and smooth.  He was startled by the sudden return of the bats which dropped into the hole almost as one and flew down past him into the bowels of the cave; sanctuary for them - but a death trap for him.   
 
    Brinan pinned himself against the rock face, squeezed his eyes shut and clung on for dear life as the bats swooped past him. Their urgent passing seemed to go on forever; he gripped tightly and tried not to breathe in the stench of bat droppings.  His fear and discomfort triggered a flashback; he remembered feeling the exact same emotions when he was back on the cliff face by the sea with the gulls swooping around him and the wind trying to pull him way from the rocks.  I really hate climbing rocks!  He told himself vehemently. 
 
    Eventually, the bats were no longer flying in.  He opened his eyes and looked up tentatively.  It was dark again; which was strange, but he still climbed, feeling his way up.  Then he reached the steep sides of smooth rock and changed tactics.  Transitioning from facing the rock to placing his back on the rock to brace his feet was tricky but a couple of good handholds and the narrowness of the hole helped.  He didn’t dare look down; he knew grimly what the consequences of a fall would be.  At first, climbing this way seemed easier but as he got higher and higher, he felt his back burning with the effort of maintaining counter pressure.  His thighs began to ache too.  Stoically, he kept going, maintaining a rhythm of transferring his weight to his hands and shoulders with counter-pressure so he could move up his back and feet.  Then he applied more pressure with his back and locked out his legs to allow himself to move his hands up again.   
 
      
 
    Hands and shoulders; back and feet; hands and shoulders - don’t look down – back and feet . . . 
 
      
 
    He climbed higher, maintaining a rhythm and ignoring his pain and fatigue, he let his subconscious keep on with the task of climbing and allowed his mind to wander ahead to the top of the hole and the promise of safety and firm ground.  He was only a few feet from the top when the smell of smoke stung his nostrils and brought his wandering mind back to the present.  He looked up and saw smoke floating over the top of the hole. 
 
    For the love of Magda – is fate determined to kill me!  He thought angrily.  He stopped climbing and waited, listening.  He heard the distinctive crackling of grass burning. It got louder and louder; flames licked up the dried grasses and heather, passing over and around the hole, Brinan could feel the heat.  So this is what it’s like to be in an oven!  He held his breath - and waited.  The crackling grew fainter and fainter.  The smoke thinned.  Fuelled by anger and a fresh determination to live, he took a deep breathe and continued to climb. 
 
      
 
    “Keep running, we’re nearly there.”  Yelled Serena.  Up ahead, Varad was running with Tomas still under the hide.  The bank had dropped away to nothing, but the stream bed was now filled with water and getting wider and deeper.  They jumped onto the bank and were now running across a flat meadow between two hills.  The wind changed direction and the fire, like a demon, followed them down.  Serena had a firm grip on Ruban’s good hand.  Callom scooped up Matina in an attempt to catch up with Serena.  Matina looked back the way they had come; her eyes - burned red by the smoke - streamed with tears.  She let out a scream of terror.  From out of the smoke, a large cave lion loomed like a wraith, running at full speed towards them.  Matina buried her head in Callom’s neck and visualized her mother reaching out to embrace her to block out the deadly sight of the charging lion.  She remembered the smell of the big cat’s breathe when it had knocked her down yesterday and she felt like her heart would burst with terror. 
 
      
 
    Brinan reached the top of the hole and, spreading his arms behind him on the burnt ground, he grabbed the burned stalks of heather; gave one final push off with his feet and rolled backwards onto firm ground.  Sweating and exhausted he still couldn’t rest.  The smouldering ground burnt his hands and his back.  He stood up quickly and surveyed the landscape.  It was like he had climbed out to a different world of blackened earth and flint sky.  Everything around him was dead - or dying.  He wondered for a moment if he was actually dead and this was his journey to the spirit world.  But if he were dead, surely he wouldn’t be feeling so much pain?  He found a boulder to climb on to get off the charred ground.  His climb out of the hole had worn out the soles of his boots as well as his tunic, no wonder he was in pain.  He couldn’t see in any direction and decided it would be best to just sit and wait for the smoke to pass, if it ever would!  He lay on his back, immediately winced in pain; rolled onto his side and closed his eyes.  I’ll just rest for a moment, he promised himself as exhaustion overwhelmed him.   
 
      
 
    Callom ignored Matina’s warning scream.  He couldn’t afford to look back and just kept running.  A blur of tawny fur flashed close by him, the lion was taller at the shoulder than he was and he realised too late why Matina had screamed.  The next moment the beast was past him and running towards Serena and Ruban.  He saw that the lion was as terrified by the fire as they were, its ears were flattened back to its head; and its long whip of a tail with its black tufted end was clamped between its legs.  It wasn’t hunting them; it was fleeing from the flames.  It veered off to the right and ran down towards the river giving the others in front a wide berth.  Callom felt a momentary relief flooding through his veins.  That was one less danger to worry about.  When they suddenly dropped out of sight, Callom realised that Varad and then Serena and Ruban had reached the river, and then he too was sliding down the wet, slippery banks and splashing into the waters edge.    
 
    They had reached the river at a wide valley and as it was so shallow in the summer drought, they all crossed over easily, reaching the sanctuary and shade of trees on the south side.  One by one, they collapsed under the wide trailing branches of a willow. 
 
    As relief flooded over them, it was Serena, without knowing why, started to laugh. Callom joined in.  Varad just let out a whoop of triumph.  They had survived!   
 
    “Let’s camp here for the rest of the day.”  Callom suggested quietly when their laughter had subsided.  He wanted to wait for Brinan and prayed that they would not have to wait in vain.  Serena nodded; she too was suddenly thinking of Brinan and wondering what had become of him. 
 
      
 
    Brinan had been sleeping for a while, although it only seemed moments.  The landscape around him was deathly quiet in the wake of the fire and gradually the smoke cleared.  The sky above, as if in recompense, was bright blue and the sun was still shining as fiercely as it had the previous day when all their troubles had begun.  Brinan lay still, with his eyes closed.  He felt the heat of the sun, he tried to swallow down the taste of smoke, but his dry mouth reminded him of his thirst.  A growling in his stomach reminded him of his hunger.  He decided that he was definitely still alive.  He really should open his eyes he told himself.  It was no good just lying here.  His stomach growled again, insisting.  Something was trying to lick his face with a dry, rough tongue.  This wasn’t a dream his subconscious warned him.  The dry tongue licked him again.  Get up now!  Brinan yelped and his eyes flew open.  He looked directly into a pair of shining amber eyes.  “Luma!” He sat up and hugged his faithful wolf, then cried with relief.   
 
    With the sun so high and the landscape void of recognisable landmarks, Brinan pondered where to go.  He could be anywhere, which meant that so could the others.  Luma gazed up at him and yipped to get his attention.  He smiled, of course - all he had to do was follow Luma’s trail; or better still ask her to find the others.  Once again he found himself grateful for the hide and seek game he had taught her. 
 
    “Luma, come - find Callom; find Serena!”  She loped ahead and Brinan followed.  He walked for almost the whole day.  His feet were blistered and sore and he wished he had a flint knife to cut the hide off an animal.  Instead, he took off his boots and tried to wrap what had been round his lower legs, around his feet.  It wasn’t ideal but more comfortable than being barefoot.  He turned his tunic around so that his grazed back would be protected from the glare of the sun.  Having Luma with him cheered him up considerably and a spark of hope ignited inside him.  His focus was now on finding others, he prayed they had escaped the fire. 
 
    He walked for a long time, passing the charred carcasses of herd animals - horses and aurochs mostly - that had not escaped the fire.  Already they were being scavenged on by vultures, eagles, and kites.  There were no four legged scavengers as they too had either succumbed to the fire, or fled.  Many animals had not been burnt; but instead had died from smoke inhalation that preceded the flames.  Brinan felt sadness for such gratuitous waste of life; but nature was resilient and the ashes of the fire would - he knew - fertilize the land and in a couple of seasons it would recover and be as rich and diverse as it had been.   
 
    It was the discovery of a snow leopard that made him think.  That is a valuable pelt for trade, if only I had my backpack, or at least a knife – what a waste.  As if the Earth Goddess, Magda, had been listening and wanted to make recompense; he arrived at the sheltered bank where the others had camped.  Here he found Luma’s travois, his own backpack, the trade goods travois and the ground tents.  A grin split across his face.  First, he knew now that the others had escaped and would be at the river and second; he had a means to collect some decent hides and transport them to camp.  He opened up his backpack, found a spare pair of boots and tunic.  He helped himself to some smoked fish and travel cakes, drank from the spring and splashed his face.  He went back for the snow leopard hide; it alone was too valuable to risk losing to scavengers.  Then he decided he would find the others and return for whatever else they could scavenge.  They would, he realised with satisfaction, profit from this set back and come out better off after all. 
 
      
 
    Serena, Ruban, and Matina were resting under the shade of the willow.  Tomas lay on his stomach on a fur; he was beginning to crawl and gurgled with delight.  Serena watched Varad and Callom setting fishing lines in the river.  A flash of white on the charred landscape across the river caught her eye.  She stood up abruptly and looked harder.  Yes, that was Luma and she was not alone.   
 
    Serena screamed at the top of her lungs.  “Brinan!”   
 
    Varad and Callom looked up at her then across the river; they too saw Luma and Brinan.  They abandoned their fishing line, waded across, and ran up to meet them.  Serena found herself crying with relief.  Ruban jumped up and waved with his good hand, “It’s Brinan, it’s Brinan!” 
 
    Matina hugged Serena, “Awe please don’t cry - everything’s going to be alright now.” 
 
    “I know Matty,” Serena reassured her.  “I’m just crying because I’m happy.”     
 
      
 
    Several days later, their camp by the river had the air of a busy, thriving community.  They had recovered all that they had abandoned as well as scavenged for hides, horns and meat – some of it already cooked much to their amusement.  The fur of predators was especially valued as they were rarely hunted.  Brinan had found and skinned the carcasses of a cave lioness and two half grown cubs.  Callom, Brinan and Varad were in the process of building a raft.  Brinan was sure that if they stayed on this river it would flow south and west and take them right past the Cave of the Horse Clan.  It needed to be a large and robust raft - they had a lot to carry as well as themselves.  Ruban was kept busy making and re-sharpening hand axes.  The girls collected lianas from the trees to secure the logs together.   
 
    By the afternoon of the eighth day since the fire, the raft was complete and loaded up.  Callom had thought of everything.  He had tied extra lianas between the logs for them to hold onto if the waters got rough which was a possibility as they got nearer the caves.  As boat master, he was in charge of this part of their journey with Varad and Brinan supplying the manpower.  Serena had overseen the preparation of trade goods; even recording a tally of what they had for trade on some birch bark.  She would be in charge of their trading when they reached the Horse Clan, she found herself enjoying this responsibility, especially the counting.   
 
    Tomas, Matina, Luma and Ruban were put onto the raft and strapped into benches.  Varad, Callom, Brinan and Serena pulled the raft into the water using the rolling logs technique that had worked so well for the boat on the lake.  That time had been full of doubt and anticipation.  This time they were brave and confident of their ability to face whatever came at them.  They had been through hell and survived.  This would be a breeze compared with what they had suffered.    
 
    Once the raft was fully in the water, they climbed onto it.  Taking their place at each corner, with four large oars they pushed through the water into the deeper central part of the river and let the current take them.  Their journey took them south west through more hills until it finally broadened out and flowed west; a panorama of open steppes grazed by vast herds of herbivores on either side was basked in the orange glow of a setting sun, offering a peaceful backdrop to their journey. 
 
    Brinan felt a strange calm come over him, like his soul was suddenly at peace.  A thought came into his head that made him smile.  Mother and Arguus would be proud of me, I’m sure.  He looked around at his Clan - and the others; Tamo, Felmas, Lodina – they would be proud of us all and Varad’s Clan too.  Whatever happens when we get to the Horse Clan, Brinan promised himself.  Whatever happens - we are staying together. 
 
    Their trip down the river wasn’t entirely a smooth ride but the robust raft got them through the narrow ravine where the water, concentrated into such a small space, was strong and choppy.  Coming out of the ravine, they floated towards the indigo blue of starry skies lit by the rising of the moon.  When Brinan spotted the rock formation where the Horse Clan drove off horse herds every summer; his stomach began to twist and knot.  He had to prepare himself to face the tribe with only a handful of the Wolf Clan left and wondered how they would be greeted.  They rounded a bend in the river and spotted the yellow glow of campfires on the shore as well as the beacons lit around the sacred caves.  Today had been the ceremonies day he realized with dismay, they were late.  Still, better late than never he decided. 
 
    “Pull over here!”  Ordered Callom, pointing to a flat stony beach.  Their arrival was drawing quite a crowd and by the time they had rowed over to the bank most of the tribe had come down to greet them.  A gang of men, drunk on wine, splashed jovially into the water and helped pull the raft ashore.  Brinan felt relieved but then something else; trepidation.  He wanted to stay in control; stay in command. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said to the men who had helped.   
 
    “Who are you?”  One asked. 
 
    “That is an impressive raft!” another exclaimed.  Brinan looked around for a familiar face but didn’t recognise anyone.   
 
    “I’m looking for the leaders of the Horse Clan, we are the Wolf Clan, or rather what is left of the Wolf Clan.”  He added sadly.  His announcement sent a buzz of speculation through the gathering crowd.  A small group pushed their way forward and Brinan smiled, recognizing the familiar faces of the leaders of the Horse Clan.  He stepped forward and greeted them, “Holla, Dagme, Parisse.  I am sorry to say that for now, we are all that remains of the Wolf Clan.  I hope we are welcome.” 
 
    Parisse didn’t answer, but instead hugged him fiercely; then she stepped forward to hug Serena as Dagme hugged Brinan. 
 
    “Of course you are welcome son.  Please, come to our hearth for a meal first then you can tell us what happened.”  The children left the raft with their possessions - no-one would touch it.  They walked up to the caves with Dagme and Parisse. 
 
    “Hey, who brought that damned animal here!”  Someone shouted.  “Get it away from our children.” 
 
    “She’s our wolf, and she is perfectly safe.”  Brinan said turning to look for the source of the voice.  He paled when he realised that the ‘animal’ they were referring to was Varad.   
 
    “Yeah, get that animal away from here, and tell him to take his wolf with him!”  Another person said then laughed at his own joke.  Serena saw a look on Varad’s face that she hoped she would never see again in her life.  It made her ashamed of her own tribe.  She was not the only one - Brinan could barely contain his anger.   
 
    The Wolf Clan closed rank around Varad, bodily protecting him from the glares and comments.  Parisse and Dagme exchanged a look but said nothing.  Brinan felt a cold fear knot in his stomach.  That fear increased when he saw who was carrying the Claich, it was Yossef; the bad tempered old Shaman of the Wolverine Clan.  In Tamo’s absence, he had been made head Shaman, and he relished the power. 
 
    He offered the Claich to Brinan, “On behalf of the Horse Clan, I welcome you Brinan of the Wolf Clan.”   
 
    Brinan took a sip and passed it back, being acknowledged as first of his Clan to be greeted brought up powerful mixed emotions that took him by surprise.  Serena was offered the Claich next, then Callom, Matina and Ruban.  The old Shaman looked at Varad then pointedly turned away from him and handed the Claich to his Acoytle, Kronan.   
 
    A murmur of agreement rose up from a faction of the crowd that had gathered.  Others however, objected and some people just looked uncomfortable, embarrassed by the gesture.  Brinan felt a cold rage wash over him.  He turned to Dagme and Parisse, their expressions were strangely neutral.  Almost imperceptibly, Dagme raised an eyebrow as if to say; you’re their leader, you deal with it. 
 
    Brinan was astounded.  After all that they had been through - all that they had survived! He knew for certain that if it had not been for Varad’s help and loyalty they would never have made it to the Gathering.  Brinan tried to control his rage. 
 
    “I think you are forgetting someone, Yossef.  Perhaps a formal introduction is needed?”  Brinan said with gritted teeth.  Dagme nodded and Parisse smiled encouragingly.  Brinan took heart and continued. 
 
    “People of the Tribe of Magdalene, I would like you all to greet and welcome the newest member of the Wolf Clan, Varad.  Were it not for the kindness of his kin, Ruban would be a cripple and we . . .” 
 
    “By whose authority have you adopted this man into your Clan?”  Yossef demanded, interrupting Brinan.  “A bunch of feral children finding a mixed breed animal . . .” 
 
    Brinan was dumbstruck by his rudeness; he opened his mouth to speak but . . .  
 
    “You arrogant, ignorant, vile old man!”  Roared Serena.  “Do you think you can use your age and status to treat people so badly?”  Brinan was shocked, then delighted; for a brief moment, he thought that their mother had appeared as Serena continued her rant facing down the old Shaman.   
 
    “You are an insult to your profession and you make me ashamed to be of the same tribe and an Acoytle.  How dare you stand there in pompous judgement of us?  You know nothing of what we have been through and why this boy - yes - boy - is now a member of our Clan.”   
 
    “Varad may still be a boy, but he is more of a man and more worthy of our respect that you will ever be.”  Brinan pointed out, then added; “If Varad is not welcome then we will leave.” 
 
    “How dare you . . .” Yossef roared with indignation and raised his arm to strike these insolent children.  With quiet strength, Varad grabbed it and pulled it down.  The old man seethed with rage.   
 
    “That is quite enough Yossef, please, show some manners.”  Parisse added coolly, as if scolding a child.  Several people sniggered. 
 
    “It’s alright Parisse, I can see he is not the only one who disapproves; we’ll set up camp by the river and be gone by morning.”  Brinan said, trying to be reasonable. 
 
    “Brinan, please wait.”  A voice called out; it was Rufus who spoke.  He had taken the Claich from Kronan and walked towards them. 
 
    “Varad of the Wolf Clan.  As a future leader of the Horse Clan – and a friend to Brinan and the Wolf Clan - I welcome you to our Gathering and to the Tribe of Magdalene.”  He handed Varad the Claich.  Varad took it, unsure.   
 
    “Please, drink.”  Rufus encouraged adding a gesture.  Varad took a drink and there were murmurs of approval and welcome among the crowd. 
 
    Rufus handed the Claich back to Kronan who was smiling, despite the anger of his Shaman.   
 
    “Welcome Brinan, and all of your Clan, it is good to see you at last.  Please join us for a meal?”  Rufus added.  Brinan couldn’t speak; he hugged his friend fiercely and fought back tears.  In that moment, he realized how much of a friend Rufus was to him and how hurt then stubborn he had been over their fight last summer.  He felt as if he was waking up from a nightmare, so many thoughts, crowding his mind and stirring up emotions he never knew he had. 
 
    “Thank you for this Rufus, I’m more grateful than you will ever know.” He whispered.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    20 Emosnar 
 
      
 
    Brinan woke to find himself in the cave of the Horse Clan and the events of the previous evening flashed through his mind.  Not surprisingly, he had slept late, it was late morning and he was not the only one still in his bed furs.  Serena lay nearby, hugging Matina who in turn, hugged Tomas.  It was, for all of them, the first time in many nights they had slept in absolute safety.  Brinan sat up and looked across the hearth.  Varad sat with a drinking cup in his hand.  His expression was unreadable and  
 
    Brinan realized grimly there was more to be dealt with today.  Three little girls about Matina’s age ran into the cave, one pointed at Varad and said, “See, there’s the troll.”  They all ran out screaming as Callom came in, followed by Luma and Ruban.   
 
    “I got my cast off!”  Announced Ruban, holding up his mended arm and flexing it.  The muscles were thin and the skin pale compared to his good arm but they could see he had full use of it again. 
 
    “Yes, finally you’re up!”  Callom said cheerfully.  “I’ve been down at the river.  There’s quite a crowd gathering waiting to see what we have for trade, I’ve even been made offers for the raft!” 
 
    “You’d better wake Serena then.”  Brinan said, crawling over to the fire to help himself to some tea. 
 
      
 
    He mulled over the events of last night as he drank. It had been emotionally draining to tell in detail what had happened, the worst part he realised was the not knowing.  Lodina, they still grieved for, but whenever he thought of the others he just felt numb.  He couldn’t grieve for them because he didn’t know if they were dead or alive.  It was almost too much to bear.  What made it worse was the treatment of Varad when they had arrived.   
 
    Parisse had insisted that they all sleep in the Cave of the Horse Clan and had banned anyone else from entering to give them peace.   Dagme told Brinan they would hold a meeting of Clan leaders and he would need to tell them the full story in the morning.  Brinan was not looking forward to it but knew that he had to push his point strongly that Varad had earned the right to be a valued member of the Clan.  Brinan found a couple of seed loaves and shared them with Serena and Matina, who were now awake.   
 
    “What are we going to do?”  Asked Serena. 
 
    “We will all attend the meeting, not just me.”  Brinan decided.  “That way we present a united front and just let anyone tell us that Varad is not welcome . . .” 
 
    Just then Dagme and Parisse returned,  
 
    “Good, you’re all here.  Has everyone eaten?”  Parisse asked kindly.  Brinan nodded and stood up. 
 
    “The meeting is to be held in the Shaman’s Cave, that way we’ll get privacy to talk without interruptions.  Follow me.”   Instructed Dagme. 
 
     Both Brinan and Serena felt their stomachs turn over with nerves.  As they walked out of the Cave and up the hillside to the Shaman’s Cave, Serena felt her legs shaking, she could barely walk.  Oh Magda,  I’m going to be sick.  She thought panicking; maybe they were going to punish her for the way she had spoken to Yossef – had she made things worse for them?   She felt numb inside as she resigned herself to her fate . . .  
 
    Brinan recognized her fears and squeezed her hands, he felt the same but his stubborn streak and growing self-belief was sending adrenalin coarsing through his body in preparation for what may become a verbal battle. 
 
      
 
    They were all distracted by the beautiful art in the Cave.  The walls were white quartz glittering with seams of iron pyrites and what would one day be copper but whose properties had yet to be discovered.  The cave paintings were massive, representing the physical size of the beasts that were drawn which made them more impressive.  The children were invited to sit, which they did, but their eyes looked up fixated by the images towering over them.  Most of the adults smiled indulgently and let them stare; they had all been in awe of the images on their first visits too. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we begin?”  Dagme said finally, snapping back everyone’s attention.  Brinan sat tall, took a deep breathe and nodded.  Serena looked like she was going to be sick. 
 
    “Before we do,” interrupted Parisse.  “I think we need to clear up the matter of last night’s disagreement – Yossef?”   
 
    Yossef got slowly to his feet, he did not look happy!  Instead, Brinan thought with amusement, he looked like a boy who had been thoroughly whipped; however, he was smart enough to hide his amusement. 
 
    “I would like to apologise for my outburst last night.  Serena my dear, you were quite right to chastise me.  Brinan, I am sorry for any insult that I may have caused you - all of you.”  He finished by looking at Varad.  Serena felt her sickness subside and a look of relief softened her features. 
 
    “Thank you Yossef.”  Brinan replied, he would offer no more, he was yet to be convinced that they would accept Varad. 
 
    “I have briefed you all on what Brinan has already told us yesterday evening.”  Parisse began,  “I do not want to put him through the ordeal of repeating his account of the floods and the loss of his people.  Instead, I would like us to discuss what should be done about the children of the Wolf Clan.”  The others nodded; several looked at the children with compassion, a few with thoughtful expressions. 
 
    “I would like to offer a place in our Cave for Brinan and all of his Clan; the baby Tomas is still young but has not been fed milk for several moons.  Dana, one of our nursing mothers has offered to adopt him . . .” Serena stifled a cry. 
 
    “He’s not up for adoption.”  Interrupted Brinan, taking a grip on his sister’s hand.  “None of us are.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long silence, some of the leaders and shamans exchanged meaningful looks but said nothing.  Instead, they turned to Parisse, waiting for her to continue. 
 
    “I’m sorry Brinan, it must be upsetting enough to have gone through all that you have, please don’t misunderstand our intent.  You have all done an amazing job of looking after Tomas, we can see that; but he is just a baby and you are all too young to be taking on that burden.  Serena, you should be out playing with the other children and enjoying what is little is left of your childhood.  Not keeping hearth and taking care of little ones.” 
 
    There was some merit to what Parisse had said, Brinan realised, perhaps the others did not feel the same way he did about keeping them together.  Maybe he should give them a choice. 
 
    “You’re right Parisse, Serena, what do you think?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Serena replied, tears came to her eyes, it was all so overwhelming.  “Giving up Tomas - and Matina - is like giving up hope of our Clan being reunited.  It’s the not knowing you see?”  
 
    “There there, my dear;” A kindly Shaman said reaching forward and taking Serena’s hand, she patted it gently.  Serena didn’t recognise the old woman but smiled gratefully at her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Serena said with a watery smile.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name?” 
 
    “It’s Yolante, I am the Shaman of the Chamois Clan; we live several moon cycles east of here in the mountains.  I am also the sister of this grumpy old man!”  She thumbed towards Yossef, who grunted but smiled.  “I understand you are an Acolyte, my dear, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Serena feeling better.  “Tamo, our Shaman, was tutoring me over the winter before the flood happened.” 
 
    “Then you will need to continue with your training, will you not?  It takes several years to fully train.”  Continued the woman gently.  Serena nodded.  “We’ll talk more later my dear.  Things are not as bad as they seem.”   
 
    “Thank you Yolante.”  Parisse said gratefully.  “Now, Brinan.  We are not suggesting that the Wolf Clan is no longer.  Far from it!  You five, sorry - six - have proved by your journey here that you are a credit to your Wolf Talismans.  I think Arguus and Deema would be immensely proud of what you have achieved.  I have thought of how I would feel as a parent and headwoman had it been the Horse Clan who had suffered such a tragedy, I would not want our children to lose the name and status of our cave.  Therefore, I promise you now that we all fully acknowledge you as the new leader of the Wolf Clan - and you Serena as co-leader.”   
 
    “Thank you.”  Brinan replied, he was going to add more but Parisse raised her hand. 
 
    “But . . .” she began.   
 
    Here it comes, thought Brinan – why does there always have to be a ‘but’. 
 
    “We would like to offer you more, we would like to offer you the sanctuary of the cave of the Horse Clan until you are old enough to find another home.”  Parisse explained. 
 
    “We would like to offer our cave as sanctuary also,” Another headwoman spoke up.  Serena recognised her facial tattoo as being that of the Aurochs Clan.  Several others then spoke up, offering them a home.  Dagme and Parisse exchanged a look, they let the offers come in, and then Dagme silenced everyone. 
 
    “Well Brinan, it would seem you have more than one choice in where you will stay.”  Dagme concluded.  “We won’t ask you to make a decision now.  I know that you will need to discuss this with your Clan in private.  While you do, please remember that although you have lost some of your family, we are your family too!  Just know that you will all be a valuable asset to any Clan, but I’m going to be selfish here and state that as the closest living relatives of your mother and uncle, I hope you will agree to stay with us.”   
 
    Brinan stood up, and was surprised to find it a struggle, his knees felt wobbly with emotion.  He only just stopped his lip from wobbling too.   
 
    “Thank you all.  Honestly, it means a lot to us and we will carefully consider all offers.  There is one thing that I need from you though . . . It’s that you formally adopt Varad into the Tribe.  He gave up his people - and therefore his own birthright and status - to help us on our journey and we have learned many important knew things from him.”  Brinan explained.  He was going to mention the weapon but something held him back.  Knowledge is Power!  He recalled.  The bows and arrows they had were extremely powerful weapons.   
 
    “I would also ask that one of the Shamans meditate for his birthstone so he will know his place within the tribe.  That’s all I want.”  He finished humbly.   
 
    There was a mixed response to this and both Serena and Brinan were quick to take mental notes on who seemed agreeable and who seemed offended.  Those who seemed offended, he decided, had just forfeited any chance of getting them.   
 
      
 
    “That is lot to ask Brinan, but you have earned the right.”  Parisse said, “I, for one, would be happy to adopt Varad into the tribe.”   
 
    Dagme nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I will mediate for his birthstone,” Yolante offered, “Varad’s kin are closely related to some of the tribes to the lands north of Chamois Clan territory.  I will need an item of Varad’s.  Tell me boy, do you have a talisman from your tribe’s Shaman?” 
 
    “Yes he has,” squealed Serena.  Rushing the words out before the offer was objected to.   
 
    “If no one objects, we will conduct a small ceremony for Brinan’s Clan, I think we should include prayers for his people who have been lost in the flood too . . .”   
 
      
 
    Brinan sat down and felt the weight of the world lift from his shoulders.  They would get help; they would not lose their Wolf Clan birthright and, most important, Varad was to be accepted. 
 
      
 
    Shyly, Serena took Varad’s hand and approached Yolante.  “When will you search for his birthstone?” 
 
    “We will do it this evening.  It should be an interesting search!  Yossef, would you care to join us brother?”   
 
    “Of course woman, you can’t be expected to search alone!”  Grunted Yossef, as if he was granting her a favour.  Serena felt annoyed that the pompous Shaman would be a part of it.  Yolante smiled at Serena as if to say, ‘Just humour him.’   
 
    Serena wondered if his resentment was due to the fact his sister was a better Shaman.   
 
      
 
    Brinan, Varad and Serena left the cave of the Horse Clan in far better spirits than when they had arrive.  They made their way to the raft where they found Callom in the process of bartering the lioness’s hide.  Two women were outbidding each other for it and Callom was grinning at the insults they traded each other. 
 
     “Let me through – let me through!”  Someone shouted. It was the unmistakeable voice of Emosnar.  Brinan saw his distinctive hat before they saw the man.  All talk stopped as Emosnar stood before Brinan’s Clan and removed his hat ceremoniously and cleared his throat.  In his deepest, commanding voice Emosnar began; 
 
    “Are you Wolf Clan?” 
 
    Brinan looked over at Emosnar with curiosity.  He nodded slowly.   
 
    The story teller walked right up to him and placed his hands on his shoulders.  
 
    “Oh thank Magda!  I have good new!  Some of your Clan were rescued from a flood at Amber Mine.” 
 
    Brinan felt the ground sway beneath him, so deep was the shock.  Emosnar caught and steadied him.  A buzz of speculation went up from the crowd around their raft.  Brinan wished that Emosnar wasn’t always so public with his news.  He could barely hear what else he had to say.    
 
    “One of them - Tamos . . . Tamo?  He was badly injured after falling down a mine shaft and can no longer walk - that is why they have not travelled here.  I have been invited to winter with the Mammoth Clan and would be happy to escort you there to be reunited with your kin.”  Emosnar finished with a smile.   
 
    “You say some of them?  Who else survived?”  Brinan asked, he felt like he was dreaming.  Hope and happiness flooded through him.  Suddenly he was grateful that he had done all that he could to get his Clan to the Gathering. 
 
    “Who else - please tell us?”  Serena added; tears flowed down her cheeks as she thought of her mother. 
 
    The crowd were silent, expectant.  Brinan looked over at Callom and Serena.  Varad stood quietly by. 
 
    “Ah.”  Emosnar’s voice suddenly lost its booming tone.  He scratched his ear and pulled a face.   
 
    “That I don’t know.  The message has been passed on through several hands.  I was not given other names but if you are going to take me up on my offer and travel with me to the territory of the Mammoth Hunters you had better hang on to those furs because you are going to need them!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Children of the Wolf Clan Series 
 
      
 
    Book 2 Preview 
 
      
 
    The Land of the Mammoth 
 
      
 
    10,500BC at the base of the Altai Mountains in Eurasia on the border of what will one day be Kazakhstan and Mongolia.  Several round tented constructions are scattered along the flat plain at the base of the Altai mountain range.  A broad, meandering river flanks the tents on their western side.  Among the tents, sturdy steppe horses graze, tethered to posts deep in the ground.  A man approaches one of the tents; he is dwarfed by the two burly men who guard the doorway.  He pauses for a moment to acknowledge the guards; the guards do not acknowledge him but stare straight ahead.  Annoyed and unnerved, he enters the tent. 
 
    Inside, it takes a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior, then they rest upon a woman lying in a bed of furs.  She is close to death; the enigmatic tattoos that cover her arms, shoulders and breast bone are distorted by wrinkles of skin where once there was muscle.  Her laboured breath is shallow, rasping.  Her straight, black hair scraped back from her face, accentuates her closed, sunken eyes, but she didn’t sleep.  Despite the pain relieving plant burning in the fire she was in great pain.  Sitting cross legged beside her is a young girl of seven, her daughter.  She has long black hair, a high forehead, and a wide flat face like her mother’s.  Only her eyes are different, not slanted but round and large, like the man who stands beside her and uniquely green.  The girl’s expression is unreadable, void of emotion; she looks up at the man for a brief moment then back at her mother. 
 
    “Taya, go outside and get some fresh air, this medicine smoke is not good for you.”  
 
    The girl gets up reluctantly. 
 
    “Yes father,” she says with a slight bow of the head in deference before leaving.   
 
    “Go find the Shaman while you are out there.”  
 
    Her exit throws a shaft of light on the woman in the furs.  Even though she is still alive, the man’s face is full of grief.  He sits where his daughter had been and takes the woman’s hand.  Her eyes flutter open.  She is not old but the cancer that eats her body gives the impression of great age and suffering.   
 
    “Baran?”  She whispers. 
 
    He squeezes her hand gently.  Her other hand lifts weakly and beckons him closer.   
 
    “Promise me again that you will take Taya back to your people . . . your Wolf Clan.  They are good people . . . she will need them.  Her future here will be nothing but misery.  She is promised to Hoghis but he will not be a kind husband to her, he only wants her status.” 
 
    “I know  – everything is planned, I promise.  No more talking - save your breath.”   
 
    But she ignored him.  “Do not wait until after my burial . . . leave at the feasting.  They will not pursue while they are in mourning.”  She stopped abruptly when sunlight burst across both of them as Taya returned with the Shaman.  Like vultures at a kill site, the guards hovered expectantly behind them. 
 
    “I’ve had my fresh air.”  Taya stated with an edge of stubbornness.  Baran sighed. 
 
    “What a contradiction you are child.” He didn’t mean to say it aloud so added kindly. “Come, sit here with us.” 
 
    The woman opened her eyes again and beckoned her daughter closer.  Reluctantly, Taya leaned close, distressed by the rasping breath of her once strong and fearless mother, her ear felt the weak breathe as her mothers lips came close. 
 
    “Be good for your father.  What he does, he does for the best, and to honour my wishes.” She whispered before kissing her daughter. 
 
    Her words confused Taya, and a small seed of anxiety planted itself in her heart. 
 
    “Please don’t go mother,” she suddenly begged but the woman closed her eyes and let out a long final sigh. 
 
    “She’s gone, Taya.”  Baran choked on his words and broke down.  Hugging his daughter fiercely, he sobbed unashamedly.   
 
    The two guards entered the tent and looked down on him with cold distain.  The old shaman turned to them.   
 
    ‘Inform Hoghis; ‘Altai’ Mira, our great warrior queen is dead.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    More and more people drifted towards the riverside where Brinan stood with Emosnar.  Beside them, Serena found herself shaking uncontrollably; a torrent of emotions flooded her mind.  Callom held his breath, waiting for Brinan to answer Emosnar. 
 
     “Thank you for your offer but I will need some time to think it through.”  Brinan said finally. 
 
    “Brinan!  You’re being rude.  We are going!”  Serena interrupted.    
 
    “Well of course. It’s just . . . I want to be clear on a few things.”  Brinan replied. 
 
    “Are these pelts for trade or not?”  A woman demanded, picking up the cave lion pelt.  Serena snatched it from her. 
 
    “You heard him; we will need these – so no!” 
 
    “Now who’s being rude?”  Brinan muttered.  He took a deep breath and turned to Emosnar.  “We will need a few days to trade and prepare for our journey.  I’m sorry I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful; it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
     “That’s understandable son.  I’ll be leaving at dawn on the day after tomorrow.  Now, if you will excuse me, I have people to see.”  Emosnar replied and turned to leave. 
 
    “Why the rush?”  Brinan asked.   
 
    Emosnar stopped and turned slowly, with an exasperated sigh he pulled out a roll of birch bark from his tunic and tossed it to Brinan. 
 
    “Look at the map, son.  Unless you can fly, it is going to take over four moons to reach the winter dwellings of the Mammoth Clan.  We need to be there by Wolf Moon, it is Horse Moon now.  Can you count the days of a moon cycle?  Can you multiply it by four?  Good, then you understand my urgency.  Oh, and one more thing,” he added as he walked away.  “Travel light and if you want my advice, forget flint and furs other than what you need for yourself.  Wood and salt is what the Mammoth Clan lacks and therefore prizes in trade but we can gather that on the way.”   
 
    Brinan unrolled the map and studied it.  Callom, Serena, and Varad closed in, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s just as well we haven’t unpacked,” said Callom. He tapped a finger on the map. 
 
     “We’re here.  That is where our home cave is . . . and that - I’m guessing - is where the Mammoth Clan lives.” 
 
    Serena baulked.  “That’s a lot further than we travelled to get here from our cave.” 
 
    “So we’re definitely travelling with him then?”  Serena and Callom asked in unison. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,”  Brinan replied.  “This is a far better opportunity than our plan to travel alone.  We’ll be travelling with a number of adults, so what could possibly go wrong?” 
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