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				The present contains nothing more than the past,

				And what is found in the effect was already in the cause.
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California, Early Twenty-First Century

				Mark trots across the parking lot to a low, unassuming building. Barely pausing, he jerks the glass door open and darts inside, the door almost smacking against the outside wall. From behind her computer screen, a receptionist’s head snaps up, eyes wide.

				“Conference Room Two—I’m Mark Hayek from the Parkinson’s Institute,” he says before she can open her mouth.

				The receptionist pats her chest and takes a quick breath.

				Mark blinks at her, chagrined. He hadn’t meant to startle anyone.

				She points across the room. “Go through that door into the hall. It’s the last room on your right. Don’t worry”—she shakes her head—“the fun and games haven’t started yet.”

				“Thanks,” he says, going toward the door. But now it’s Mark’s turn to be rattled. Fun and games—he doesn’t like the way those words sound. Surely this blasted meeting hasn’t been scheduled during the same time slot as something else. He groans inwardly and takes long, loping strides down the empty hall.

				Genetics and Me, Inc. will provide important research used to further explore the genetics behind Parkinson’s disease, and he fully comprehends that. But this meeting the company asked for means precious time is being taken away from his own worthy efforts.

			

			
				Even filling the small, clear tube from a kit G&M sent over was time-consuming. He slipped inside a bathroom near the break area, taking the kit along, sure that he would only be in there a moment. But rapid-fire spitting into the tube was a bad strategy—his mouth soon went dry. He waited long minutes for more saliva to flow while several people tried the bathroom door, rattling it in vain before giving up.

				The attached note said he could drop off the tube at their offices at Santa Clara. Instead, so he wouldn’t have to leave work early, he mailed it in their provided prepaid packaging.

				Mark’s supervisor made it sound like an honor that she’d chosen him to be the lead collaborator with G&M. Mark now wishes she’d taken that honor for herself. Let her be at their beck and call.


				A loud clattering behind the door of Conference Room Two makes him pause, hand on the door handle. He sighs. Apparently, they’re just now setting up the meeting area. He checks his watch. If he is to be an errand boy, then he’ll perform this task efficiently and get out of here as quickly as possible. No longer than thirty minutes inside, he promises himself. He doesn’t bother to knock before going in.

				A confusing beehive of activity greets him. People are pushing chairs to the corners of the plain, veneer-paneled conference room. A table is being set with food platters, wine, and beer. A man stirs a pot on a hot plate, steaming out a savory aroma. The smell is almost familiar—it reminds Mark of chili.

			

			
				“Excuse me,” he says to a woman in a lab coat as she rushes by. “I’m looking for Dr. Gregory Underwood.”

				She stops and searches the room. “Over there in the blue shirt. Right under the banner.” She gives an explosive little laugh.

				Mark stiffens and wonders what’s so amusing but, remembering his manners, simply thanks her as he turns away. Tilting his head while he walks, he reads a banner hung from the ceiling. Oddly, it reads Proud to be Neanderthal.

				He fingers his closely clipped beard. That’s like saying you’re proud to be extinct, and that doesn’t make sense. Mark catches himself pulling at his beard and yanks his hand down. It’s the latest habit he’s been trying to break.

				A somewhat stocky guy under the banner is fiddling with note cards on a podium, and Mark can’t help but grin a little, although “Viking” would probably be a better description than “Neanderthal.” Gregory Underwood’s hair and eyebrows are as blond as Mark’s are dark.

				Mark reaches into his jacket pocket and brings out an envelope as he approaches the Viking. “Dr. Underwood, I’m Mark Hayek from the Parkinson’s Institute, point man for our partnership. Here’s my contact information.” He places the envelope on the podium. “The institute sends its greetings and gratitude.”

				“Likewise from our side. Call me Greg, if you would.” He grins at Mark. “We aren’t too formal around here. Glad you could come for our  party.” Greg puts Mark’s envelope under the note cards. “I’ll show you around the place before we get started. Hey, Ben,” he calls over Mark’s head, “text me when things are ready.”

			

			
				Mark’s head jerks back slightly. Party? No one had mentioned a party. What kind of loosely run organization had the institute paired him with? As Greg heads for the door, Mark bolts after him.

				“Wait a minute. I’m sorry,” Mark says. “As much as I’d like to, I really can’t stay long right now. Maybe just for a quick tour. This is only a touch-base kind of visit.”

				Greg stops and turns so abruptly that Mark bumps into him. “You’ve got to stay. You’re our guest of honor. Look on the back wall.” Greg raises an arm, his fingers spread back toward the podium. “One of those is yours. We got your saliva sample in time to work it up, and man, do we have a surprise for you.”

				Mark knows he’s frowning, but he can’t stop. A surprise isn’t necessarily a good thing. Earlier, he didn’t notice the clothesline stretched along the wall behind the podium. He focuses on what is hanging there, and the sight is so offbeat that his brow loosens, and he barely notices his fingers once again going through his beard.

				Colorful plastic clothespins hold T-shirts all along the line. Gracing the front of every shirt is a Neanderthal man or woman, redheaded and wearing animal skins.

			

			
				



			

	


Western Asia, Late Pleistocene

				There had been signs—bruised grass here, a disturbed cluster of stones there. The men who’d come for Raven did not discuss such things with her. Their abrupt silences, whenever she approached to better hear them, made her isolation as the small group’s sole woman almost complete. But while she was breaking off rosemary stalks growing against a rock, several large footprints nearby caught her attention. She straightened so briskly her dark braid flew back over her shoulder. She waved the stalks overhead and let out an owl hoot. Bear, her sister’s mate and the journey leader, led them all over at a run, his wolverine hood flopping in agitation around his face.

				Raven pointed out the prints. But instead of being grateful for an extra pair of eyes, Bear practically snarled at her.

				“Stop wandering away over the steppe, woman, or you’ll be taken by a lion,” he said. The frown gave way to a sly smile, his lip curling over an eyetooth, white and sharp. “Or you could accidentally be left behind.” His tall, fur-draped bulk blocked the sun, and the cool spring day suddenly seemed colder.

				She did not snap at him—choking back the impulse with a small cough—that if left behind, she would simply follow the group’s tracks until she caught up. Instead she said, “I need to replenish certain medicines before we reach the valley. Plants will be different there.” The strong rosemary smell was suffocating, so she stuffed the bunch into her herbal pouch.

			

			
				“Forget that for now. If you don’t reach camp alive and well, I’ll have to put up with your sister’s sorrow. Understand me. I am fetching you only because she begged me to, so don’t burden us.”

				His black eyes on her face, he motioned toward the other men, who, when she glanced at them, gawked back with curiosity from where they leaned on their spears. “Stay in our midst.” His wolfish smile glistened. “Unless what you actually seek is to join your dead mate.”

				Although she kept her face calm and relaxed, his words made her taut inside, like sun-dried sinew. One full turn of the seasons had already passed since Reed had gone, yet her sorrow remained deep and wide. Her throat tightened, silencing her, and all she could do was lower her eyes to cut off his scrutiny. He turned away from her without saying anything more, and everyone followed him back to the trail.

				But the freshness of those footprints could not be ignored, nor could the smell of smoke floating on the breeze. After huddling with the men, Bear halted their advance. He led them all, Raven included, up a large, wide outcropping of rock that sloped down toward a dry canyon on the other side.

				They crouched on the ridge behind boulders while Leaf, the young scout, eased his way down a projecting ledge for a better look around a curve in the canyon walls. He froze suddenly with his head tilted forward.

			

			
				Blue and clear though the sky was, Raven heard rumbling like the muttering of a distant storm. Suddenly, nearby rocks began to tremble. Birds flapped into the sky, and several rabbits bolted out of cover, running in confused circles on the canyon floor below as the rumbling became thunder.

				The scout scurried back and leapt into the gap beside her. “Bison,” he said.

				A dark, shaggy flood poured down the old riverbed below them. Humps rose and fell behind bearded, horned heads as they stampeded through the rift, leaving—when they’d finally passed—a sudden, dusty silence pierced only by the distant howl of a wolf.

				Everyone remained in place for so many heartbeats that Raven slipped her pouch strap over a shoulder, impatiently preparing to move down. She felt a light touch on her arm.

				“There will be stragglers,” the scout murmured. He’d no sooner said the words than a small group of bison rounded the bend in the canyon.

				Another wolf howl ripped the morning air from close by, startling Raven, and she jerked her hand across a sharp rock. A narrow red streak welled across her fawn-colored skin. Before she could tend to it, several of the men grunted loudly, and she looked up.

				What had howled apparently wasn’t a wolf. Several burly figures, their bare chests and backs drenched in what appeared to be blood, waved spears and burning branches as they chased the bison, the beasts tossing their heads and kicking with their back legs. Raven drew a sharp breath and momentarily ducked lower before curiosity made her peer over the rocks and focus on the approaching runners.

			

			
				An odd clicking started beside her ear, and the hair on her arms rose. She realized that the sound was young Leaf’s teeth chattering. But before she could take a look at him, the gaps between boulders on the ravine’s other side spewed three more brawny shapes onto the canyon floor.

				Raven had difficulty understanding what her eyes were seeing. Stories she’d heard about the Longheads hadn’t prepared her to expect that the forms below would look so much like actual men. Their bodies were broader, and something was odd about their arms and legs, a difference she couldn’t quite grasp at the moment, but clearly they were men. Those last three weren’t bloody, and the bloodied ones, nearing rapidly, confused her. She thought they might be injured before remembering how hunters sometimes covered themselves with blood from a boar or some other animal so the smell would panic large, hoofed game.

				Two of the Longheads who’d just burst from the rocks darted out in front of a bison, isolating it. Confounded by suddenly facing two screaming figures waving spears, the bison’s gait slowed considerably. This gave the third Longhead an opportunity to slip in closer from the side and bring his enormous wooden club down on the beast’s back. Its hind legs bowed, and it stumbled, struggling to regain balance. The bloodied Longheads joined the others in jabbing their spears and screaming, but only one spear was dangling from a shoulder when the bison gave a loud bellow and began to fight back. With head lowered and horns hooking, it wheeled around so its back and flanks were protected by an indentation in the canyon wall.

			

			
				The Longheads scattered, except for the one who’d swung the club. He dropped the wooden chunk and grasped the bison horn nearest him with both hands, attempting to wrestle the giant head to the side and down.

				Raven’s eyes widened at the Longhead’s boldness.

				Behind her, someone gave a hushed, breathy whistle.

				“It’s always been said that they are crazy.” Bear’s awed voice, low and husky, belied his disdainful words.

				Leaf snorted. “Crazy doesn’t say enough.” His voice was filled with venom.

				As for Raven, the fierce sights and sounds on the canyon floor had rendered her mute, her jaw tightly clamped. A shudder went through her, and she knew she would forever remember the brute struggle playing out below.

				The Longhead’s mantle of skins had fallen to the ground, revealing his enormous, straining muscles. He was making progress in pressing the bison’s head downward, and the animal’s foreleg on that side was bending ever closer to the ground. In an effort to loosen the Longhead’s grip, the bison bucked its backside partway around. It managed to wrench the Longhead’s hands from its horn but in doing so exposed its flanks again to ready spears. A moment later, the bison, with several spears now dangling from its sides, rammed its head into the cast-off Longhead. His body flew back against the canyon wall, crumpled to the ground, and lay still.

			

			
				Even as the bison was brought down, blood streaming from nostrils and mouth, its tongue sliding out, Raven’s glance kept sticking on the fallen Longhead like a moth alighting on oozing sap. Her hand patted her herb pouch, but she held back the urge to go see if he was still alive. With the other Longheads still there, that wasn’t possible. Besides, he had likely died after hitting the wall with such force.

				Reed would have said her concern was misplaced. He had believed the Longheads were beasts even if they did somewhat resemble men. She stilled her hand. If he was right, then two magnificent animals were dead. She would gladly feed from the one—she should not feel dismay over the other.

				The Longheads straightened their fallen companion, stretching him on his back beside the canyon wall. But they stayed with him only a short while before butchering the bison, their arms slashing sharp stone through hide, gristle, and muscle. Chunks went flying onto several large skins nearby.

				While they worked, they turned to each other occasionally and made noises in turn, mouths moving. Raven’s shoulders hunched forward. Her ears strained to hear the indistinct sounds, and she looked at Leaf, crouching beside her, wondering if he heard them and if he thought those sounds were words. His mouth was a tight line, his eyes unblinking as he also listened.

			

			
				All at once, four more laggard bison hurtled through the pass. The Longheads surrounded their kill, whooping and jumping with limbs spread-eagled, warding off the beasts. The four bison swerved and kept to the far wall as they passed. Using the roiling commotion below as cover, Bear signaled for their group to return to the other side of the ridge, and they rapidly crawled after him.

				They stopped a short way down the other side. Bear shed his parka and threw it over a rock. He looked at the others, his eyes full of challenge. “There are only six of them, one dead. We are eight.” He kept his voice low. “We’ll reach the valley well before nightfall. The meat will still be fresh.”

				“If you will permit me to speak, great Bear,” Leaf said in his somewhat high, cracking voice.

				Leaf’s manner surprised Raven. That was how one spoke to a respected tribal elder, not to someone leading a journey between camps. But then, Leaf was a much younger man, too young for Bear to send him out alone in all directions, his beard just downy black strands. He reminded Raven of her youngest brother when last she’d seen him—timid but at times brash.

				“Speak,” Bear said, frowning, “but keep your voice down.”

				“Each one of them has a lot more strength than any one of us.”

				“I do not believe it. Most of us are not so weak.” Bear eyed the scout’s lean frame with scorn. He made a fist of one hand and ground it into the palm of the other. Rippling muscles stood out on his neck, shoulders, and arms.

			

			
				Instead of being reassured by this display, Raven felt a feather of fear float down her spine. Her future was tied to that man, who was, like his namesake, powerful and irritable and—her gaze fixed on his broad chest as she realized the strangeness of another thought—whose body build somewhat resembled that of a Longhead.

				“They are worn from the hunt,” Bear added. “Our spears and knives are better made. Haven’t you said so yourself?” He stabbed a finger toward the scout. “You of all men should want to go down there.”

				The scout cowered, and though he was trying to control it, his teeth were chattering again. Raven looked back and forth between the two men. There was much to learn about her adoptive band.

				“We ease ourselves halfway down, keeping behind boulders,” Bear told them. “If more bison should come through, we go to the bottom while they’re protecting their kill. If there are no more bison, we will depend on surprise. Wait for my signal.”

				He made eye contact, one by one, with each man. “I won’t do it now—I’ll wait until we safely reach the valley. But I will personally whip anyone who causes a rock slide, and if I am the cause, one of you shall crack the whip.” The men averted their eyes and nodded their assent.

				Raven was aghast at how no one protested that last, unyielding rule. And none of them, other than Leaf, had questioned Bear’s plan for taking the kill. She had always assumed that, within the Fire Cloud tribe, every band behaved much the same. In Raven’s old home band, decisions were reached with much more discussion and argument. She had to admit, however, that there was little time at present for arguing.

			

			
				The men took off their parkas and lowered their leather bags and pouches from their shoulders to the ground, keeping only their spears.

				Bear pointed his at Raven like an overly extended finger. “You stay here,” he said.

				She let her eyes slide away from him as if he were something slippery.

				After they had gone over the crest, Raven clambered up to watch, defying Bear’s order. The men were carefully working their way from boulder to boulder. When they were midway down, Bear raised a hand to halt them.

				As everyone waited, a hawk flying overhead screeched its bothered cry, and crows flapped darkly from rock to rock, curious about the activity below. One of the Longheads who’d hidden in the boulders before the kill went again to his unfortunate ambush partner. After leaning in for a closer look, he returned to butchering. The wind picked up, whistling around the outcrop.

				Raven adjusted her fur cape, worked her leggings farther up. She was being careful, but a few pebbles began to roll. She gasped. The small stones stopped moving almost as soon as they’d started, but her heart still pounded at the thought of being whipped by Bear. Her father had done enough of that, with braided leather strips, to last her a lifetime.

				Yarrow was growing in a sandy place nearby, the leaves covered with white, longish hairs. Raven already had enough yarrow, but her hand closed unbidden around several stems. In her fist, the leaves felt like a bristling caterpillar as she crushed them until their weedy odor filled her nostrils. The stronger the plant smelled, the more intense its effects would be.

			

			
				She had fought Reed’s fever with the strongest yarrow she could find, mixed with elderberry—it didn’t help. None of her desperate remedies worked. He’d been a stubborn man, and he battled his illness the same way, eating and drinking everything she gave him though he gagged. But his fever had proven more stubborn than the both of them.

				Bear had made light of Reed’s death, and Raven still stung from that. There was no way to avoid him when she was going to live at his hearth. She should put aside her sorrow, seek another mate, and make her own hearth again. She quietly dusted the crushed leaves off her hands.

				Raven had just decided that no more bison would push through the canyon when a noisy blend of grunting and snorting drifted over the wind. A group of cows with several large calves trotted around the curve, seeking the main herd. They sped up, determined to pass. Again, the Longheads shunted the animals away, and as the last group had, the bison hugged the wall opposite the kill and lunged through in single file. The last one gave a bleating bellow upon smelling the bloody meat and bucked its way down the canyon.

				The Longheads turned to watch the bucking bison, and Bear’s group used that distraction to surge down the outcrop and dart from the lower ledge. His spear jerking forward, Bear headed the charge across the gap.

			

			
				Caught unaware, the Longheads ran, spears abandoned along with the butchered kill, but after scrambling a short distance down the riverbed, they rallied. The largest one picked up a big rock and threw it. It hit the ground, tumbling to a stop in front of Leaf—who immediately flew into a rage.

				The scout writhed and ranted. Shrill, singsong words poured from him, strange and without meaning, while his arms and hands contorted oddly. At this spectacle, the Longheads started like spooked stags and dashed away, not stopping that time. Raven realized with amazement that they’d been unnerved by hearing their own words pour out of the twitching scout, who sounded like some dying bird. Leaf’s noisy deluge trailed off. She stared at him, pressing her tongue distractedly against the back of her front teeth. The young man intrigued her. She would like to know him better and hear his story.

				The group finished what the Longheads had started, bundling the meat into skins before binding leather straps around the packets in preparation for back-hauling and were almost done when Raven took advantage of the others’ preoccupation and sidled over to the lifeless Longhead. The men had already taken a look at him during the time she was bringing their skins, pouches, and other things from the outcrop. After she’d come down from one of her trips, she found Leaf urinating on the prone body’s stomach. When he spotted her, he reddened and quickly adjusted his loincloth before rejoining the other men.

				She stopped a few steps away, repulsed but fascinated by the elongated skull top of the dead Longhead and the hue of his deeply muscled chest, which was as pale as birch except for the irritated skin where the bison had hit him. He was young. Bright, reddish-brown hair covered his head and chin, and his skin was clear and unwrinkled.

			

			
				Her nostrils twitching from the distinct smell of Leaf’s urine, she bent over to get a better look at the upturned face, with its huge, projecting nose and taut cheekbones angling almost to the mouth. His eyes were widely spaced and open, and the thing that surprised her most was that the irises gleaming under the heavy brows were as green as new-growth grass.

				She tried to gather the bits and parts of him into an overall impression but was unsuccessful because the eyes kept snaring her attention, disturbing her. It did not seem possible that eyes could be that color. Raven lowered her head even more, looking into the large, sunlit orbs as if trying to find her reflection in a mossy pool. She suddenly felt as if he were looking at her just as she was at him—and then he blinked.

				In one swift movement, she leapt up and back. “He is alive!” she shrieked.

				The Longhead sat up, and then, with his back flattened against the canyon wall, he pushed himself upright so that he was standing. He felt his right shoulder, left hand probing, grimacing as he bent his elbow out slightly and attempted to raise the arm. He quickly lowered it again, giving a low moan.

				Their spears aimed at the Longhead, the men made a semicircle around him as Raven slipped back, out of their way. The Longhead ignored them. His chest heaved, his breathing ragged. He shook his head as if to clear it, then he grasped his upper arm again and worked it back and forth.

			

			
				Mesmerized, Raven couldn’t look away. He was massive and imposing, even if he was shorter than most of the surrounding men and not much taller than Raven. His legs and arms were a little shorter than a normal man’s, but his core was longer and much larger than any man’s she’d ever seen—except for Bear.

				“Here’s your chance, Leaf,” Bear said. “Will you finish him off, or shall I?”

				Raven’s head snapped around. Bear, his wolfish smile playing around his mouth, was watching Leaf. Surely he wasn’t going to make the scout kill the Longhead on the spot. For that matter, why kill him at all? He was obviously injured and not a threat. There was no reason for it—other than cruelty. Raven glanced at the unsuspecting Longhead, still working his arm around. Her mouth was as dry as steppe grass in winter, and her heart pounded.

				Leaf looked around at the others. He swallowed several times and cleared his throat. His eyes blinking rapidly, he slowly raised his spear over his shoulder.

				Raven couldn’t help herself. A small anguished cry, part gasp and part moan, slipped out.

				Upon hearing her, the Longhead’s frozen senses thawed, and he returned from wherever he had been. His eyes focused on the men surrounding him, on the threatening spear. For the first time, he seemed to realize his predicament. He pressed back into the rock wall and tried to raise both arms but ended up clutching one arm with the other.

			

			
				Bear glanced back at Raven, his eyes cold, and she knew he’d heard her also. “Lower your spear, Leaf,” he said. “I was only making certain of your bravery—and having a little fun with you.”

				Leaf let the spear roll out of his hand onto the ground. He was breathing heavily, his jaw clenched. Several of the men laughed nervously, and Bear raised a hand, silencing them. “Why risk breaking a spear at this point? We’ll decide what to do with the Longhead later, but right now, I want Leaf to question him. Longheads haven’t been seen around here for some time. Leaf, ask him where they came from and why they’re hunting here.”

				Bear was having fun with them all, Raven understood. He obviously had little respect for anyone. Her musing was interrupted by those strange noises falling once again from the scout’s tongue.

				Calmer and not as shrill, Leaf sounded like a squabbling crow instead of a wounded one. His hands and arms moved and waved in slower patterns. The men’s spears lowered. They gaped at Leaf, and then all eyes went to the Longhead when he replied in the same fluid, flapping way, using only one arm, his injured arm kept still, his voice more often a deep warble than a hoarse caw.

				If the Longhead found it strange that Leaf knew his manner of speech, he didn’t show it by trying to flee the way the others had. Twice, he paused his gesturing and talking in order to rub his right arm, wincing briefly.

			

			
				Leaf turned to Bear. “They are from over the mountains, several days’ journey from here. He says the hunting is better on this side of the mountains. Their tribe is hungry, and they need meat. They intended to return after they made a kill.”

				Raven didn’t know what caused her to look down the canyon. “They’re back!” she shouted.

				All the men except Leaf—who snatched up his spear and pointed it toward the captive—spun around to face the five Longheads standing not much farther than a spear-throw away. Every Longhead carried rocks, and their heavy-browed glares were so menacing that Raven wondered if she should perhaps run away down the riverbed.

				One of the bloodied ones called out something. Leaf spoke without turning, his eyes never leaving the captive. “He says to take the kill. But when we are gone, they want to take their brother.”

				Bear grunted and ran his hand over his face. “They’ll have to do something first before they get their brother. Tell them to go back over the mountains. They should hunt there and never return to this side. When our trackers see they’ve crossed over, we’ll send their brother to them.” He waved at the butchered carcass. “They can scavenge the kill after we leave. But tell them to back off for now.”

				Raven was annoyed by Bear’s false largesse. He wasn’t really being generous. His group would carry away the best parts, leaving very little.

				With slow and deliberate movements, Leaf laid his spear down, turned, and walked a few steps forward. Several men hurriedly took his place guarding the captive. The largest Longhead’s hands opened, and his rocks tumbled onto the ground. He stepped over them and took several steps toward Leaf.

			

			
				The odd speech and flapping went back and forth for some time. Then the Longheads suddenly turned and left, walking rapidly. Slow fright crossed the captive’s face—his brow tightened, and his mouth opened and closed. His feet shuffled in the dirt as if to follow his departing brothers.

				The hawk screamed again; its cry echoed up Raven’s tensed spine, making her shiver. She watched the Longhead, her fingers helplessly kneading her cape. If he bolted, the men would spear him, and the other Longheads would surely react. She was standing within the captive’s line of sight, so she opened her eyes as wide as she could and shook her head. The movement caught his attention, making him focus on her. Fear emptied from his face, and his brows winged up in surprise before collapsing into wariness, eyes narrowing. His feet stilled.

				Raven turned away before someone noticed their converging, intertwined stares. Her thoughts fogged with glee—he had understood her!

				Woven leather ropes were pulled from bags for binding the Longhead, but when several men grabbed his arms, he yelped shrilly.

				“Stop,” Raven cried and pushed through them. “I am a healer,” she said loudly—as if they hadn’t understood the reason behind her earlier plant-gathering and hadn’t yet noticed the dots of red ochre on forehead and chin. “I will determine what is wrong with him.”

				She walked up beside the captive and looked at the way his arm dangled crookedly from the shoulder. “His arm was wrenched out of place by the bison,” she said. “He hasn’t been able to reset it.”

			

			
				“Then there’s no need to tie that one,” Bear said. “We’ll make a leash by tying the good arm behind him with the rope going up his back and around his neck.” He pointed at two men. “Guard him on either side after you bind him.”

				He called out to Leaf, who was vigorously breaking the Longheads’ spears by bashing them against the canyon wall. “Leaf, you walk behind him and hold the trailing rope good and tight. If he tries to escape, choke him. Let one of the guards carry your spear and pouch. The rest of us will haul meat, with the guards taking the smallest loads.”

				Raven sputtered. “Surely, we should fix his arm. He must be in great pain.”

				“And make it easier for him to cause trouble? I think not. Would you heal a cave lion? Get away from him, or he’ll snatch you with his good paw.” He looked around at the other men—they grinned and snickered. Raven turned away and went over to where the meat sat packed, ready for carrying. So her hair wouldn’t get in the way, she quickly redid her fraying braid before bending and taking hold of a bison-filled pouch.

				“We won’t stop often,” Bear told the group after all the meat was loaded onto backs. “Only at the springs to fill water bladders. And we’ll go at a rapid pace. Predators will soon notice the smell. We need to be in the valley before dark.”

				What he’d just said was reasonable, but Raven was again discomfited by the way everyone put up with him and his needless, lashing words.

			

			
				[image: Flourish.ai]


				The canyon’s river had long ago taken another route. Only grass, woven through with flowering plants, poured from the mouth by which they returned to the steppe, a flat high plain dotted here and there with random low juniper trees. Horse, bison, and mammoth herds could occasionally be seen moving in the distance. Overhead, the sun was a large, heated pebble moving slowly across the vast blueness. Raven paused and adjusted her load in order to open the front of her cape, glancing back at the roped captive while doing so.

				He must have been dauntless, walking with a steady, slightly rolling gait as if not much disturbed by his plight, his awkwardly hanging arm of little consequence. At first, everyone walked behind him, the better to watch him. But eventually they tired of staring at his back. Thereafter, the only ones not in front of him were the two guards and Leaf.

				Raven let herself drift back past the uneasy stares of the guards to walk beside Leaf. “Tell me, scout,” she said. “How is it that you know the Longheads’ words?” She thought he might not answer. His face clouded, and he blew out his cheeks several times, loud puffs bursting forth like stormy gusts.

				Finally, with a strained voice, he told her how he’d been captured his eleventh summer. He was fishing in a stream when a group of Longheads came upon him during one of their hunting forages. He’d lived with his captors for two turns of the seasons.

				“Surely it was difficult to learn their words,” Raven said.

			

			
				His face twisted in a grimace, and he shook his head. “Not really. A whole turn of the seasons has passed since I escaped, but still I think sometimes in their gabble—and I still can’t eat red deer.” At her puzzled look, the young man gave a bitter laugh. “Let me show you something.”

				Leaf passed the leash back and forth between his hands and teeth so he could peel off his fur parka, leaving it hanging by its hood from his head. Black spear tattoos, often worn by those who scouted, pointed down his biceps. He held out both arms. Although his left arm was a normal size, his right arm was huge and layered with muscle. It was a limb that belonged to a more mature man. His right hand was also out of proportion, overly large, as through it were swollen.

				“Their words are few enough. Learning them wasn’t hard,” he said. “But they made me work and polish hides with red-deer ribs from dawn to dusk every time there was a kill—with little help. That was hard. Just seeing a red deer makes my stomach ache.”

				He spat toward the Longhead’s heels, barely missing them. “And seeing this one makes my head hurt. Bear has no right ordering me to walk behind him as if I’m tending him. He should have let me kill him.” Leaf snatched the rope.

				Raven felt a large bubble form in her throat when the captive’s neck and head jerked awkwardly. His shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t try to look back at them.

				“I keep wanting to choke him,” Leaf said. The guards glanced over with unfriendly eyes. “Not Bear,” Leaf added hastily, nodding his head at the captive. “That one. He’s from the same tribe that took me. I know because they always hunt large prey using blood.”

			

			
				Raven composed her face, swallowing the bubble. “I’m sure Bear only asked for your help because you alone know the Longhead’s words and ways.”

				She moved closer to his side. With a quick and light touch, she ran her fingers over his hand holding the leash. “I wish they hadn’t taken you, but we’re fortunate you escaped and are here with us now.” Her fingers again flickered over his hand, back and forth. “And I wish your other hand had not been so lazy and had helped this one more,” she teased gently.

				Leaf looked fixedly at her hand covering his, and she thought he had calmed down. But then his brown eyes flared at her like a wounded wolverine’s, pained and vicious. “They eat their own people. Did you know that, healer?”

				His grin was cruel, and she drew away. At her abrupt movement, his face fell.

				“But only if someone happens to die when the hunting is bad and everyone is starving,” he said hastily as if apologizing for shocking her. He looked into the distance, and pain lingered in his eyes.

				A piercing whistle silenced them. Raven knew it was Bear before she saw his bearded face glaring back at her. She noted with a start that their small group around the captive had fallen back a short distance from the rest—the guards had been caught up in Leaf’s story just as she had.

			

			
				“Better go,” Leaf said softly. “Don’t want to make him mad.”

				When she reached Bear, he plunged his hand through her cape’s arm slit to grasp her upper arm. He pulled with such roughness that her feet skittered as he snatched her around to walk in front of him. Several nearby grouse, wriggling and flapping in a dirt bath, took fright and lifted off in a whir of dust.

				“You’re slowing us down,” he said.

				She couldn’t help throwing a scathing look over her shoulder. After her father, he was the most dominating man she’d known. His large shadow followed her closely, and the stony weight of his eyes upon her every movement was every bit as uncomfortable as the heavy load of meat.

				The sun had floated a good way toward the horizon before they passed from low hills into the valley where their journey would end. After the expansive steppe, the foliage seemed close and lush. A large lake surrounded by trees sparkled in the distance, and soon they could see the low bluff where the camp’s dwellings perched. This band’s spring camp was much larger than the camp Raven had come from.

				She suddenly felt timid. Even though Bear left her before they reached camp, she maintained a rapid pace. Her legs were tired to the point of collapsing, but she refused to let herself trail the others. It would not do to seem weak in the eyes of her new band.

				She was almost totally ignored, however, as news spread about the other, unexpected newcomer. Someone blew a long note on an aurochs horn, and excited shouts echoed around the lakeside. The recently returned travelers piled the meat to one side. When the gathering crowd began pressing too closely, the weary men formed a fence with their spears around Leaf and the Longhead. Bear soon climbed onto a nearby stump and began narrating their journey. Everyone became quiet, hanging on his words.

			

			
				Raven stood at one edge of the massed group and, from time to time, looked unsuccessfully through the crowd for her sister. Disconcerted by seeing so many unfamiliar people in one place, her glance fled from face to face. From the riled looks forming on some of them and a background muttering near the end of Bear’s tale, not everyone was in agreement with giving the Longhead his freedom.

				A loud voice suddenly croaked throughout the clearing, “If you know where to find a pool, then you know where to catch fish.”

				The crowd parted as an elder hobbled to the front, pushing everyone aside with his walking stick. He stopped in front of Bear and waved the stick at him. “How will we know?” he asked in his rasping voice.

				With a disgusted frown, Bear crossed his arms and stopped talking.

				“How will we know that he won’t come back with the others and raid us, now that he’s seen our camp?”

				Bear opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the older man began laughing. Bear was forced to wait while the elder struggled to control his wild cackles.

				“Before your time, we threw them in lakes and rivers when we caught one.” The elder wiped his eyes. “Have you ever seen their bones? No? Well, I have. They’re thick and heavy. Longheads drown if you don’t let them back on land soon. Ask your father. He knows all about this.” He jabbed his stick at Bear. “You need to seek his counsel.”

			

			
				Raven looked sharply at the Longhead. He stood there, watching everything calmly, his hand spread over an enormous bruise coloring his chest and abdomen. She had to remind herself that he couldn’t understand.

				Bear jutted out his chin. “I take it upon myself to make decisions,” he shouted, “because I’ve just been told that although my father yet breathes, he is scarcely with us. I can no longer receive his counsel. The only elder left now is you, and you’ve just given me yours.” His smile was a dismissive sneer.

				A murmur went through the crowd, and Raven began to understand why the men had deferred to Bear throughout the journey. The elder’s voice still echoed in her ears. It was as if she heard him say the words that tripped through her mind: When the old bull falters, the young one takes the herd.

				But the band wasn’t a herd of animals—Bear risked making enemies if he released the Longhead without bringing everyone around to his side. With annoyance, Raven realized that in this situation, she did side with Bear. The Longhead should be allowed to leave.

				Bear grabbed one of the meat-filled skins and held it up. He looked at them all through eyes like dark slits. “The Longheads wouldn’t fight over food, but I believe they would have fought us to the death if we had killed this one,” he said. “And I know from my father”—he glared at the old man—“that they don’t want anything to do with us. But they called this Longhead ‘brother.’ He is of some importance to them.”

			

			
				He lowered the skin. “I’ll need help from some of the men to build a pen for our captive and to split up the meat. It is best that the rest of you leave.” His face became hard. “Every hearth will get its share…but only if someone is there to receive it. If not, that hearth will be passed over.”

				The elder mumbled something about whelps with eyes still closed and turned away.

				When the crowd began dispersing, Raven felt a hand on her hair and turned her head. “Willow!” Relief surged through her.

				Her sister’s face bloomed in a big smile, the slight gap between her front teeth—which she shared with Raven and had also been their mother’s—reassuringly displayed. Willow’s five children stood behind her. They watched shyly as their mother slipped her hands under Raven’s cape and around her, holding her close.

				“Little sister, I thank the Earth Mother you are here,” Willow said. “I feared you would be lost to me forever. When I heard you would be sent far away, I pleaded with Bear to fetch you,” she murmured in Raven’s ear. “And I had our healer, Old Cloud, talk with Bear about you helping out with her tasks.”

				Her eyes blurring, Raven touched her tongue against the back of her front teeth, lightly dabbing the small opening. She had always been close to her sister, but Willow’s manner and appearance were so similar to their dead mother’s that Raven, for a disoriented but sweet moment, felt as if her mother held her.

			

			
				“I miss you,” she said, and realized that sounded odd. “I’ve missed you. Thank you for accepting me at your hearth.”

				Willow’s hands rubbed up and down Raven’s back, and she gave a little laugh. “How could I not have fought to get you here? I always stood up for you when no one else would.” Her fingers tapped Raven’s spine. “My bad little sister, who forever made life interesting.”

				Raven stiffened at that, but she managed a smile when she slid out of her sister’s embrace. It was true she had always been getting into trouble as a child, and she supposed Willow was also thinking about the matter of the baby.

				When Raven had reached fifteen summers, she began spending time with her aunt, their mother’s sister and band healer. She trailed along whenever her aunt attended illnesses or injuries. Raven began assisting her in every way, even during birthings.

				Fern, the youngest mate of an elder, after bearing two perfect children, gave birth to a boy whose cheek was marked with a large purple splotch. Fern was appalled—that kind of mark was always a bad omen. The child would be weak and sickly, she had said. She told Raven’s aunt to expose the baby out on the steppe. Raven tracked her aunt, following the baby’s cries, and rescued the small bundle before a predator could find him.

				Upon her return with the baby, there had been a big uproar in the camp. Her father demanded she give him up. When she refused to do so, he wrenched the screaming infant from her arms. She retaliated by attacking with teeth and nails while he held the baby out of her reach. After he kicked her off, her mother and brothers held her tightly on the ground.

			

			
				“There must have been brambles in the bedding when you were birthed!” her father yelled. “You’re too full of thorns, always scratching and pricking.” He left with the baby, and on returning, he used the flat of his hand on her face and body for a good, long time before finishing with his whip. Raven had never been told where he’d taken the child, and she’d never asked.

				Then there was the question of Fern’s sickness several years later when, after being treated by Raven for a minor stomach problem, she became dangerously ill. No one ever accused Raven of not tending Fern properly. She continued working with her aunt as always.

				But when Reed died, Fern pointed out to anyone who would listen that no man in their band needed another mate—every family who wanted another woman at their hearth already had one. Besides, it was almost unheard of for a grown woman to remain in her home band unless she was a healer, and they already had a healer. And Raven was childless. No great loss would occur if she were given to some other band within the Fire Cloud tribe. If no other band wanted her, then that was too bad, but she could be swapped as a slave to another tribe.

				By that time, Raven’s parents were also dead, her brothers and sister living with other bands. Although her aunt thought it best that Raven stop helping for a while, she let Raven know that she still supported her. But everyone else, who’d once welcomed her approach with a smile or a nod, began letting their eyes glide over her, past her, through her. Shunned, she had become like mist.

			

			
				Reunited, Raven grasped her sister’s hand and kissed it before turning to meet her two nephews and three nieces. She hugged each one and picked up the smallest, a boy barely old enough to walk.

				“The girls look like you and the boys like their father,” she said to Willow, smiling at the tallest girl, just beginning to blossom. When her sister didn’t reply, Raven followed Willow’s eyes across the clearing to where Bear was slicing bison meat. He looked up and waved a bloody hand but didn’t move to come over.

				“He’s busy now,” Willow said. “We might as well go on to the hearth.”

				As Raven followed her sister, she glanced back at Bear. He was watching them leave with a face as frozen and blank as snow.
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				Using hardened wooden tongs, Raven quickly placed hot stones from the fire into the nearby hollowed-rock basin they’d filled with water, seared bison, and roots. She breathed in deeply as the stew began to steam, becoming more than food, the smell speaking of survival itself.

				The children, losing their shyness in the excitement of having a new kinswoman, buzzed about the hearth. But when Bear arrived, the children became subdued. Even the toddling boy stayed out of his father’s way.

			

			
				“Bear, you’ve safely returned to us—it lightens my heart.” Willow arose from the fireside. He went to her and caressed her cheek.

				Willow smiled up at him, and when he embraced her, Raven felt a softening toward her sister’s mate. There was, perhaps, a whole other side to Bear.

				After several infusions of hot stones, the bubbling stew was ready. Willow served them all, using gourds to ladle it into wooden bowls. They settled around the fire in the dusk. Raven held the first sip of hot broth in her mouth and savored its rich, meaty flavor while she watched the oldest boy help the youngest drink from his small bowl. She swallowed only when Willow asked of news about their old home band.

				Bear said very little during the meal. While they’d finished cooking, he sat among a pile of rock flakes and chips off to one side, striking a flint core with a hammerstone. Raven was made uneasy by how his eyes, cold and probing, turned her way every time he knocked off a flake. She would hear the clink of stone hitting stone, and then the thick neck would twist toward her. She tried to ignore him, but his scrutiny dampened her happiness at seeing Willow again. His animosity was apparent. He obviously didn’t want her at his hearth.

				The day was all but gone by the time they’d finished their meal and cleaned the gourds and cooking area. Bear had already gone into the tent when the children pulled Raven inside, begging to be the ones chosen to sleep on either side of her.

			

			
				Willow, who followed close behind, laughed at the uproar. “I suggest you take turns sleeping beside your aunt, starting with the youngest two for tonight,” she said.

				“She’ll sleep in the lean-to,” Bear said abruptly. “There’s no room for her here.”

				The children’s faces fell, and they were quiet. The look her sister gave Bear seemed keen and searching, but when she turned to Raven, her face was serene. “Maybe we can work out something later,” Willow said, shrugging.

				“Well, come on before it’s full dark.” Bear held open the flap. “There’s no moon tonight.”

				He walked her the short distance to a lean-to built against a large rock face. Skins covered long sapling poles embedded in a knee-high stone base. The top of the skin-covered area was sealed against the rock face with smaller stones. The lean-to seemed secure enough, yet Raven couldn’t help feeling offended. An entry space opened into one of the sides, and Bear stood beside the flap, waiting for her to go in. When she didn’t move right away, he tapped his fist against his chin several times.

				“Move things if you need to,” he said and left.

				She watched him enter the family’s double tent, the spiked poles of both tops leaking wisps of smoke blending into the dusk. She could understand that he might not particularly want her to sleep in the tent he shared with Willow, but a covered crawlspace closed off by a hung skin led to the children’s tent. He would have neither seen nor heard her there.

				In the dimness, Raven pulled out skins and hides from the stack filling much of the lean-to. The next day, she would gather grass straw for the bottom layer, but until then, deer hide covered with bear pelts would do. She picked a spot on the dirt floor closest to the rock side and away from a corner woodpile, which could be full of spiders. After the bed was made to her liking, she undid her braid and stripped off cape, tunic, leggings, and boots before slipping between the thick furs, her shell necklace clicking as she settled.

			

			
				Although Raven resented being put apart that way, the lean-to was cozy. In the distance, an owl hooted, and she began to drift off with the day’s events shifting dreamlike behind her closed eyes. The Longhead’s face floated by. She wondered if he’d gotten any bison and whether his painful arm would keep him from sleeping. An injury like that needed to be repaired immediately, before too much damage set in.

				A sudden brightness against her eyelids made her eyes open, and she struggled out of her heavy covering.

				Bear was coming from under the entry flap, a stone lamp in his hand. An acrid smell of burning bear fat filled the lean-to. Alarmed, she gasped and pulled several pelts over her nakedness. “What is it?” she asked.

				“No need to be frightened.” He put the lamp on an upended log before he moved over and knelt at the end of her pallet. “I simply want you to hear my decision. You’ve been too long without a mate. You should be bearing children. After much thought, I’ve decided the best mate for you would be”—he thumped his chest, making a hollow sound—“me.”

			

			
				The lean-to suddenly seemed like a trap. Raven’s fingers dug into the fur, tugging the pelts closer.

				Bear’s eyebrows lifted. “Don’t you want a child? Your mate didn’t start a bud growing in you—in what, four turns of the seasons? Every time your sister weans one, she has another to suckle. If I can’t aid the Earth Mother in swelling your belly, then no man can.”

				He pulled the pelts from her hands, dropped them beside the pallet, and looked at her through the flickering shadows for a long moment before fumbling at his leather loincloth. Then he pushed her down onto the furs and clambered on top. Because of his height, his enormous chest covered her face, and all she could do was lie flat like a stone on a lake bottom until he finished. She gasped for breath when he rolled off.

				He sat up and lifted her right hand. “You should be more careful, plant woman,” he said, tracing a slow finger over the crusted scratch made earlier when they’d hidden in the rocks. Then he grasped her arms and pulled her so she was also sitting. His fingers skimmed her hair. “Black and shiny as your namesake’s feathers.” He thrust his fingertips into its thickness.

				Her scalp tingled at his touch. There was no mistaking these intimacies—he was wooing her. But Raven was wary. Earlier, he’d made it clear how he felt. He disliked her, and most likely it was only the mating that put him in a better mood—if so, that goodwill would soon fade.

				She made herself smile. “I am fortunate to be at your hearth.” She drew one of the displaced furs up against the chill and looked him in the face, holding his eyes. “The Earth Mother favors you.”

			

			
				His brows rose. “And what does that mean?”

				“You have courage and strength. Because of your decision to take the meat, the settlement will sleep deeply tonight, their stomachs full. And the bargain you made with the Longheads showed much wisdom.” She found it easy to say those things because they were true.

				The corners of his mouth turned up slightly—only a hint of sharp eyeteeth. Black eyes glittered in the lamplight, and again his fingers smoothed her hair.

				Emboldened, she continued, “I’ll put the captive’s arm back in place tomorrow. That will help him survive the trip so he can rejoin his people—”

				“People—why do you call them people?” He frowned and pulled his hand away. “You saw them. We were with that wretched beast all afternoon. Surely you understand that he isn’t like us.”

				“It’s just that—”

				He slashed a hand through the air in front of her face, cutting her off. “And they frighten away game, so when we go out on the steppe, we find nothing, and then the band sleeps hungry—not like tonight. The elder was right. I should throw him in the lake. That’s what a truly wise man would do.”

				“Very well, beasts then—animals. It’s just that animals capable of planning a hunt with fire and blood can surely plan revenge.”

				Raven ran a hand under the fur covering and along her ribs. They felt tender, as if mildly bruised. “Your decision to bring him here instead of killing him was a good one. But a one-armed ma—beast won’t survive on the steppe or in the mountains, and his whole tribe might come if he doesn’t show up.”

			

			
				He tilted his head to look at the poles supporting the top of the lean-to and seemed to be considering her words.

				“I have reset many out-of-joint shoulders,” she said. In reality, she’d only helped with a few.

				She let the covering slide to her lap, despising herself but not knowing how else to sway him. His eyes strayed down, turning smoky.

				She lowered her voice, making it warm, breathy. “I can do so again. I know how to.”

				His tongue licked his top lip as if savoring honey, and then the covering was completely off her.

				At some point during the night, Raven dreamed she was a real raven, a bird. She sat upon a limb and groomed her glossy plumage. The pinions slid cleanly through her bill with a satisfying swish.

				A rustle of feathers came winging through the air, and a young raven, a fledgling, landed clumsily beside her. It pleaded for food. The fledgling’s beak hung open, flashing the bright-pink interior of its gullet. It made the loud bawling sounds that young—and sometimes not so young—ravens used while begging.

				Moved to action by this display, Raven began working her throat to bring up food, and she put her beak into the fledgling’s open pinkness. But then she realized her throat pouch was empty. There was no feeling of fullness, no rounded swelling—only empty flatness. She pulled her beak away from the young bird and flew away, searching for food.

			

			
				Raven awoke early and found herself alone in the lean-to, the camp quiet. She turned over, and a gust of her body’s scent marked with Bear’s muskiness wafted past her face, the odor overpowering the fur smell. At some time during the day, a bath in the lake would be necessary.

				After slipping on her clothes, making her braid, and dabbing ochre on her forehead and chin, she peeked around the lean-to’s flap at the main tent. Her stomach fluttered with the prospect of facing Willow. She didn’t know how her sister would react to the night’s unexpected happenings.

				No one was about, and she couldn’t hide all day, so Raven went out to the smoldering hearth and started grinding herbs with the small mortar and pestle she always carried in her pouch. She ground willow bark for pain and swelling. On reflection, she also ground valerian root for sleep, to be used later in the day. The Longhead should move his arm and shoulder right after the joint was reset, but he would soon need deep, healing sleep. She scooped water from a nearby water vat into a small gourd. Her hand funneled a handful of ground willow bark into the gourd. Using a twig, she stirred the potion.

				Raven was searching the hearth’s embers for a small stone to heat the mixture when she heard Bear’s voice behind her—gruff and terse, nothing like the night before. She straightened and faced him.

				“I want to make something clear,” he was saying. “Neither I nor anyone else will hold you in high regard because, out of pity, I joined you in those pelts. You are likely barren, and nothing will come of it.” His eyes were pointed icicles. “I have a question for you. And I want the truth. Are you a spirit seeker as well as a healer? Many of you are both.”

			

			
				“I do my best to heal people. That’s what I do. Isn’t that what Willow told you?”

				Bear looked at her strangely. “I want you to remember this, healer. If you cause any problems, I will cast you out onto the steppe or—” He kicked her pouch lying on the ground. “Or I’ll feed you all your medicines.”

				Raven considered his sullen face, wondering if he somehow knew about Fern. Regardless, he was an overly volatile man. Her fingers shook as she stirred the willow brew. Leaf was right—it was best not to make him mad.

				“As for the Longhead, I’ll put his arm bone back into his shoulder,” Bear said. “It isn’t fitting that you do it.”

				“Fine,” she replied, weary of his crossness. “But I need to give him this brew. It will deaden some of the pain.”

				He paused, frowning and doubtful.

				She hurriedly added, “It will help make him more docile. More like a—a newborn aurochs, like a calf.”

				To her surprise, his mouth twitched into a slanted grin. The idea of the Longhead behaving like a calf must have pleased him. He waved at the gourd. “Finish with your medicine. Let’s get this over with before we end night fast.”

				Leaf was already at the pen when they arrived. Raven wondered how long he’d been staring at the skin-covered form on the ground. The skins were completely still and didn’t move even when Raven cleared her throat. The captive, it seemed, was dead. But when Leaf shouted, he stirred and arose, throwing off the skins. Air rushed out of Raven’s lungs—she’d been holding her breath.

			

			
				The night before, they’d encircled him with posts set into the ground and tethered him to them using long, braided leather ropes tied around his neck. The ropes going to the posts had enough slack that he could stand or lie down in the center. To define the pen’s boundaries, the enclosure had been secured with more ropes, wound from post to post around the circle.

				Several sturdy guards stood nearby. Bear told them to unwind the ropes going around the pen but to leave the ones attached to the Longhead’s neck.

				Raven turned to Leaf. “Tell him we’re going to set his arm and that he should drink this.” She showed Leaf the gourd. “But first, I will need to examine him.” Leaf translated, and the Longhead looked over at her. She searched his face to see how he felt about what he’d heard, but his expression gave nothing away.

				When the ropes were gone from around the pen, Raven entered the surrounding posts, fully expecting Bear to stop her. He didn’t, so she put the gourd down carefully on the ground, all the while aware of the Longhead’s eyes following her. To reach him, she went between two of the tethers. She paused a moment and then gently moved her hands around on his shoulder and arm. His skin was hot, feverish.

				“What in the great Mother’s earth are you doing?” Bear shouted, starting toward her.

			

			
				“I have to determine whether the bone has come out the front or the back,” she said. “Let’s hope that it’s the front, or relocating it will be difficult.”

				Bear glowered but stepped back out of the circle, and Raven continued her examination. The Longhead stood still while her fingers probed. She took a quick look at his face and experienced that odd swirling of impressions she’d had on first seeing him up close. He looked strange, which was not to say ugly. It just took a few more heartbeats to make sense of the striking eyes gleaming under those heavy, menacing brows and the well-shaped mouth under such a large, protruding nose.

				Luckily, the arm was out of joint in the front, but the whole limb was tight and swollen. Too much time had passed. The bone wouldn’t go back in easily, maybe not at all. She brought the gourd over and mimicked drinking from it before pressing the handle into the hand of his good arm.

				He looked so intently into her face that Raven felt he was trying to see into her mind and hear her thoughts. With eyes still on hers, he raised the gourd and drank. His trust warmed her, and she wanted to smile at him but dared not.

				“Well, which is it?” Bear asked when she emerged from the circle.

				Raven looked at him hesitantly. She doubted he understood that medicines needed time to work. If Bear straightened the arm at that point, her potion would only ease the soreness after the arm was fixed, doing nothing until then. When the more immediate pain sank its fangs into the Longhead, he possibly wouldn’t be mild like a newborn calf but more like a raging bull.

			

			
				“It’s out the front,” she said. “We should wait until the potion takes better effect.”

				“There isn’t time. There are other things to be done this morning,” he said. But still he stood there, his fingers pulling and working the bottom of his parka. Seeing how they were all watching him expectantly, he huffed out his chest and moved inside the circle of posts.

				The captive’s brow tightened when Bear stopped in front of him. For a moment, the two bulky forms faced each other as if about to wrestle. Then Bear lifted the bad arm and began to slowly pull. A growl rumbled from the Longhead’s throat. Bear dropped the arm, turned, and tromped out of the circle.

				“Since you boasted you could, you do it, healer,” he hissed, rubbing dampness from his face.

				Raven walked into the pen area again, and something resembling relief crossed the captive’s face. Her stomach roiled like a pool of eels as she began taking the looped rope ends from around the post tops, so the ropes fell without tension from his neck. Although no one told her to stop, Raven sensed the men grasped their spears tighter. They eyed her silently, faces full of interest and something more that made her overly conscious of every move. She took a quick glance at Bear, and he was watching her as closely as the rest.

				Though it would give the men even more to stare at, Raven shed her fur cape in order to free her movements. Clad only in leather tunic and leggings, she felt as vulnerable as she imagined the Longhead must have felt.

			

			
				She asked Leaf to tell the captive to stand with his back against a post. Leaf said a few words, and the Longhead complied by going over and facing a post, ropes trailing. Exasperation flashed through her. Either Leaf hadn’t said the correct words, or the Longhead hadn’t understood them.

				Raven wanted him firmly in position before she did anything. Instead of asking Leaf to try again, she decided to take matters into her own hands.

				At first worried that Bear would interfere once more, Raven quickly forgot him in her efforts to situate the captive. She pushed and prodded so that he moved with her in a shuffling dance, the dangling ropes writhing like whip snakes. To the touch, his flesh was more like fire-hardened wood than skin and muscle. Places on his back and chest that had been exposed during the journey were sunburned. But where his lower skins had slipped some from his middle, the skin was shockingly white under her darker hands.

				When he was in place, Raven took his injured arm, which his good arm was cradling possessively, and carefully moved it so that it hung down. She took a big swallow. That had gone well, but things would soon get difficult. It would help if he stopped looking at her. His eyes distracted her. If only he would look away…

				She stood so the arm was centered directly in front of her and grasped his wrist with one hand. With her other hand, she moved the dangling ropes aside and pressed her palm against his bad shoulder, pushing him firmly against the post. The head of the dislocated bone made a lump against her lower palm as if it wanted to come through his skin—she fought an urge to shudder. Next was the hard part, possibly the dangerous part.

			

			
				Ever so slowly, pulling from the wrist and rotating the whole arm, Raven raised his arm up and out to the side, away from his body. Nothing happened. The bonehead still poked into her palm. She lowered her thumb and pressed it into the lump.

				Although the morning was cold, Raven felt a flush of heat as she again realized that, although the Longhead’s arm was hugely muscled, it was shorter than those of most men. She wondered if she was indeed doing the right thing for his kind of arm as she desperately slid more fingers onto the lump and pressed harder.

				The Longhead’s face turned a stinging red, and his shoulders heaved with labored breathing. When Raven thought she could not possibly keep pressing any longer, she heard a pop. Although muted, the sound seemed to fill the quiet morning air.

				Instead of screaming, he howled, jerking his face toward the sky, neck tendons straining. The ear-numbing wolf sound wailed into the day, full of pain yet saturated with relief. She dropped his arm and stumbled backward.

				Raven had once been facing a tree just as lightning struck it. His howl did the same thing to her that the lightning had done to the shuddering, leaf-shaking trunk. She quivered from head to toe and felt she might split in half.

				Upon hearing the sound, some of the men had run a short distance. Others were still stabbing their spears about with rabbity jerks as the howl trailed off. A few, including Bear, were laughing weakly—he was bent over, his arms crossing his middle as if trying to hold in the laughter.

			

			
				Raven took up her cape as well as the gourd and walked shakily past them all. She found her way back to the hearth. No one was around when she arrived, not even the children. Willow was avoiding her. She felt a desperate thirst and scooped water from the bottom of the almost-empty vat. It felt gritty in her mouth, but she swallowed anyway and then spat out bits of rock, making sounds like a frightened lion cub.

				Maybe the family had gone to haul more water from the lake. Raven followed a trail to the water’s edge while chewing dried meat from her dwindling supply. The hard, slightly salty strips were mildly rancid. Her thirst came raging back, so she knelt on the lakeshore and lowered her head to the water.

				Willow and the children were nowhere to be seen—nor was anyone else, for that matter—so she stripped for a quick, cold dip. Afterward, she lingered near the forest edge and gathered herbs. A gentle breeze blew, whispering soothingly through the new spring leaves. Calmness settled over her, so she was caught off guard when her eyes momentarily overflowed like springs, dripping onto her cheeks.

				When Raven returned to the pen a short while later, the posts had been rewound with ropes, and gawkers surrounded it on all sides. The men were sizing him up, she thought, just as male animals did, seeing which one had the largest antlers or tusks. The women stood in small clusters, taking care not to stand too close to the pen. Perhaps, to them, he was only a curiosity like a white hyena. Raven herself wasn’t clear about how she viewed him. All the stories she’d heard as a girl and then from Reed still filled her head.

			

			
				Children ran in and out of the crowd, and several boys jabbed long sticks through the wound ropes. The captive grasped a stick poking him in his ribs and broke it in half, to their whooping delight.

				“Stop your torment,” Raven yelled at them. “The Longhead needs rest before he leaves. If he doesn’t get back soon enough, his brothers may come looking for him and find you instead.” The threat was a variation of what exasperated parents said to their children. I’ll leave you out on the steppe, and the Longheads will get you.

				The grownups and some of the children gave her hostile looks, but most of them left, as if her words or maybe her presence made them uncomfortable. “Unwind the ropes,” she told the guards. “I need to treat him.”

				His grassy eyes focused on her hands while she stirred the water and ground valerian. When she handed him the gourd, he gulped the mixture down, not wincing at the bitter taste, and then noisily sucked out the last drops. She passed him the last of her dried meat. He devoured it, barely pausing to chew.

				Raven realized, from the smell coming from a small dirt mound nearby, that he’d dug a hole with his hands to cover his wastes. With his lack of mobility, the area would soon become fouled. She couldn’t clean this up herself. The jokes made about that would last for many seasons—she would never gain any esteem with the band, and she had a feeling that Bear would be furious if she did such a thing.

			

			
				“His enclosure needs to be cleaned,” she said, filling her voice with authority. She turned to one of the guards. “Go fetch a slave—and he needs something more to eat and drink.” The guard pulled a sour face but left to do her bidding.

				A voice beside her said, “That is what they made me. A slave.”

				Raven hadn’t realized that one of the loiterers was Leaf. He stood with his head on his chest, his stance very unlike his usual scout’s alertness.

				“And you are no longer a slave,” she said gently. “It should never have happened to you, but there is no slavery in your blood.”

				His head swiveled, birdlike, and he gave her a long look from the corner of an eye. His lips parted, and she thought he would say something, but he smiled wanly and turned away.

				“What is their word for eat?” she called after him.

				“Aulehleh,” she thought she heard him reply, the beginning sound lilting up slightly more than the rest.

				Sounds of children playing came from behind the double tent, and Willow was moving around the clearing when Raven checked to see if anyone had returned. Her sister had the appearance of a wilted flower. Her shoulders slumped, and her long hair fell forward around her bowed head, unbraided and messy. Clearly, she hadn’t slept well due to Bear callously spending his first night back not with her but out in the lean-to. A pang went through Raven. Willow was suffering because she’d cared enough for her younger sister to want her close by.

			

			
				She remembered with shame how, after the first onslaught, she’d all but invited him to continue. They’d coupled as thoughtlessly as rabbits several times during the night.

				Willow began stoking the fire, bending over the hearth. She didn’t look up or respond when Raven entered the clearing and warmly greeted her. Neither did she make any comment when Raven began telling her about straightening the Longhead’s arm. She finally finished with the fire and squatted before the hearth opposite Raven, her face a frozen frown. Raven stopped talking.

				Light clouds crossed overhead, their shadows webbing the clearing while Raven’s heart went cold, like an icy stone, as she understood that her sister regretted sending for her. Willow might even have said certain things about Raven so that Bear would cast her out as he’d threatened.

				Excited laughter burst from where her nieces and nephews played. Raven looked at the neat clearing, the well-built double tent and lean-to, and the warm, cozy hearth from which she might soon be banished. She wondered how she could have been so stupid as to not listen when her father talked about the importance of tribe. Raven grasped now that without the tribe, she would be nothing, an animal dead on the steppe.

				She pressed her tongue against the back of her teeth, probing the gap, and anger sparked through her. Surely Willow had suspected that could happen. With so many men dying, not only from disease but also hunting wounds, it was common enough for a bereft woman to be taken in by her sister’s mate, sometimes as his additional mate or most often only temporarily.

			

			
				Raven flung her words across the fire: “I am like a newly crafted spear, a just–knapped quartz blade, a fresh kill. One day soon, I will be as a worn spear, a chipped blade, an old kill. The freshness will be gone. I assure you that things will soon become more like they were before I arrived.”

				Willow’s eyes flipped up. For a long beat, she looked through the smoke at Raven, her face astonished. Then she sighed. “You always were full of words. Sometimes they worked for you, and sometimes they didn’t,” she said sharply, but her face relaxed.

				Willow had thawed, and she remained so, even when Bear returned to the lean-to, night after night.

				[image: Flourish.ai]


				For four days, Raven visited the enclosure, making sure it was cleaned regularly and the captive was being given food and water. On the fifth day, she went by later than usual. She’d been collecting plants daily and taking them to the camp healer, Old Cloud, a timeworn woman who welcomed her help. The day before, Raven had interrupted her gathering to set traps near the burrows of steppe hamsters that had moved into the valley.

				According to Bear, the trackers who’d followed the Longheads would probably return soon, and then the captive would be released. She didn’t say anything to Bear—he would make some jab about feeding lions—but she’d decided the Longhead should have fresh meat for his journey. The string traps were set to catch the hamsters at dusk when they left their burrows, so she went to check them first thing upon awakening the next morning. Willow could always use any trapped hamsters for a meal if the trackers hadn’t returned by late day.

			

			
				She hurried, hoping that predators hadn’t found the traps during the night, but she needn’t have worried. She found four large adult hamsters with their legs noosed. Raven picked up a nearby hand–sized rock. “In this manner, the Earth Mother feeds her children,” she murmured, touching the rock to forehead and chest. She ended the hamsters’ struggles with quick blows and took out a small quartz blade to clean them.

				But before she could begin, a strong feeling came over her that she should go immediately to the pen and check on the captive. She could clean the hamsters later or, if he was released sometime during the day, he could clean them himself after he left. She decided to gift him with the blade. He would at least have something ready-made to take with him.

				Yet she lingered at the burrows, kneeling in the grass, rubbing small ripples on one side of the knife, left from its crafting. She rarely used the blade for anything. It had been her father’s.

				The reddish color was unusual for quartz. It looked as if it had been dyed with red ochre or as if blood had soaked into the stone. He’d handed it to her from his death pallet, saying, “You were born with well-sharpened edges, but no matter how much I struck you, I was never able to shape your core. You’re made up of something that’s too hard in some ways and too soft in others.”

			

			
				She placed the blade in her smallest bag and attached it to the bound hamsters using the bag’s drawstring. The captive would know what to do with her gift.

				When Raven got to the pen, the hamsters hidden in her herbal pouch, the guards were dismantling it. “When did he leave?” she asked, trying not to sound frantic.

				“Right after the trackers arrived,” one of the guards said. He grasped a post and with a groan pulled it out of the ground.

				“And when was that?”

				“The sun had only just topped the lake trees,” he said.

				Raven stepped back as the post thudded onto the ground.

				“We followed him until he passed the boulders, then we came back.”

				She looked at the sun, barely over the trees. He hadn’t been gone long, and she remembered an area with large boulders from when she’d first come down the valley. If she hurried, she could catch up and give him the hamsters.

				Raven nodded her head. “Very well, I’ll leave you to your work.” She swatted lazily at a beetle trying to land on her tumble of hair, which she hadn’t taken time to braid that morning, and then she sauntered away as if what he’d said was of little importance.

				At the camp’s edge, her fingers quickly secured the pouch’s leather straps so it rested tightly on her back. She began running and soon spotted the large boulders a short way up the valley.

			

			
				His large footprints, with their splayed toes, were easily found. She tracked them, running when she could, all her senses focused on her surroundings. The spring day was clear. The morning hummed with bees enticed down powdery throats of newly opened flowers, and butterflies flitted about as she sprinted along.

				In the distance, buzzards flew. Raven could barely keep her eyes on the ground for watching them. Ever since her failed attempt to rescue the baby, their arrival filled her with foreboding. She momentarily slowed her pace and shaded her eyes, looking upward. They had probably scented an old animal carcass, or… they had spotted something freshly dead.

				But she quickly realized the buzzards were only searching, their spiraling dance across the sky moving toward her, the innermost buzzard becoming briefly the outermost as they glided closer. She forced herself to stop watching them and continued on.

				The trees and foliage became thinner. Raven was some distance from the camp and felt anxious. She looked up from tracking often, eyes darting everywhere. Large predators and their prey mostly stayed away from camps, avoiding the frequent food searches and constantly burning fires. The tribe depended heavily on fire for safety, hence the Fire Cloud tribal name. Clouds of smoke could be seen hovering over a Fire Cloud camp from far away. However, Raven had come a good ways from the camp’s smoky protection. All she saw, though, was a fox ambling along.

			

			
				Raven followed the footprints up a path that parted heavy grass. It looked like the path she’d returned on while carrying Fern’s baby. She’d held the infant close under her parka to warm the small limbs, and its lips had moved like a minnow’s mouth against her leather tunic as it made dry, mewling gasps.

				Wetness dimmed her eyes, and she almost missed the Longhead’s tracks veering off the trail. Alongside a plummeting stream, deeply sunken footprints wound up to where rocks dammed the stream’s downward flow, the water forming a pool before noisily spilling out on its way to the lake. She saw signs of him all about the pool edges, including a leather skin he’d covered himself with while in the pen. Partly eaten bulrush tubers lay scattered about.

				A twig cracked, and he walked out from behind a tree as if he had hidden there until he’d recognized her. Even at a distance, the red marks and chafing left from the ropes stood out. Seeing his neck raw like that made her own neck prickle.

				But now the ropes were gone, and he had safely started his journey—in large part because of her and the things she’d done. She lowered the weighted pouch onto the ground, lightness filling her chest along with her limbs, and grasped the hamsters by their bound legs, eager to reveal her cache.

				She held them toward him. “Aulehleh,” she sang, the sounds lolling cheerfully in her mouth before going out over the pool. She hoped that she had formed the word correctly enough for him to understand her.

			

			
				He must have taken some sort of meaning, because he came directly toward her. Not slowing or picking his way, he walked across stones and briars alike with his odd gait, as if his feet were hardened leather. Although he had on his filthy lower skins again, he had bathed. His damp hair and beard were a mass of reddish-brown waves. Even his eyebrows had curled from the water, she noted as he got closer.

				He reached out, but instead of taking the dangling hamsters, he grasped her forearm. Raven looked down, perplexed by his broad hand clutching her.

				Now the hand of his injured arm was reaching up slowly for the hamsters, and she thought that if she yanked that arm sharply with her free one, the pain might distract him enough for her to pull out of his grip. But she didn’t make a move.

				Instead, she lifted her eyes to his face, disturbingly near hers, and became lost in his features. She wanted to use her fingers to rework things, to press that huge brow down and to reshape the nose to be smaller. Her observation was cut short when he tossed the hamsters aside and pulled her down with him onto some new-growth plants thickly covering the ground.

				Over the days of his captivity, Raven had become used to entering the space around him. But she became undone when he was the one to close the gap between them in such a sudden and complete manner. Her mind flailed, trying to figure how best to escape, but her limbs betrayed her by freezing stiffly, and the small sounds quivering in the air, she realized, were her own whimpers.

			

			
				She could only guess what his expression meant as he looked down at her. His hands went to her neck, and she began to tremble, thinking of how he’d forced the bison’s head almost to the ground. But he was only reaching for her necklace.

				He fingered the shells for a few moments, turning them over. It reassured her, his curious touching, until she became unnerved once more upon observing his large fingers, broadened at the tips, good for grasping—or choking. He eased his hand down her tunic top, placing his palm on her chest, and she knew he could feel her heart’s violent beating.

				He was saying something. His vibrating, rumbling voice was low, almost whispering, as though he were soothing a fretting infant. His face was not unkind, and Raven’s thumping chest calmed a little.

				Then he was moving quickly, as if he realized too much time was passing. He pulled off his lower skins and pushed up her tunic.

				Her breath quickened, and a surge of wildness pushed through her, not entirely caused by fright, when his weight and surprising warmth pressed her into the plants.

				He lay beside her, panting for a little while afterward, one heavy thigh over her legs, pinning her. Raven twisted herself onto one elbow and slowly reached toward his face. No longer feeling a need to change and rework everything, she simply focused on whatever was beneath her hand, letting her fingertips roam from top to bottom. Under his lips, which were defined like notched stone, although soft, his bearded chin slanted back sharply. Perfectly made for close suckling. She tried to imagine what he had looked like as a baby with that chin tucked into his mother’s breast.

			

			
				He took her fingers away and smelled them, and suddenly she was on her back again. And perhaps she was wrong to do so, Earth Mother help her, but she yelled without restraint into the blue sky over them, having lost all caution along with fear, and she thought he had somehow made her into his kind and kindred.

				He lay still on her for a long while, his broadness covering her. Raven felt strangely tranquil, almost paralyzed, and she drifted off, dreaming again of ravens. The fledgling raven landed beside her raven self as in her other dream. But that time when the young one cajoled and begged, Raven’s throat pouch was so full and swollen she thought she might burst if she couldn’t feed it. She had dipped her beak down to its open, pink-lined one when she awoke.

				He was gathering things. He tied the hamsters onto the waist of his furs before putting them on. He widened a hole in the skin taken from the enclosure and stuck his head through it so his chest and shoulders were covered. Then he walked over to a limb that seemed to have been formed into something like a spear.

				Raven noticed, as she straightened her tunic, that their time in the plants had made a kind of nest and that much of the nest was made of fox flower, the very thing she’d put in Fern’s medicine—enough to sicken her but not nearly enough to kill her. She pulled up a scant handful and rolled over languidly to reach her pouch, tucking the plants inside. She yawned and stretched before kneeling to put the pouch straps over her shoulders. As she was about to get up, her shadow disappeared.

			

			
				For a large man, he moved silently. Raven hadn’t seen him approach, but he loomed over her. Not giving her time to rise, his good arm and hand swooped down and pulled her up by the wrist. There had been no way for her to know that she was one of the things he would gather before going on his way.

				He walked rapidly up the valley toward the hills leading to the steppe, pulling her with him. She didn’t resist and wondered at the lethargy sunk throughout her body and mind, her thoughts oozing, slow and sticky.

				But he wasn’t mired along with her in that honey-filled trance. The bone-jolting rapidity with which he hauled her along began rousing her, and she thought about their ultimate destination. Raven had no idea what living with Longheads would be like, or even if she could manage to stay alive in their camp.

				Leaf had told her they ate their dead when they were starving. She wondered if they would eat her if she died when times were bad and whether she could eat one of them if hungry enough. Perhaps after what had happened that day, there was no act too strange or base for her. But she didn’t want to find out.

				“No, no,” Raven said loudly over and over, so he would understand the word. “No!” She scrabbled at his fingers in an effort to peel them from around her wrist and tried to pull her arm out of his grasp.

			

			
				He paused and looked back at her with brows lowered, clearly irritated, and then continued dragging her along.

				After they’d gone on for a while, she gave up trying to get loose. She began crying in a quiet, hopeless way.

				He stopped suddenly, dropped his spear, and turned to face her. Her wrist fell free. Before she could react, a hand clapped down on each of her shoulders. Her reflection in his eyes was surrounded by green, and it seemed to her that he smiled right before his hands lifted up and off.

				Raven flew down the valley like a swallow released from someone’s fist, leaping rocks and streams, feet barely touching the ground. Once she’d covered some distance, she paused to adjust her pouch. She looked up the valley, hoping for a last glimpse, but he had already gone out of sight.

			

			
				



			

	


California, Early Twenty-First Century

				Despite his earlier misgivings about the seriousness of Genetics and Me, Mark is impressed with what he sees on his tour. The company has obviously committed to providing a reasonably priced product so the general public can pursue their individual genomes.

				“Really wish you would stay a while,” Greg says, back at the conference room door, behind which erupt gusts of laughter and animated chatter. “You’re what—only ten minutes away at the Sunnyvale facility?” He raises his hands up, palms out. “Promise you won’t regret it.”

				Mark feels like a complete jerk—Greg has done his utmost to be a gracious host since they first met. Perhaps he should stay. After all, he is there to forge a goodwill connection. “Okay,” he says. “For a little while.”

				“Great.” Greg opens the door. “Come with me up front. I’ll introduce you to everybody.” They wind through the crowd, and Mark sees a lot of curious looks glancing his way. He stops at one side of the podium, trying not to fidget.

				“Listen up, folks.” Greg taps the microphone. “I’ve got just a few things to go over before we dig into that wonderful-smelling bison chili and other goodies. First, I want to let everyone know that we have a distinguished visitor with us today. More distinguished than even he realizes,” Greg says with a chuckle, looking at Mark.

			

			
				Mark wonders what Greg is talking about. He wants to look away from the blue eyes boring into his but concentrates on maintaining eye contact.

				“This is Mark Hayek from the Parkinson’s Institute, one of our new research partners. But that isn’t what impresses me most about him,” Greg says. “Mark, when Genetics and Me heard about recent research showing that Neanderthal ancestry can be found in the genomes of many people living today, we used that research to work up the percentage amounts each of our customers carries. And of course, we also did it for ourselves, and that’s what today’s party is all about.”

				Greg turns his eyes from Mark to the group. “Everyone here will receive a T-shirt with his or her Neanderthal ancestry amount printed on front. The piece of tape with your name on it covers the percentage—I didn’t want anybody spoiling the surprise factor by seeing the amount early. These shirts are a new product at our online store, so get the word out, people.”

				He turns and pulls a T-shirt from the clothesline. “DNA amounts go from zero to two percent—or that’s what we thought until a few days ago. The winner of this genetic lottery,” Greg says dramatically, “is standing right here beside me.”

				Mark takes the T-shirt from Greg and pulls off the tape beside the redheaded Neanderthal man pictured on the front. The shirt reads 3% Neanderthal DNA.

				“Show us!” someone in the crowd yells, and Mark turns the shirt around and holds it up.

			

			
				“Wow, look at that,” the woman standing closest to Mark says into the brief silence. “We didn’t totally replace them after all.” Clapping and whistling reverberate throughout the room. Mark gives a small bow before heading for the podium as Greg steps aside.

				A familiar discomfort makes him swallow when he gazes around the group. His stomach growls, the sound fortunately low enough so that he feels a gurgle rather than hearing it. The rich bison chili smell saturates the air, and Mark realizes that in spite of his nervousness, he’s hungry—a try-anything kind of hungry.

				Mark thanks them for inviting him. He promises to mix with the group and get to know everyone better while they eat, keeping his remarks short before turning the podium back over to Greg.

				While Greg works through his notecards, Mark contemplates the Neanderthal on his T-shirt, and his surroundings fade. He wonders what his Neanderthal and Early Modern Human ancestors would have thought if they’d known that one day, in the distant future, some of their descendants would throw a party for the sole purpose of celebrating their commingling.

			

			
				



			

	


Acknowledgments

				I would like to give special thanks to:

				Family and friends for their interest in this project.

				 

				Floyd, for helping to improve the story and smooth out the flow. Thanks also for your kind words of encouragement.

				 

				The talented editors and proofreaders at Red Adept Editing (www.redadeptediting.com).

				 

				Cleon, who listened carefully while I read Raven’s Choice aloud.

				 

				All the people I pestered to read the story and tell me what they thought.

			

			
				



		

	


About The Author

				Harper Swan lives in Tallahassee, Florida with her husband and two sweet but very spoiled cats. She is also the author of Gas Heat, a story of family angst taking place in the Deep South.

				 

				Harper is currently writing Part Two of The Replacement Chronicles. If you would like to be notified of its publication or simply want to say hello, please contact Harper at: harperswan33@gmail.com.

			

		

	cover.jpeg
*%@%@Nﬁ?






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





