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Prologue

A vast sheet of ice sitson the North Pole: immense, brooding, jedloudy drawing the moisture
fromtheair. Glaciers, jutting from the icecap like claws, pulverize rock layers and carve out fjords
and lakes. South of theice, immense plains sweep around the planet, darkened by herds of mighty
herbivores.

The ice has drawn so much water from the oceans that the very shapes of the continents are
changed. Audrdiaisnoidand, but isjoined to southeast Asia. And in the north, Americaislinked to
Asiaby aneck of land called Beringia, so that asingle mighty continent all but circlesthe North Pole.

Theiceisin retregt, driven back by Earth's dow thaw to its millennia fastness at the poles. But it
retreatswith ill grace, gouging at the land, and dl around the planet there are catastrophic climatic
events of apower and fury unknown to later ages. And, retregt or not, the sites of the cities of the
future—Chicago, Boston, Edinburgh, Stockholm, Moscow—lill lie dreaming under kilometers of ice.

Thetimeis sixteen thousand years before the birth of Christ. And every human dive wakesto
the cdlls of mammoths.

Part 1. Nomad
The Story of Longtusk and the She-Cat

Who was Longtusk?

I'll tell you who Longtusk was (Silverhair said to her daughter, cebones). He was the greatest
hero of the Cycle—and the only Bull hero in dl the Cycleslong history.

My Matriarch used to say | had alittle of Longtusk's spiritin metoo. And | don't know why you
think that's so funny, Icebones. | wasn't always so old and frail asthis...

Tell you agtory? Another?
Very well. I'll tell you how Longtusk defeated Teeth-of-Death, the she-cat.

Thisisagory of long ago, when the world was new and rich and cold, and there were no Log,
anywhere. The mammoths were the strongest and wisest of al the animals, so much so that the others



grew to rely on their strength, and the way they remade the landscape, everywhere they went.

The mammoths were the Matriarchs of the world. Everybody agreed.

Well, dmost everybody.

Teeth-of-Death was a she-cat. In fact she wasthe ruler of the saber-tooth cats, for she wasthe
strongest and most agile, her teeth and claws the longest and sharpest, her mind the most inventive,
her cruelty the most relentless.

Every animdl feared the saber-tooth cats. Every animal feared Teeth-of-Degath. Every anima
save the mammoths.

The mammoths were too big, too powerful. Oh, the cats could bring down a mammoth from
timeto time, but only the very young or the very old or the very sick. It was not an honorable
business. In fact, asthey glided back and forth on their great migrations, the mammoths barely noticed
the cats even existed.

This, of course, drove Teeth-of-Degath insane with jealousy and hurt pride.

Now, as you know, when he was ayoung Bull Longtusk left his Clan and traveled far and wide:
from north to south, even across the seas and the lakes and the ice. Everywhere he went he gained in
wisdom and stature; everybody he met was impressed by his bearing and grace; and he had
adventures which have never been forgotten.

And it wasthis Longtusk, Longtusk the nomad, who happened upon Teeth-of-Degth.

The gresat cat confronted Longtusk. She said, " This cannot go on."

Longtusk had been feeding on arich stand of willow. Helooked down histrunk to see what was
making so much noise, and there was the spitting, agitated cat. He asked reasonably, "What can't go
on?'

"Either you rule the Earth, or | do. Not both.”

"Don't you think there are more important things to worry about than that?"

"No," Teeth-of-Desth snapped. "Ruling isthe most important thing. More important than life.”

"Nonsense," said Longtusk. "If it makes you happy, | hereby pronounce you the world's most
fearsome animal. There. Now we don't have to argue, do we?' And he turned to walk away. For,
you see, hewaswise aswell as brave, and he knew that an unnecessary fight should not be fought.

But that would not do for the she-cat.

With an agile bound she ran before Longtusk and confronted him. "No," she said. "I cannot live
while | know in my heart that you do not respect me.”

Shewas surely an intimidating sight: an immense cat with jaws spread wide, sharp teeth gaping,



clawsthat with asingle swipe could disembowel even an adult Bull mammoth—if she ever got the
chance.

"You are very foolish," said Longtusk. But he faced her warily, for he knew he must meet her
chdlenge.

And 0 it began. When news of the contest spread, al the animals of the world gathered around,
pushing and garing.

Teeth-of-Desath attacked L ongtusk three times.

Thefirgt time she legped at hisface, reaching for his eyes and trunk. But Longtusk smply raised
his tusks and pushed her away.

For her second attack Teeth-of-Death clambered up a spruce tree. She legped down onto
Longtusk's back and tried to use her great saber teeth to gouge into his flesh. He could not reach her
with histrunk to didodge her. But she could not bite through hisfur and skin. After atime he smply
walked beneath alow tree and let its branches scrape the cat from his back, and that was that.

For her third attack Teeth-of-Death hid in abank of snow. She had decided that when Longtusk
came close enough she would legp at him again, trying to reach the soft flesh of hisbdlly or trunk. It
was aclever strategy and might have succeeded, even against a hero so strong as Longtusk, for cats
are adept at such deception. But, obsessed with her ambition, Teeth-of-Death forced hersdlf to lie il
in her snowdrift for severa days, waiting for her opportunity.

And when Longtusk at last came by Teeth-of-Death was cold, haf-starved, exhausted.

She sprang too early, made too much noise. To fend her off, Longtusk smply swept his great
tusks and let their tips gouge furrows in Teeth-of-Degth's beautiful golden coat.

They faced each other, Longtusk barely scratched, Teeth-of-Death bleeding and exhausted.

Longtusk said, "L et usreach an agreement.”

Teeth-of-Death said warily, licking her wounds, "No agreement ispossible.”

For answer, he went to the snowdrift where she had been hiding. He scraped away the snow
and the hard ice that lay benesth, revealing bare earth. Then he dug deeper, and he exposed another
layer of ice, hidden benesth the dirt.

"Theice comes and goesin great waves," he said. "Thisold ice was covered with dirt before it
had time to melt. Now the ice has come again and covered over the land. So here we have two layers
of icein the same place, one on top of each other.”

The cat hissed, "Whéat relevance has this?'

"Hereis my suggestion,” he said. "Wewill sharetheworld, just astheseicelayers sharethe
same patch of ground. But, just like these ice layers, we will not touch each other.



"Y ou cats eat the meat of animals. We mammoths do not hunt; we do not covet your prey—"

"Ah," said the cat. "And you eat the plants and grass and trees, which we do not desire. Very
well. Wewill sharetheworld, asyou suggest.” But her eyes narrowed.

And 50 it was concluded.

But when Longtusk was turning to go, the cat mocked him. "1 have tricked you," she said. "1 will
egt the finest meat. You, however, must eat dirt and scrub. What kind of bargainisthat? You area
fool, Longtusk."

And Longtusk reflected.

The she-cat thought she had won: and in away she had. She would become the steppe's ruling
animal, itstop predator. But Longtusk knew that though its food may be richer, apredator needs
many prey to survive. Even amighty herd of deer could support only afew cats, and the numbers of
the she-cat's cubs would aways be limited.

But the steppe was full of dirt and scrub, as she had called it. And Longtusk knew that thanksto
hisbargain it was his caves, the mammoths, who would grow in number until they filled the steppe,
even to the point where they shaped it for their needs.

"Yes" hesad gently. "1 anafool.” And he turned and walked away.

...l know what you are thinking, Icebones. Isthe story true? Are any of the stories of Longtusk
true? It seemsimpossible that one mammoth could cram so many acts of impaossible heroism and
meatchlesswisdom into one brief lifetime,

Well, perhaps some of the stories have become alittle embellished with time. They are after dl
dories.

But | know this. Longtusk wasredl. Longtusk encountered great danger—and in the end,
Longtusk sacrificed hislifeto save hisClan.

Hewasthe greatest hero of them all.

1

The Gathering

The greatest hero of them all wastwelve years old, and he was in trouble with hismother. Again.

Y dlow plain, blue sky; it was afine autumn afternoon, here on the greet steppe of Beringia. The
landscape was huge, flat, el emental, an ocean of pale grass mirrored by an empty sky, crossed by
immense herds of herbivores and the carnivores that preyed on them. Longtusk heard the hiss of the



endless winds through the grass and sedge, the murmur of ariver some way to the west—and, under
it al, the unending grind and crack of the grest ice sheets that spanned the continent to the north.

And mammoths swept over theland like clouds.

Loosewool hung around them, catching the low sunlight. He heard the trumpeting and clash of
tusksof bristling, arguing bachelors, and the rumbles of the greast Matriarchs—complex songswith
deep harmonic structure, much of it inaudible to human ears—as they solemnly debated the state of
theworld.

Thiswas the season'slast gathering of the Clan, this great assemblage of Families, before the
mammoths dispersed to the winter pastures of the north.

And Longtusk was angry, aggrieved, ignored. He worked the ground as he walked, tearing up
grass, herbs and sedge with his trunk and pushing them into his mouth between the flat grinding
surfaces of histeeth.

Hed gotten into afight with hissister, Splayfoot, over aparticularly juicy dwarf willow hed
found. Just as he had prized the branches from the ground and had begun to strip them of their
succulent leaves, the caf had come bustling over to him and had tried to push him away so she could
get a thewillow hersdf. Hiswillow.

In response to Splayfoot's pitiful trumpeting, his mother had come across: Milkbreath, her belly
already swollen with next year's caf. And of course she'd taken Splayfoot'sside.

"Don't be so greedy, Longtusk! She'sagrowing calf. Go find your own willow. Y ou ought to
help her, not bully her..."

And so on. It had done Longtusk no good at al to point out, perfectly reasonably, that as he
had found the little tree it wasin fact his willow and the onein the wrong here was Splayfoot, not
him. Hismother had just pushed him away with abrush of her mighty flank.

Therest of the Family had been there, watching: even Skyhump the Matriarch, hisown
great-grandmother, head of the Family, surrounded by her daughters and granddaughters with their
caves squirming for milk and warmth and comfort. Skyhump had looked stately and magnificent,
great curtains of black-brown hair sweeping down from the pronounced hump on her back that had
given the Matriarch her name. She had rumbled something to the Cows around her, and they had
raised their trunksin amusement.

They had been mocking him. Him, Longtusk!

At twelve years old, though he till had much growing to do, Longtusk was aready astal asall
but the oldest of the Cowsin his Family. And histusks were the envy of many an adult Bull—well,
they would beif he ever got to meet any—qgreat sweeping spirds of ivory that curved around before
him until they dmost met, amassive, tangible weight that pulled at his head.

Hewas Longtusk. He would live forever, and he was destined to become a hero as great as any
inthe Cycle, the greatest hero of them dl. Hewas sure of it. Look at his mighty tusks, thetusks of a
warrior! And he raised them now in mock challenge, even though there was no one here to see.



Couldn't those foolish Cows understand? It was just unendurable.

But now he heard his mother calling for him. Grumbling, growling, he made hisway back to her.

The Cows had clustered around Skyhump, their Matriarch, and were walking northward in a
loose, dow cluster. They grazed steppe grass as they waked, for mammoths must feed for most of
the day, and they |eft behind compact trails of dung.

The Clan stretched around him asfar asthe eye could see, right across the landscape to east
and west, awave of muscle and fat and deep brown hair patiently washing northward. Skyhump's
amdl Family of little more than twenty individua s—Cows with their calves and afew young
males—was linked to the greater Clan by the kinship of Ssters and daughters and female cousins.
Where they passed, the mammoths cut swathes through the tall green-gold grass, and the ground
shuddered with their footsteps.

Longtusk felt abrief surge of pride and affection. Thiswas his Clan, and it was, after dl, a
meagnificent thing to be part of it—to be amammoth.

But now here was his mother, shadowed by that pest Splayfoot, and his sense of belonging
dissipated.

Milkbregth dapped his rump with her trunk, asif hewere ill acaf himsdf. "Where have you
been?... Never mind. Can't you see we're getting separated from the Family? We have to hear what
shehasto say."

"Who? Skyhump?'

Milkbreath snorted. "No. Pinkface. The Matriarch of Matriarchs. Don't you know anything?...
Never mind. Come on!"

So Longtusk hurried after his mother.

They joined acluster of Cows, tdl and old: Matriarchsdl, dow and sately in ther yearsand
wisdom. He was much too short to see past them.

But his mother was entranced. "Look," she said softly. "There sheis. They say sheisadirect
descendant of the great Kilukpuk. They say she was burned in agreat blaze made by the Fireheads,
and she wasthe only one of her Family to survive..."

He could still see nothing. But when he shut out the noise—the squedl of calves, the congtant
background thunder of mammoths walking, eating, defecating—he could hear the Matriarchs rumbling
and stamping a the ground, debating, sharing information that might sustain afew more livesthrough
the coming winter.

Longtusk spoke quietly, with soft pipings of histrunk. "What arethey saying?"

"They're talking about the changes." His mother's small ears stuck out of her hair as she strained



to ligten.
"What changes?'
"Y ou're too young to understand,” she snapped irritably.
"Tdl me"

She growled, "To the north theiceis shrinking back. And to the south the forests are spreading,
moretreesevery year."

He had heard thisbefore. "We can't livein the forests—"

"Not only that, theréstalk that the Fireheads aren't too far to the south. And where the
Fireheads go the Lost can't be far behind..."

Fireheads and Lost. Monsters of legend. Longtusk felt cold, asif he had drunk too much ice
weater.

...But now, without warning, the Matriarchs shifted their positions, like clouds exposing the sun.
And he saw the Matriarch of Matriarchs.

She was short, her tusks long and smooth. And her face was a grotesque mask: pink and naked
like ababy bird'swing, free of dl but afew wispsof hair.

Longtusk burst out, " She'stoo young!™
The Matriarchs stirred, like icebergs touched by wind.

Milkbresth grabbed his trunk, angry and embarrassed. "Wisdom comesto dl of uswith age. But
some are born wise. Wouldn't you expect that the Matriarch of Matriarchs, the wisest of dl, would be
specid? Wouldn't you?!

"I don't know..."

"Y ou're SO much trouble to me, Longtusk! Alwayswandering off or getting under my feet or
fighting with your Sster or embarrassing me—sometimes| wish you weredtill inmy belly, likethislittle
one." She stroked the heavy bulge under her bely fur.

Longtusk fumed slently.

Splayfoot came galoping up to him. HisSster was aknot of fat and orange fur, with atrunk like
aworm and tusks like lemming bones, and her face was rounded and smoothed-out, asif unfinished.
Thiswas her first summer, and her new-born coat of coarse underfur and light brown overfur was
being replaced by thicker and longer fur—though it would be her second year before her coarse
guard hairs began to appear. Y ou're so much trouble, Longtusk,” she squeaked up at him gleefully.
She started butting hislegswith her little domed forehead. "I'll be Matriarch and you won't. Then I'll
tdl you what to do!"



He rumbled and raised his huge tusks over her head, meaning to frighten her.

The caf squealed and ran to her mother, who tucked Splayfoot under her belly. "Will you leave
thislittle onedone?"

"It wasn't my fault!" Longtusk protested. " She started it..."

But Milkbreath had turned away. Splayfoot burrowed at her mother's chest, seeking her dugs.
But Milkbreath had little milk. So, with a deep belch, she regurgitated grass and with gentle kisses fed
the warm, pulped stuff to her daughter.

Asshefed, Splayfoot peered out from under afringe of fur, mocking him silently.

It wasn't so long since Milkbregth had fed him that way, murmuring about how important it was
for him to eat the food that had been inside his mother's belly, for it contained marvel ous substances
that would help him digest. It hardly seemed any timeat all.

And now look at him: pushed away, snapped at, ignored.

He stomped away, not looking back, not caring which way he went.

2

TheBachdor Herd

He cameto atrack.

It was adtrip of bare brown ground alittle wider than his own body. Where the muddy ground
was firm he could see the round print |eft by the tough, cracked skin of amammoth's sole, aspidery,
distinctive map.

Heturned and followed thetrail, curiousto find where it might lead.

To human eyes the mammoth steppe would have looked featureless. It was animmense plain
that siwept over the north of Eurasia, acrossthe land bridge of Beringiaand into North America. But
to amammoth it was as crowded with landmarks as any human city: rubbing trees, walows, rich
feeding areas, sdt licks, water holes. And these key siteswere linked by trails worn by centuries of
mammoth footsteps, trails embedded deep in the mind of every adult Bull and Cow, patiently taught
to the calves of each new generation.

Indeed, the land itself was shaped by the mammoths, who tore out trees and trampled the
ground where they passed. Other creatures|lived in the shadow of the mammoths: depending on the
trailsthey made, using the water sourcesthey opened up with their intelligence and strength. Even the
plants, in their mindless way, relied on the scattering of their seeds over great rangesin mammoth
dung. Without mammoths, the steppe would not have persisted.

Longtusk stomped through hisworld, still angry, obsessed. But he thought over the Matriarchs



conversation: Fireheads and Lost and huge globa changes...

He had never seen the Fireheads himsdlf, but hed met adults who claimed they had. The
Fireheads—said to be ferocious predators, creatures of sweeping, incomprehensible
danger—seemed redl enough, and every young mammoth was taught at avery early age that the only
response to a Firehead was to flee.

But the L ost were something else: figures of legend, a deep terror embedded at the heart of the
Cycle—the nemesis of the mammoths.

It all seemed unlikdy to Longtusk. The mammoths were spread in enormous herds right around
the world, and even the great cats feared them. What could possibly destroy them?

And besides, his curiosity was pricked.

Why were al these changes happening now? How quickly would they happen? And why did
the world have to become a harder place when he was dive? Why couldn't he havelived long ago, in
atime of cdm and plenty?

And, most important of dl, why didn't anybody take him serioudy?

Oh, he knew that there came atime when every Bull became restless with his Family; sooner or
later dl Bullsleave to seek out the company of other maesin the bachelor herds, to learn to fight and
strut and compete. But it didn't do him any good, here and now, to know that; and it drove him crazy
when dl thiswas patiently explained to him by some smug, pitying aunt or cousin.

After an unmeasured time he paused and |ooked back. Preoccupied, he hadn't been paying
much attention where he walked; now he found held come so far he couldn't see the mammoths any
more.

He heard athin howl, perhaps of awolf. He suffered a heartbest of panic, which he sternly
suppressed.

S0 he had |eft them behind. What of it? He was a full-grown Bull—nearly—and he could look
out for himsdlf. Perhgpsthiswas his timeto leave his Family—to begin the serious business of life.

Anyhow—he told himself—he was pretty sure he could find hisway back if he needed to.

With arenewed sense of purpose—and with those twinges of fear firmly pushed to the back of
his mind—he st off once more.

He cameto ariver bank.

Mammoths had been here recently. The muddy ground closeto the river's edge was bare of life,
pitted by footprint craters, and the trees were sparse and uniformly damaged, branches smashed,
trunks splintered and pushed over.



The water was cold. Thiswas probably arun-off stream, coming from amelting glacier to the
north. He sucked up atrunkful of water and held it long enough to take off itsfirst chill. Then heraised
histrunk and let the weter trickle into his mouth.

He pushed farther along the cold mud of the bank. It wasn't easy going. Theriver had cut itself a
shdlow valey which offered some protection from the incessant steppe winds. Asaresult spruce
trees grew unusually dense and tall here, and their branches clutched at him as he passed, so that he
left behind clumps of ginger hair.

Then, through the trees, he glimpsed a gleam of tusks, acurling trunk, an unmistakable profile.
It was another mammoth: amassive Bull, come hereto drink as he had.
Longtusk worked hisway farther along the bank.

The Bull, unfamiliar to Longtusk, eyed him with avague, languid curiosity. He would have
towered over any human observer, as much asthree meterstal at his shoulder.

And he towered over Longtusk.

"My name," the Bull rumbled, "is Rockheart."

"I'm Longtusk," hereplied nervoudy. "And [—"

But the Bull had dready turned away, histrunk hosing up prodigious volumes of weter.

The Bull'shigh, domed head was large, alever for his powerful jaw and a support for the great
trunk that snaked down before him. He had ashort but distinct neck, a cylinder of muscle supporting
that massive head. His shoulders were humped by amound of fat, and his back doped sharply down
toward the pelvis at the base of his spine. Histusks curled before him, great spirds of ivory chipped
and scuffed from alifetime of digging and fighting.

And his body, muscular, stocky, round, was coated by hair: great lengths of it, dark orange and
brown, that hung like askirt from hisbelly, down over hislegsto the horny nails on his swollen pads
of feet, and even inlong beard-like fringes from his chin and trunk. Histall, raised dightly, was short,
but more hair made it along, supple insect whisk. His earswere smdll, tucked back closeto his head,
al but logt inthe great mass of hair there.

Suddenly the ground shuddered under Longtusk's feet, and the river water trembled.

More mammoths, acrowd of them, came spilling down the bank, pushing and jostling, clumsy
giants. They weredl about the same size, Longtusk saw: no Cows, no infants here.

It was abachelor herd.

Longtusk wasthrilled. He had rarely been this close to full-grown Bulls. The Bulls kept to their
own herds, away from the Cow-dominated Families of mothers and ssters and calves; Longtusk had
seen them only in the distance, sweeping by, powerful, independent, and he had longed to run with
them.



And now, perhaps, he would.

The Bulls spread out along the river bank. Before passing on toward the water, one or two
regarded Longtusk: with mild curiosity over hisoutsde tusks, or blank indifference, or amused
contempt.

Longtusk followed, avid.

For hdf aday, asthe sun climbed into the sky, the Bulls moved on dong the river bank, jostling,
jousting, drinking and eating.

Their walk, heavy and liquid, was oddly graceful. Their feet were pads that rested easily on the
ground, swelling visibly with each step. Their trunks, heavy ropes dangling from the front of their
faces, pulled the mammoths heads from sdeto side asthey swayed. Even asthey drank they fed,
amogt continuoudy. They pulled at branches of the surrounding treeswith their trunks, hauling off
great |eaf-coated semswith hissing rustles, and crammed thefoliage into their small mouths.

The soughing of their footsteps was punctuated by deep breeths, the gurgle of immense
stomachs, and subterranean rumbles from the sound organs of their heads. A human observer would
have made little of these deep, angry noises. But Longtusk found it very easy to make out what these
Bullswere saying to each other.

"...Youareinmy way. Move asde."

"l was herein this placefirgt. You moveaside.

"...Thiswater istoo cold. It liesheavy inmy bely."

"That is because you are old and wesk. |, however, am young and strong, and | find the water
pleasantly coal."

"My tusks are not yet so old and feeble they could not crack your skull like a skuaegg, calf."
"Perhaps you should demonstrate how that could be done, old one...”

Longtusk, following the great Bull Rockheart, was tolerated—aslong as he didn't get in
anybody's way—for he was, for now, too small to be a serious competitor. His tusks were, despite
hisyouth, larger than many of the adults—but they only made him fedl salf-conscious, asif somehow
he wasn't entitled to such magnificent wegpons. He walked along with his head dipped, histusks close
to the ground.

Being with the Bullswas not like being with his Family.
Even the language was different. The Cowsin the Families used more than twenty different kinds

of rumble, abasic vocabulary from which they constructed their extremey complex communications.
The Bullsonly had four rumblesl—and those were to do with mockery, challenge and boasting.



His Family had been protective, nurturing—a safe place to be. But the bachelor herds were
looser coditions of Bulls, more interested in contest: verba challenges, head butts, tusk clashes. The
Bullswere congtantly testing each other, exploring each other's strength and weight and determination,
establishing ahierarchy of dominance.

This mattered, for it was the dominant Bulls who mated the Cowsin oestrus.

Right now, Longtusk was at the very bottom of this hierarchy. But one day he would, of course,
climb higher—why, to the very top...

"Y ou have stepped on the hair of my feet."

Longtusk looked up at awall of flesh, eyesliketar pits, tusks that swept over his head.

He had offended Rockheart.

The great Bull's guard hairs—dangling from his belly and trunk, long and lustrous—rippled like
water, trgpping the light. But loose underfur, working itsway out through the layers of hisguard hair in
tatters around hisflanks, made him look primordia, wild and unfinished.

Longtusk found himself trembling. He knew he should back down. But some of the other males
nearby were watching with alofty curiosity, and he was reminded sharply of how the Matriarch had
watched his humiliation by hisinfant Sster earlier.

If he had no place in the Family, he must find aplace here. His Family had taught him how to live
asamammoth; now he must learn to be aBull. And thiswas whereit would begin.

So he stood his ground.

"Perhgps you have trouble understanding,”" Rockheart said with an ominous mildness. "Y ou see,
thisiswhere| take my water."

"Itisnot your river done,” Longtusk said at last. He raised his head, and histusks, long and
proud, waved in the face of the great Bull.

Unfortunately one curling tusk caught in atree root. Longtusk's head was pulled sideways,
making him stagger.

There was a subterranean murmur of amusement.

Rockheart smply stood his ground, unmoving, unblinking, like something which had grown out
of thisriver bank. He said coldly, "I admire your tusks. But you are acaf. Y ou lack prowessin their
lm"

Longtusk gathered his courage. He raised histusks again. They wereindeed long, but they were
like saplings against Rockheart's stained pillars of ivory. "Perhaps you would careto join mein

combat, so that you may show me exactly where my deficiencieslie.”

And he dragged his head sideways o that histusks clattered against Rockheart's. Hefdt a



painful jar work itsway up to his skull and neck, and the base of histusks, where they were
embedded in hisface, ached violently.

Rockheart had not so much asflinched.
Longtusk raised histusksfor another strike.

With aspeed that belied hisbulk Rockheart stepped sideways, lowered his head and rammed it
into Longtusk's midriff.

Longtusk staggered into icy mud, dipped and fdll sprawling into the water.

He struggled to hisfeet. The hairs of hisbelly and trunk dangled under himin cold clinging
Masses.

The Bullson theriver bank were watching him, tusks raised, sniggering.

Rockheart took alast trunkful of water, sprayed it languidly over his back, and turned away. His
massve feet |eft giant cratersin the sticky mud as hewaked off, utterly ignoring Longtusk and his
sruggles

And now Longtusk heard afamiliar, remote trumpeting... "Longtusk! Longtusk! Come hereright
now!..."

"There's your mother caling you," brayed ayoung Bull. "Go back to her tedt, little one. Thisis
no placefor you."

Longtusk, head averted, humiliated, ssomped out of the river and through the stand of trees.
Where hewalked heleft atrail of mud and drips of water.

That wasthe end of Longtusk's first encounter with abachelor herd.

He could not know it, but it would be along time before he would see one of hisown kind
again.

Not caring which way he went, Longtusk lumbered alone over the steppe, head down, ripping at
the grass and herbs and grinding their roots with angry twists of hisjaw.

He couldn't go back to the herd. And he wasn't going back to his Family. Not after al that had
happened today. Not after this.

Hedidn't need his Family—or the Bulls who had taunted him. He was Longtusk! The greatest
hero in the world!

Why couldn't anybody see that?

Hewalked on, faster and farther, so wrapped up in histroubles he didn't even notice the smoke



until hiseyes began to hurt.

3
The She-Cat

Startled, he looked up, blinking. Water was stresking down the hairs of hisface.
Smoke billowed, acrid and dark; somewhere nearby the dry grass was burning.
Every ingtinct told him to flee, to get away from the blaze. But which way?

If shewere with him, his mother would know what to do. Even abrutal Bull like Rockheart
would guide him, for it was the way of mammothsto train and protect their young.

But they weren't here.

Now, through the smoke, he saw running crestures, silhouetted against the glow: thin, lithe,
upright. They looked alittle like cats. But they ran upright, asno cat did. And they seemed to carry
thingsin their front paws. They darted back and forth, mysterious, purposeful.

Perhapsthey weren't real. Perhapsthey were signs of hisfear.

Hefdt panic risein his chest, threatening to choke him.

He turned and faced into the smoke. He thought he could see aglow there, yellow and crimson.

It wasthefireitsdf, following the bank of smoke it crested, both of them driven by the wind from the
south.

Then he should run to the north, away from thefire. That must be the way the other mammoths
werefleaing.

But fire—sparked by lightning strikes and driven by the incessant winds—could race acrossthe
dry land. Steppe plants grew only shalowly, and were easily and quickly consumed. Mammoths were
strong, stocky, round as boulders: built for endurance, not for speed. He knew he could never outrun
asteppe firestorm.

What, then?
Through hisfear, hefelt apang of indignation. Was he doomed to die here, done, in aworld
turned to gray and black by smoke?—he, Longtusk, the center of the universe, the most important

mammoth who ever lived?

Wéll, if hewanted to live, he couldn't wait around for somebody elseto tell him what to do.
Think, Longtusk!

The smoke seemed to clear alittle. Above him, between scudding billows of smoke, the sun



showed a spectral, attenuated disc.

Helooked down at hisfeet and found he was standing in a patch of muddy ground, bare of
grass and other vegetation. It was adrying river bed, the mud cut by twisted, braided channels. There
was nothing to burn here; that must be why the smoke was sparse.

Helooked dong the line of theriver. It ran amost directly south. No grass grew on this sticky,
clinging mud—and where the dry driver snaked off into the smoke, the glow of the fire seemed
reduced, for there was nothing to burn on this mud.

If hewaked that way, southward into the face of the smoke, he would be waking toward the
fire—but along a channel where the fire could not reach. Soon, surely, he would get through the
smoke and thefire, and reach the cleaner air beyond.

He quailed from theidea. It went againgt every ingtinct he had—to walk into ablazing fire! But if
it wastheright thing to do, he must overcome hisfear.

Heraised histrunk at the fire and trumpeted his defiance. And, dropping his head, he began to
march solidly south.

The smoke hillowed directly into hisface, laced with steppe dust: hot grit that peppered his eyes
and scraped in his chest. And now the fire's crackling, rushing noise roseto aroar. He felt he would
go mad with fear. But he bent his head and, doggedly, one step at atime, he continued, into the teeth
of the blaze.

At last thefireroared around him, and the flames |l egped, dazzling white, asthey consumed the
thin steppe vegetation. Only afew paces away from him grass and low trees were crackling,
blackening. Tufts of burning grass and bark scraps fluttered through the air. Some of them stuck to his
fur, making it smolder, and he batted them away with histrunk or histail.

But he had been right. The fire could not reach across the mud of thisriver bed, and soit could
not reach him.

And now there was achange. The sound of the fire seemed diminished, and he found he was
breathing alittle easier. Blinking, he forced open his eyes and looked down.

Hewas gtill stlanding in hisriver bed. Its surface had been dried out and cracked by the
ferocious heat. To either Sdethe ground wasllifdess, marked by the smoldering ssumps of
ground-covering trees and the blackened remnants of grass and sedge. Near one tree he saw the
scorched corpse of some smdl animdl, perhaps alemming, its small white bones protruding.

The stink of smoke and ash was overwhelming. The steppe, as far as he could see, had turned
to aplain of scorched cinders. Smoke still curled overhead... but it was athinning gray layer which no
longer covered the sSinking sun.

And therewas nofire.

Hefet asurge of dation. He had doneit! Alone, he had worked out how to survive, and had
stuck to hisresolvein the face of overwhelming danger. Let Rockheart see him now!—for he,



Longtusk, alone, had today faced down and beaten a much more savage and ruthless enemy than any
Bull mammoth.

...Alone. Theword came back to haunt him, like the distant cry of aptarmigan, and hiselation
evaporated.

Heturned and faced northward. The fire was awall across the steppe, from the eastern horizon
to the west. Smoke billowed up before it in huge towering heaps, shaped by thewind. It wasan
awesome sight, and it cut theworld in two.

He hammered at the ground with hisfeet, his samps cdling to the mammoths, his Family. But
there was no reply, no rocky echo through the Earth. Of course not; the noise of the firewould
overwhelm everything else, and beforeit al the mammoths must be fleeing—even the greatest of them
al, the Matriarch of Matriarchs, fleeing north, even farther from Longtusk.

He would have no chanceto gloat of his bravery to Rockheart, or his mother, or anyone ese.
For everything he knew—the Family, the Clan, the bachelor herd, everything—Iay on the other sde
of that wal of fire.

He cried out, amournful trumpet of desolation and loneliness.

Helooked down at himsdlf. Hewas asorry sight, hisfur laden with mud and heavily charred.
And he was hungry and thirsty—in fact he had no clear memory of the last time held eaten.

The sun was dipping, reddening. Night would soon be here.

Thelast of hisdation disgppeared. He had thought he had won his battle by defeating the fire.
But it seemed the battle was only just begun.

There was only one way for him to go: south, away from the fire. He lowered hishead and
began to walk.

As he marched into deepening darkness, hetried to feed, as mammoths must. But the scorched
grass and sage crumbled at histouch.

Histhirst was stronger than his hunger, in fact, but he found no free-standing water. He scraped
hopefully at the ground with histusks and feet. But only alittle way down, the ground grew hard and
cold. Thiswasthe permafrogt, the deep layer of frozen soil which never thawed, even a the height of
summer. He dug histrunk into the soil and sucked hopefully, but there were only drops of moisture to
be had, trapped above theice layer.

He came across awillow. It hugged the ground, low and flat, not rising higher than his knees. He
prized it up with histusks, stripped off its bark and munched the thin, dry stuff, seeking to assuage his
third.

He knew there were places scattered around the steppe where free-standing water lay closeto
the surface, even in the depths of winter, and the mammoths could crack through snow and ice to



reach it. The adults knew where to find such wells of life, using a degp knowledge of the land passed
on from the generations before them—but L ongtusk had only begun learning about the land. Now,
scraping a the mud, adrift in this blackened |andscape where even the trail s had been scorched out of
existence, hewaslearning how truly helplesshe was.

Hewalked farther. The trees grew more thickly, short, ancient willows and birches. Soon there
were S0 many of them they covered the ground with athick matting of branches. Hewaswalking, in
fact, on top of aforest. Thisdry, cold, wind-blasted land was not a place where trees could grow tall.

...Heheard a hiss, degp and sibilant, somewhere behind him.

Mammoths necks are short and inflexible, and Longtusk had to turn al the way
around—dowly, clumdly, heart hammering.

The cat gazed a him, utterly ill, silent.

For aningant he felt overwhelmed, hismind redling, his courage fragmenting. He was dmost
irritated. The bachelor herd, the smoke, the fire—wasn't that enough? Must he face this new peril as
wdl?

But he knew hewasin deadly danger, and he forced himself to dertness.

The cat was afemde, he saw. She seemed huge to Longtusk: not much less than half hisown
height, rippling muscle under a smooth sheen of brown fur. Her ears were small and forward-pointed,
her nose smdl and black.

And her two saber teeth swept down from her mouth, stained by something dark and crusted.
Blood, perhaps. She must dready have made akill, of some prey animal disoriented by thefire. He
could sméll rotten meat on her breath.

Perhaps she had afamily to feed, abrood of brawling sharp-toothed cubs. Cubs hungry for
mammoth mest.

The sun, reddened by the smoky air, touched the horizon. Shadows fled across the scorched
plains, and ruddy light gleamed deep in the carnivore's eye sockets.

And those eyes were fixed on Longtusk.
Heraised histrunk and trumpeted. The sound rolled across the anechoic plains, purposeless.

The cat spread her claws, long and bright, and they sunk into the ground. Her musclestensed in
great sheets.

Fear clamored in hismind, threatening to drown out thought.

Hetried to recal fragments of mammoth lore: that few mammoths are targeted by predators;
that Bulls, not yet fully grown and yet driven to depart the Family—Bullslike himsdf—are the most



vulnerable to predators like this cat; that the female cat, driven to provide for her family, isdeadlier
than themale,

But through dl this one stark thought rattled around hisawareness: that it is at sunset that the
predators hunt.

She sprang. It was very sudden. Spitting, she soared through the air, ablur of muscle heading
sraight for hisface, claws extended.

Blindly heraised histusks.
She was knocked sideways, spitting and scratching.

...Hewas bleeding, he realized. There was a series of raked gashes across the front of histrunk,
where a paw-swipe had caught him.

Trumpeting, he turned again.
She was crouched low, eyes on him once more, taking step after deliberate step toward him.

The mammoths evolved on open plains, where thereislittle cover. Under threat from a predator
they adopt aring formation, with the calves and the weak huddled at the center.

But now Longtusk was on his own, with nobody to cover hisback, utterly exposed.
He broke away and fled. He couldn't helpiit.

She will try to slash your trunk. Avoid this. It will cause you agonizing pain and a great
loss of blood. Use your tusks. Bring them down on her head to stun her, or stab her with the
sharp tips. If she getsin closer, wrap your trunk around her and squeeze until her back breaks.
If she gets beneath you, step on her and crush her skull. Never forget sheisafraid too: you are
bigger and stronger than her, and she knowsit...

It was acomforting theory, and he recalled how he had played with other calves, mimicking
attacks and defenses, swiping miniature tusks back and forth. But the redlity, of this spitting, stinking,
sngle-minded cat, was very different.

And now hefelt anew sharp warmth on hisright hind leg. She had gouged him again. The
damage was superficia, but he could fed the blood pumping out of him, weakening him. He kept
running, but now he waslimping.

It had been addiberate cut. The cat wastrying to shorten the chase.

Heran toward astand of tall trees, sheltered by an outcrop of rock, their branches green-black
in the fading light. Perhaps there would be cover here. He ducked into the shadow of the trees,
turned—

Suddenly there was aweight on his back, amass of spitting, squalling fur, utterly unexpected,
and then stabs of sharp pain al across hisback: long claws digging through hisfur and into hisflesh.



Hetrumpeted in panic. He raised histrunk and tusks, but his neck was short and he could never
reach so far. The trees, heredized. Their black branches|oomed above him. She must have climbed
into the branches and dropped down onto him.

On the steppe most trees hugged the ground. Longtusk wasn't used to trees looming over him.
He hadn't even consdered the possibility that the cat might do such athing.

Hefdt, through sharpening stabs of pain, that she was digging her claws degper into him, and
her weight shifted. He knew what she was intending; he had seen the cats at work. She was opening
her gaping mouth and raising her down-pointing saber teeth. In amoment she would use them to stab
down into his hel pless flesh, laying open his spine, or even his skull.

Then the pain would Start.

Shewould not kill him quickly, he knew, for that was not theway of the cats; hewould liein
blood and black agony, longing for arelease to the aurora, while this cat and her foul cubstore at his
flesh—

He raised histrunk and bellowed defiance. No! He had beaten the fire. He would not be
destroyed, inthisdismd place, by a carrion-breathed cub of Aglul!

He charged straight at the trees. One branch, black and thick, cut acrossthe sky, only alittle
above his head height.

Asthe branch struck her the cat yowled. The pain in his back degpened—her claws raked
through hisflesh as shetried to cling to him—but suddenly the pain's sharpness eased, and the weight
of the cat was gone from his shoulders. Bregthing hard, the wounds on his back cold, he whirled
around, tusks raised, trunk tucked under his chin for protection.

The cat had vanished.

Hetrumpeted. Hiseyes, never strong, helped him littlein thisfading light. And he could smell
nothing—nothing but the metalic stink of his own crusting blood. Probably she had gone downwind
of him.

How could she have moved so quickly, so silently? Shewas, he redized ruefully, much more
expert at hunting than he was at being hunted.

The dark was degpening quickly. Histhirst seemed to burn at histhroat, a discomfort deeper
even than the ache of hiswounds. And he longed for shelter.

He recalled the outcrop of rock which had provided cover for these treesto grow. Clumsily, his
torn leg and back aching, he lumbered around the trees. He came to a sheer wall of sandstone,
perhaps twice astal as he was, smoothly eroded, its base littered by frost-shattered scree, fallen
branches and dead |eaves. He moved as close to the rock face as he could, and turned to face the
plains beyond.

Perhaps he could last through the night here. He might hear the cat approach if she came across
the scree or the leaves. And in the morning—



There was liquid movement to his right. She had been hiding in the mound of broken wood and
leaves. Now, gazing at him, she prepared to spring again.

Hefdt trapped in thisdark, glacid moment.

He seemed to havetimeto study the cat's every detail: the Sinuous beauty of her curved, taut
muscles, the gaping, bloody maw of her mouth. Blood was crusted on her head, he noticed, amark of
his one minor victory, where he had managed to hurt her by driving her againgt the tree branch. But
her eyeswere on him, small and hard, and he could see that she knew she had won. In lessthan a

heartbeat she would reach his soft belly with her claws, and hislife would spill out on thislonely rock,
far from those who had loved him.

...But the cat was hurled sideways and dammed into the rock face.
Shefdl, limp.

Time flooded over him again, and his heart hammered.

Cautioudy, unable to believe he was till bresthing, Longtusk crept closer. The cat lay where she
had fallen, dumped in the leaves and the scree.

Blood welled from a huge wound in her temple, dark and thick, asif seeking to water the trees
that grew here. The tillness of the cat was sudden, artling; this creature of motion and purpose and
deadly beauty had become, in a heartbesat, athing of the rock and the earth, her beautiful muscles
dack and usdlessforever.

Hefet no triumph, no relief: only numbness.

Something protruded from her skull.

It waswood, along, straight branch. It had been stripped of bark, and one end narrowed to a
sharp tip. Thetip looked blackened, asif it had beenin afire; but it was evidently hard, hard asa
tusk—for it had pierced the cat's skull, passing through a neat puncture in her temple and out the
other side. The flying stick had knocked her out of her spring; she had probably been dead, he
redlized, even before she collided with the rock.

Therewas arustle afew paces away.

Startled, hereared up and trumpeted.

There was something out there on the darkling plain. Something small, purpossful.

He was surprised to find he still had some fear left ingde him, asmall bubble of it that roseto the
surface of hismind, despite his exhaustion.

But thiswas no cat. It walked upright, onitshind legs.



It was shorter than Longtusk, but it looked strong, with muscled legs and abroad chest. Its head
was large with awide fleshy nose, and alow brow made of caves of bone from which brown eyes
peered suspicioudly at Longtusk. Short black hair was matted on the creature's head, and it had fur
over itsbody—not its own fur, Longtusk redlized with a shock, but scraps of skin from animals,
deer and bison and even fox, somehow joined together.

The two of them stared at each other.

Fragments of lore drifted through Longtusk's mind. They walk upright. They wear the skin of
other creatures. Thereisno fighting them; only flight is possible...

This creature walked upright, like aFirehead. Wasit possble?...

But Longtusk felt no fear now. He seemed exhausted, done with fear.

The strange beast, cautioudy, walked forward on its hind legs toward the cat. Longtusk
wondered how it kept from toppling over. It wrapped its big front paws around the pointed stick,
stepped on the cat'sinert head, and pulled hard. With some reluctance, the stick did out of the cat's
skull.

Then, watching Longtusk, the creature jabbed with the stick at the cat's head.

Showing him what it had done.

Sowly Longtusk understood. This creature had thrown the stick through the air, driven it by
sheer strength and accuracy into the head of the cat—and thereby saved Longtusk'slife.

If thiswas a Firehead, it meant Longtusk no harm. Perhapsit was not a Firehead, but something
else, something like a Firehead, alesser threat.

Longtusk seemed unable to think it through, to pick through bits of haf-remembered lore.

The creature walked closer to Longtusk. Its head moved back and forth, sideto side, and its
eyeswere bright and curious, even though it was obvioudy nervous of the mammoth's great tusks. It
worked its mouth and a strange complex growl emerged.

Then it reached out with one of its bare front paws, and, leaning within the radius of the tusks,
stroked the long furs on Longtusk's trunk. Longtusk flinched, but he was beyond fear now, and he
submitted to the contact. The creature passed its fingers down through Longtusk's matted hair, the
motion oddly socthing.

But the paw came away sticky with blood, and the creature looked at Longtusk with renewed
concern.

It took its stick and began to walk away. A few paces from Longtusk, it paused and looked
back.

Longtusk looked down at the shadowy form of the dead cat. Though the rock would provide
him with shelter, he had no desire to stay here. This sinuous corpse, still leaking blood, would surely



soon attract more predators, hyenas and foxes and maybe even other cats, before the condors
descended on what was |eft of the carcass,

Thelight wasdl but gone, and thewind wasrising.

Helooked up. The upright creature was still waiting, looking back. And Longtusk had no redl
choice.

Sowly they waked into the night, the woolly mammoth following the Neandertha boy.

4

TheDreamers

They cameto ashdlow river valey, where running water—perhaps atributary of the dried-out
stream that had saved Longtusk from the fire—had cut itsway into the hard black rock of the ground.

The upright creature scrambled down a heap of frost-shattered scree. It reached ahole of
deeper darkness cut into the hillside. It was acave, Longtusk redlized.

And aglimmer of ruddy light camefrom withinit.
Longtusk was baffled. How could there be light inside a cave, a place of shadows?

...And now Longtusk's sharp sense of smell detected the tang of smoke, carried on the light
evening breeze, and he understood the source of that strange inner glow.

Fire. Hisupright friend had walked into fire—maybe anest of true Fireheads!

Longtusk stood there on theriver bank, torn by conflicting impulses. Should he flee, or should he
rush down the bank and pull out hisfriend, saving the squat little creature asit had saved him from the
she-cat?

But hisfriend had goneinto the cave willingly, with no sSign of fear.

The sun had not yet risen since Longtusk had been separated from his Family. And yet aready
he had endured a blizzard of new experiences. Perhaps this new vision, of fire within acave, was
smply one more strangeness he must strive to understand.

But none of that mattered. It was dmaost completely dark now. He was hungry, tired,
thirsty—and aone once more.

Using histrunk to fedl hisway, he worked through the rocks to the edge of theriver. Hewalked
farther, following the stream. The river bed shalowed, and he sensed alake opening out before him: a
scent of cold fresh water, a soft sweep of wind across an expansive surface. At the edge of the lake,
lying along the shalow beach, he found grest linear heaps of feathers|eft by molting ducks and geese.



When he waded into the water itsicy cold struck through the layers of fur on hislegs, and he
amost cried out from the pain of the woundsinflicted by the cat. But as the water lifted off the caked
blood and dirt, the sharp pain turned to awider ache, and he sensed the art of healing.

Hetook atrunkful of water and lifted it to hismouth; it was cool and delicious, and he drank
again and again, assuaging athirgt he had nursed since the terrible moments of thefire.

He retreated to the tumbled rocks of the shore. He found a gap between two tal rock faces. He
nestled there and, trying to ignore the continuing cold ache of hisback and legs, waited for degp to
damhim.

In the morning, with the low sun glowing red through the last of yesterday's smoke, he made his
way out of hisrock cleft and down to the water. Near the lake, the water and air and land were full of
birds. many species of geese, ducks, even swans on the water, blackbirds and sparrows on the
marshy land, and occasiona hunters—hawks, kestrels. The short summer was ending, atime when
the birds swarmed to breeding groundslike this.

A flock of geesefloated on the water, ahuge raft of them. They had shed dl their flight feethers
a once, agresat catastrophic molt that had | eft them temporarily unableto fly, asthey put dl their
energy into breeding and raising young and storing fat for the return journey to their winter landsin the
south. All of thishad to be completed in just forty or fifty days, before the snow and ice clamped
down on the land again.

Therockswere covered by afine hoar frost, so dippery that even the heavy, wrinkled pads of
hisfeet could not find afirm footing. There was no food to be had here. Nothing grew on these rocks
and pebbles and scree, al of it regularly inundated by the flooding lake, save lichen and weed. He
knew, gloomily, he would haveto travel far today to find the fodder he needed.

But yesterday had depleted him. The wounds on his back ached badly, and he wondered if they
were festering. Hefelt dizzy, oddly hollow, and his eyes were gritty and sore.

Something startled the birds. Ducks and swans rose from the water, aracket of rattling,
snapping wings, leaving behind the barking, flightless geese. The birds caught the light, and they
seemed to glow againgt the dull gray of the sky, asif burning from within. There were actudly many
flocks, herealized, passing to and fro in agrest lattice above him, asif he were standing at the bottom
of an ocean through which these birds svam.

And hewas gtill utterly, desolately, done. He wished his Family were here.

...There was a splashing sound, alittle way out from the lake shore. He turned dowly. He saw
motion, aripple on the water, but his eyes were too poor to make out anything more clearly.

The splashing creature sood up in the water on itstwo hind legs: upright, ungainly, brushing
dropsfrom the hair onits head. It was hisfriend of yesterday. It had discarded itsfurs; they lay ina
neet pile on the shore. And now Longtusk could clearly seethat it—he—was amae. His body was
coated by afinelight brown hair; wet, it lay flat against the contours of his body. There was an odd
patch of discoloration on hisface, ajagged line across his cheek like the auroras subtle curtain.



Perhaps it was a birthmark, Longtusk speculated.

He was pushing atwig of some kind—Longtusk thought it was willow—into his mouth and
expertly swiveling it around with his paw. Perhaps he was cleaning out histeeth.

Willow, hethought. That'swhat | will call thisodd little creature. Willow.
Longtusk didn't like to admit to himsaf how pleased he wasto see afamiliar creature.

Willow let the water drain from his eyes—and he saw Longtusk clearly, standing placidly on the
shore only afew paces away.

He yelped in shock, and glanced over at his pile of furs. There was a pointed stick resting
there—perhaps the one he had used yesterday against the cat—but it was much too far away to
reach.

But of course Longtusk meant him no harm. And when he redlized this, after long heartbedts,
Willow seemed to relax.

With much splashing, Willow made his way through the water to Longtusk. He reached out to
scratch the mammoth's trunk hair as he had the day before. His mouth issued a stream of
incomprehengible grunts; hisrow of teeth shone whitein the morning sun.

Willow'sface was round, al but bare of the light hair that coated the rest of his muscular body.
His skull waslong, and black hair dangled from it asfrom the belly of amammoth. His nose was
broad and deep, and his face seemed to protrude, almost asif it had been pulled forward by his grest
nostrils. His eyes gleamed like lumps of amber benesath huge bony forehead ridges.

Helifted hiswillow stick and offered it to Longtusk. For an instant the stubby fingers at the end
of Longtusk's trunk touched Willow's palm, and Willow snatched back his paw with a frightened yelp.
But then he held the stick forward again, and let Longtusk takeit.

Longtusk had never seen Willow's kind before, but now, inthe light of day, hismind more clear,
he knew what this creature was.

These were not Fireheads, but the cousins of Fireheads. The mammoths called them Dreamers.
Dreamers could be found in little pockets of habitation around the landscape, rardly traveling far
from their homes. They would sometimes scavenge dead mammoths, but unlike other predators they

werelittle threat.

And there were very few of them. Once—it was said in the Cycle—the Dreamers had covered
theworld. Now they wererarely encountered.

Willow ran hislittle paws through the long hairs on Longtusk's flank and back. When he probed
at the broken flesh there, Longtusk couldn't help but flinch and growl. Willow stumbled back, his
paws coated with blood and dirt.

The Dreamer cupped his paws and began to ladle water over Longtusk's back. As blood and



dirt was washed away, the pain was clear and sharp, but Longtusk made himsalf stand stock till.

Then Willow bent over and dug. He straightened up with his paws full of black, sticky
lake-bottom mud. He began to cake thisliberdly over Longtusk'swounds. Again this
hurt—especidly asthelittle Dreamer couldn't see what he was doing, and frequently poked afinger
into araw wound. But aready Longtusk could fed how the thick mud was soothing the ache of his
injuries

Therewas aguttural shout from the shore. Both Longtusk and Willow turned.

It was another Dreamer, like Willow. But this one was much taller—jpresumably an aduilt,
probably amae—and it, he, was dressed in thick heavy furs. There was no hair on the top of hislong
boul der-shaped head, which was marked with strange stripes of red and yellow.

Stripeskull, Longtusk thought.

Stripeskull had apointed stick in his paw. Thiswas no skinny sapling as Willow had carried, but
athick wooden shaft, itstip cruelly sharp and blackened by fire—and even Willow'slittle stick had
been enough to bring down a cat, Longtusk recaled. Stripeskull's muscles bulged, and Longtusk had
no doubt he would be ableto hurl that stick hard enough to dice right through Longtusk'sthick skin.

But Willow ran out of thelake, dripping glistening water, waving hisforelegsin theair.
Stripeskull was obvioudy angry and frightened—but he was hesitating, Longtusk saw.

The huge adult grabbed Willow's arm in one mighty paw and pulled him away from the [ake.
Agan heraised hisgtick at Longtusk and jabbered something complex and angry. Then he turned and
retreated toward the fire cave, dragging Willow with him.

Willow looked back once. Longtusk wondered if he could read regret, even longing, in thelittle
Oone's manner.

It didn't matter. For Longtusk, of course, had no place here. Sadly he started to work his way
out through the boulders and scree to the higher ground, seeking food.

In the daysthat followed, Longtusk walked far and wide.

It wasn't particularly surprising that thisland was so unfamiliar to him. It was an unpromising,
ugly place, al but barren—not aplace for mammoths. There seemed to be a sheet of hard black rock
that underlay much of theland; here and there the rock broke to the surface, and in those places
nothing grew save afew hardy lichen. Even where the rock was buried it had pushed the permafrost
closer to the surface, and little could grow in the thin layer of moist soil on top.

Longtusk was a big animd, and he needed to find agreat deal of fodder every day. Soon he had
towalk far to find a place beyond his own trample marks and decaying spoor.

Still he saw no sign of any other mammoth: no trails, no spoor save hisown. Hetried trumpeting,
rumbling and samping. His sengitive ears picked up only the distant howl of wolves, the dow grind of



theice sheet to the north, the moan of chill air spilling down from the North Pole,

And winter was drawing in rgpidly, the days shriveling and the nights turning into long, cold,
star-frosted deserts of darkness. It was awinter Longtusk knew he would be lucky to survive, aone.

Though he roamed far, he was drawn back to the lake and the cave. After al theonly beingin
hisworld who had shown him any kindness was the Dreamer cub, Willow. It was hard to |leave that
behind.

There was more than one cave, in fact. There was awhole string of them, right along the river
bank and lake shore, gaping mouths in the rock from which the Dreamers would emerge, daily, to do
their chores.

Longtusk watched them.

The maeswould seek out mesat. With their long blackened sticks they hunted smaller animas
like reindeer and red deer. They generdly ignored the larger animals, like horses and aurochs. But
they would often scavenge mesat from an animal brought down by some more fierce predator, chasing
away the hyenas and condors, dicing at the carcass with pieces of stonethey held in their paws.

The maes ate their meet out in the field, taking little back to the caves. Longtusk realized that
like mammoth Bullsthey did not provide food or protection for their cubs. That wasthe job of the
femaes. Sowed by their young, often laden with infants clamped to their breadts, the femaes did not
travel asfar asthe males, and so did not eat so well. They would hunt with small sticks, seeking out
gamelikerabhits or birds. But their principa foodstuff, plucked from the lake, was aquatic plantslike
catals.

The females were as strong and stocky as the males, for they worked even harder in their
relentless drive to sustain and protect themselves and their cubs.

Aswide ashetraveled, Longtusk saw no other groups of Dreamers. Thissmdl Clan in their
caves seemed utterly isolated, cut off from the rest of their kind. And yet that seemed unimportant to
them. They wereimmersed in their small world, in themsalves, in each other; they had no need for a
wider web of socia contacts like the mammoths Clans.

All thisLongtusk saw in glimpses, asthe Moon cycled in the ky. But as agrowing mammoth he
was not exactly inconspicuous; and whenever the Dreamers saw him they would shout and jab sticks
and hurl rocks until he went away. They were not mammoth hunters by habit, but Longtusk knew they
could easily kill himif they chose, or if he seemed threstening enough. He recoiled from their
weapons, and their hogtility—a hogtility that seemed shared by al except Willow.

Willow remained with the females and their brood. But he seemed somehow distanced, older
than the rest of the infants, often the subject of an irritable cuff from one female or another. Perhaps
that was why Willow's behavior was different from the others, why he had been moved to risk his
own lifeto save amammoth's. Longtusk wondered if Willow, like Longtusk himself, wasreaching a
cusp, preparing to leave his mother and her ssters and seek out the mae hunter groups.

The grange ideathat he and Willow might have something in common was obscurely
comforting.



Aswinter drew in, the nights grew long and deep, the days brief.

There was a spate of early snow storms. The air here was sucked dry by the icecap, and there
waslittle fresh snow. But ground blizzards, with old snow picked up by heavy winds, frequently
occurred. So, when it snowed, it was usudly in the midst of aferociouswind storm that might persist
for days.

Longtusk endured the blizzards. He felt the snow's weight gather on hisback, but he knew he
was protected. His body generated its own heat by dowly burning the fat reserves he had stored up
during the summer. That heat was trapped with remarkable efficiency by hisshell of fur and guard
hairs—so well, in fact, that snow that fell on hisback did not melt.

Stll, in theworst of the wesather, he could do nothing but stand in his shell of snow and endure.
Any movement would have burned up the fat reserves whose primary use was kegping him aive. But
even S0, despite his hoarding of hisreserves, hefet himself being depleted, bit by bit, asthe winter
drew in.

When the weather relented, Longtusk traveled even farther than before in search of food.

In some places the wind kept patches of sun-cured summer grass free of heavy snow. When he
uncovered the ground to feed, he was followed by Arctic hares or ptarmigan, seeking willow buds
and insects.

But the land had emptied. The migrant animaslike the deer had gone far south to warmer
climes, and the Arctic foxes had retrested to seaice, living exclusively from the remnants of polar bear
kills. Some life perdsted, nevertheless. There were lemmings that burrowed beneath the snow,
ptarmigansthat dove into driftsfor insulation, even plants that managed to flourish in pockets of warm
ar beneath theice.

In these days of darkness and cold and windblown snow, everything was dowed. To extend a
trunk tip or open an eye, unprotected by fur, could lead to agonizing pain. Any bit of moisture would
turn to crystds, creating an icefog; when hewalked acloud hung over him, shining with light.

Once he saw asnowy owl gliding slently past, and its bregth trailed after it inthe air.

Onefiercely cold day he waked aong theriver valey near the Dreamers caves, seeking water.
But hefound the river here had run dry.

Theriver had iced over. But theice crust had broken and fallen in, and the valley floor beneath
was dry. Theriver had first frozen over, but then the watershed farther upstream had frozen, and the
water beneath theice crust had stopped flowing. Theriver had drained away, leaving the unsupported
crust above.

Longtusk climbed down to the river bed, the bones of fish crunching benesth hisfeet, grubbing
for water in the cold mud.

Hefollowed the dry bed until he reached the lake, and there, at last, he drank deeply.



But afew dayslater, the lake froze over.

Longtusk bent to the water's edge and tried to crack the ice with histusks. Theice splintered
and starred as he scraped. But close to the bank, where the ice clung to the muddy bottom, there was
too little water benesth to satisfy histhirst. And he knew that if he ventured farther out theice could
crack under him, and he could become trapped in the mud, even drown.

He walked along the shore, seeking a place he knew where the water ran over big chunks of
black rock. But even thiswaterfal had frozen over; great lumps and streamers of whiteice clung to
therocks.

He could survive on little food—but he needed water.

Helacked a detailed knowledge of this landscape. He had no idea where he might find
frozen-over ponds whose crusts might be thin enough to break with histusks; nor did he have the
skillsto discover new water sourcesfor himself.

Hewas cut off from the wisdom of the Clan. He knew he had much to learn about the land and
how to survive—and nobody was here to teach him.

For days, lacking any better idea, he survived on nothing but dribbles of muddy, haf-frozen lake
bed ooze, and his strength dwindled further.

But then, when he returned hopefully to the lake, he found awide area of it had been cleared of
ice. Without hesitation Longtusk splashed out into the water, ignoring its sharp cold as it soaked into
the hair of hislegs. He dipped histrunk into the clear liquid and sucked it up gratefully.

The bregk in the ice was suspicioudy neet, ahdf-disc like awaning Moon. Itsinner rim looked
chipped and scarred—asiif by the paw of a Dreamer.

This cleared pool was not natural; it must be thework of hisonly friend, the Dreamer cub
Willow, who must have seen his distress and decided to help him. Despite the chill of the brief winter
day, Longtusk felt warmed.

But soon the winter's cold bit harder.

A savage wind from the north, spilling off the flanks of the ice sheet itsdlf, howled acrossthe
battered, exposed land. Dust closed around him, shutting out the brief divers of daylight. Thisstorm
brought little snow, but it drove great billows of dust and sand from the pulverized lands uncovered by
theretregting ice.

Thiswas an age of savage weather, dominated by the huge masses of cold air that lingered over
theimmense polar ice sheets, driven to ingability by the accderating warming of the climate. This
hard, dry storm, Longtusk knew, might last for months.

He saw no sign of the Dreamers. They must have been sheltering in their caves.



Asfor himsdf, he could only push hisbody against the rocks of the river bank and try to endure.

The days of the storm wore on. He had nothing to drink but scraps of ice and snow, which
anyhow chilled him as much as nourished him; and he couldn't even recall when he had last found
anything to edt.

Frost gathered around his mouth and trunk tip and gummed up hiseyes. A deep shivering
worked itsway into his bones.

It wasthewind that did the damage. Still air wouldn't have been so bad, for athin layer of warm
air would have gathered around his body. But the wind, impatient and snatching, stole each scrap of
hest his body produced, casting it into the south, gone, usdess.

If he waswith his Family they would have huddled now, gathered in agroup, the youngest

caves at the center of the huddle, the adults taking their turns on the outside of the group, facing into
thewind. Thanksto the Family, few mammoths would perish in such astorm.

But here, done, Longtusk had no othersto help him and protect him: only these mute, uncaring
rocks.

And he knew it wasn't enough.

The shivering went away, and the cold started to penetrate deep into the core of his body. When
it got there, he would quietly dideinto afind deep, not to wake again until he reached the aurora.

But perhaps that wouldn't be so bad. Perhaps there he would find his mother and his sister and
even that bullying oaf Rockheart, whom he would now never get achanceto best.

Asthe cold gathered around his heart, he felt dmost peaceful.

... There was something warm and soft at thetip of histrunk. It wastugging a him. Hetried to
open his eyes, but they were shut by ice. He shook his head, rumbling, and forced his eydidsto open
with asoft crackle.

Sand and grit immediately dug into his opened eyes. The storm till raged dl around him.

Something stood before him, abundle of fur, upright. Brown eyes peered.

It was Willow. And, with one fur-wrapped paw, the Dreamer cub wastugging at Longtusk's
trunk, urging him to follow.

Longtusk had amost reached the blank numbness of death, and it had been comfortable. If he

returned to the land of life, hewould face dl its complexities: choices, hardship, pain. If only Willow
let himaone... Jugt alittle longer...

But you are Longtusk. Surely the greatest hero of them all is destined for a better deeth than this:
aone, ignored, frozen by the mindlesswind. Take your chance, Longtusk!

Histrunk-fingers dipped into Willow's pam.



It was difficult to walk. Hisjoints had become giff, so deeply had the cold penetrated them. And
when he moved out of the shdlter of the rocks, the wind battered him unhindered.

But it wasn't easy for the Dreamer cub either. Hefdt Willow stagger, but the cub pulled himself
upright againgt Longtusk.

They seemed to walk for avery long time,

At last they reached a place where the wind was diminished. And Longtusk felt a deep warmth
radiating over hisface and chest.

Hewasin the mouth of one of the caves. Willow was standing beside him, pulling off hisfursin
great frogty grit-laden bundles.

The cave wasawell of red light and warmth. Flgps of anima skin had been fixed over this cave
mouth. Perhaps they were supposed to drape over the entrance, keeping itswarmth ingde, like the
flap of skin over amammoth's anus.

Thewarmth came from fire, he realized suddenly: afire that burned, smokily, in acircle of
stones.

Herecoiled, indinctive fear risng anew in him. But behind him, the Beringian night howled its
fury.

There was no place for him out there. Despite the fire, he forced himself to stay till.

There were many Dreamers here: femaes, maes, infants. They lay on the floor of the cave, fat
and deepy, dl of them dabs of muscle. The femaes clustered together with their infants away from the
males, who lay on their backs snoring. Some were naked; others wore light skins around their
shoulders and waists. Their bare skin looked greasy, asif it had been coated by the fat of some dead
animal—perhapsto keep in their bodies warmth.

One of the dozing maes stirred, perhaps disturbed by the wind that leaked in through the open
skins. It was Stripeskull, hisred and yellow scalp unmistakable.

Hiseyesgrew large as he saw amammoth standing in the cave entrance, immense tusk shadows
striped over thewalls.

With surprising grace Stripeskull rolled to hisfeet and barked out guttura noises. Other males
woke up, blinking and rubbing their eyes, when they saw Longtusk they quickly got to their hind legs,
grabbing sticks of wood and sharp stones.

...Then the malesfdl back, making retching noises and waving their paws before their faces.
Longtusk redlized that he had just defecated, as mammoths do many timesaday, barely

conscious of it. Helooked back. His dung was a pile of tubular bricks, acrid, immense. Hetried to
push it outside the cave. But he succeeded only in smearing the hot, sticky stuff over the cavefloor.



Willow was going forward to meet Stripeskull. They jabbered at each other in afast, complex
flow; they made gestures too with their heads and paws. It was obvioudy alanguage, Longtusk
redlized, like the mammoths language of trumpets, growls, somps and postures. But he had
absolutdly no ideawhat they were saying to each other. Perhaps even the frequent cuffs about the
head which Stripeskull ddlivered to Willow were like the mammoths subtle code of touch and
rubbing. But from the way Willow was rubbing his head it was obvious the blows were d so meant to
hurt.

Lacking any dternative, exhausted, Longtusk stood in the cave mouth and awaited hisfate.
At lagt Willow cameto him. He reached out to Longtusk's trunk, and pushed.

Longtusk understood. He let himself be moved back out of the cave. He wasn't welcome here; it
had only been a childish impulse of Willow'sto bring him herein thefirst place.

So he must suffer the wind's bony embrace once more. He felt a stab of resentment at the pain
he would have to endure before he regained that numb acceptance...

But Willow was pulling at histrunk. He looked down. The Dreamer cub was hauling as hard as
he could, hisfeet scraping dong the ground, trying to hdt the retreating mammoth.

Longtusk stopped. Hewas out of the cave itsalf, beyond the curtain of skins, but till insdeits
mouth. It was enough to shelter him from the wind, and the heat that leaked out of the cave seeped
into hisbones.

Willow held up atwig of dried wood. Longtusk had timeto grab it before the cub was snatched
out of sight by aglaring Stripeskull, who pulled closed the skins, shutting Longtusk out in the dark.

Longtusk munched on the twig, and—standing in the mouth of the cave, on ground imprinted by
splayed Dreamer feet, bathed by stray fire warmth—he dipped easily into a deep and dreamless

deep.

5

The Cave

The storm persisted.

Willow brought him water in asack of skin. Longtusk drank greedily, despite alingering stink of
bison. But amammoth isalarge anima and the load of water—amost too much for Willow to
carry—was downed in a couple of heartbests.

Willow tried bringing him food. At first he produced scraps of mest, dried and salted. The
stench was horrifying, and Longtusk shied back.

After that Willow brought him dried grass. Therewas alot of grassin the cave; the Dreamers
scattered it over the cave floor and pulled it into rough palletsto deep on. The grasswas stale and



gtank of the Dreamers and their fire, but it rapidly filled up hisbelly.

After afew days he noticed the Dreamers going out, wrapped in their furs, bringing back loads
of hisdung. During hisbrief glimpses through the parted skins, Longtusk saw that they burned the
dried dung in their wide, flat hearth—al ong with grass, wood, bone and even bat guano, scraped from
great dry heaps at the back of the cave.

The hearth—a disk of blackened earth, lined with flat stones—was the centerpiece of the cave.
The adultstook turnsto check on the burning embers, piling on more fuel, or blowing on the glowing
lumps of dung and wood and bone. The low fire kept the Dreamers dive, and maintaining it was their
snglemost important activity.

The cave wallswere paerock, and thefires ruddy light would glimmer from the fleshy stone,
casting strange and colorful shadows.

Generdly the Dreamerslived as mammoths do, Longtusk observed. The adult maes kept to
their own society away from the females. The males seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time
belching, farting and scratching their testicles. The femaes grunted a each other continually and
watched over their cubswith a sort of irritable affection.

Once afemde cameinto oestrus. She walked provocatively past the indolent males, who rose
from their dumberswith growls of interest. A brief contest of shouting and wrestling resolved itsdlf in
favor of Stripeskull, and he took the female by the paw and led her to the back of the cave.

The coupling of these two muscle-bound creatures was noisy and spectacular. Afterward the
pair of them returned to the hearth, sweeting and exhilarated.

Most of the males carried pointed sticks, Longtusk saw. The biggest, strongest maes—like
Stripeskull—had the proudest sticks. Y oungsters like Willow and old, bent, toothless adults had to
make do with shorter sticks, some of them broken discards. But even the infants would toddle back
and forth waving tiny sharpened branches and ydling.

The gticks werelike the tusks of mammoth Bulls, Longtusk redlized: not just useful tools, but
weapons to be cherished and displayed.

One day Longtusk saw where the sticks came from.

At the back of the cave had been stacked some saplings, dim and straight. Stripeskull took one
of these, stripped it of its branches and bark with stone scrapers, and then whittled down oneendto a
point with more chips of sone. Then he laid the sharpened end into the fire until it charred, and
scraped it some more until it was fine and sharp.

Hetested it by ramming it into anima carcasses hanging at the back of the cave. The exposure
tofire, far from destroying the stick as Longtusk would have expected, had made it harder and more
able to penetrate.

Heredlized now that he owed hislifeto this strange ingenuity—that and the courage of the cub,
Willow.



But the Dreamers were capable of much stranger miracles than merely sharpening sticks.

Longtusk watched as Stripeskull took anodule of creamy flint. He had gathered it from the river
bank, where it had been washed down from chalk deposits upstream. Stripeskull sat near the hearth
and laid around him other blocks of stone and bits of bone. Using one of the heavy stones, wrapped
in his paw, Stripeskull began to chip at the flint block. Soon he was surrounded by a scattering of fine
flakes—but he had turned his rough block of flint into acore shaped like afat lemming, Longtusk
thought, flat on the bottom and rounded on the top. Then he rubbed and ground the rim of the core,
flatteningit.

What came next seemed to demand great care. He turned the core over, finally selecting a spot.
Then he cupped it in one paw, raised the leg bone of adeer in the other, and gave the coreasingle
sharp whack.

When helifted the flint out of his paw, heleft behind around flake, very fine, its exposed surface
smooth as new ice. Heingpected it critically, tapped afew flakes off its edge, and tested its sharpness
by rubbing it over hisleg, shaving off asmal patch of fur.

Then he put it to one Side, returned to his core, and continued work. When he was done, he had
turned alump of unpromising flint into half adozen fine stone blades.

Hewas evidently trying to teach the cub, Willow, how to work theflint. Like amammoth calf
trying to dig out hisfirst waterhole, Willow tried to gpe Stripeskull's actions. But hisflint nodulesjust
smashed and chipped, and Willow, frustrated, threw away the debrisin disgust. The next day
Stripeskull would St with him, patiently, to try again.

After watching dl this, Longtusk found aflint nodule just outside the cave mouth. Nearby he saw
ascattering of broken flint flakes. He picked up the nodulein his trunk-fingers and turned it over and
over. Hetried to recal what he had seen, how these objects had been shaped by the ingenuity of
Stripeskull. But dready the memory of that mysterious magic was dipping from hismind.

Mammothstoo could change the world: destroying trees, digging for water, clearing snow. But
they would never learn to shape the things around them with the command of these strange, clumsy,
upright Dreamers.

The Dreamers put the stonesto usein every corner of their cave.

At the back of the cave hung the butchered carcasses of many animals—deer, reindeer, horse
and bison—and their skinswere stretched out to dry with stones and sticks. Sometimes one of the
adults would scrape a skin with adice of rock, over and over, working the skin to asupple
smoothness. Longtusk marveled at the way the Dreamers powerful muscles worked, and the stone
responded to their huge, dextrous fingers.

And there were even finer usesfor the stones. All of the Dreamers used stone flakesto cut the
hair that dangled from their heads, or to scrape their faces. Every few days Stripeskull himsdlf would
use one of hisflint dicesto scrape smooth the hair on his head. Then he would splash theraw skin
with cold water, and draw lumps of ochre, bits of red and yellow rock, across his scalp to renew his

gaudy coloring.



It was obvious from the powerful physique of al the Dreamers, maes, femaes and cubs, that
everybody here was expected to work hard throughout their lives. Many of them showed signs of old
injury. But the old, the very young, the sick and the frail were cared for.

One smdl cub, though, was very sickly, much skinnier than others of its height. Longtusk saw
how she had trouble feeding herself, despite her mother'sincreasingly frantic assistance.

There came aday when the cub would not stir from her pallet of grass. Her mother struggled to
wake her, and she even tried to suckle the cub, though her breasts were flaccid and empty of milk.

At last the mother gave up. She came to the mouth of the cave. She tipped back her great head
onitslow, thick neck and raised the limp body of her cub to astormy sky.

The other females gathered close to the distressed one, comforting her with strokes and
caresses. The younger cubs pulled away to the corners of the cave, wide-eyed. The adult males,
awkwardly, kept away from the females—all save two of them, who began to dig adeep holein the
ground.

When the hole was done, deegp and straight-edged, Stripeskull clambered into the pit with the
body of the female cub. The little one had been washed, her hair shaved and tidied. The grieving
mother dropped dried flowers over the body, and Stripeskull sprinkled powdered ochre, ared mist
that floated gently down into the pit.

Then the Dreamers began to sng—all of them, adultsand al but the smalest cubs—a strange,
deep ululation that rolled endlessly like ariver, smooth and sad.

Longtusk understood. These Dreamers, in their own way, were Remembering the cub, just as
mammoths have dways Remembered their own dead.

Longtusk saw that the walls of the grave pit, deep and sheer, were made up of complex layers
of debris: rock, flint flakes, blackened ashy dust, bone splinters. Such detritus could only have been
laid down by the Dreamers themsdlves. The Dreamers must have inhabited this cave—on this
undistinguished river bank, making their unchanging hearths and tools—for generation upon generation
upon generation: an unimaginably long time, reaching into their degpest past. Perhaps there were more
bones buried degp here—bones a hundred thousand years deep, likewise scattered with flowers and
ochre flakes—here in this trampled ground, where these strange creatures had dreamed away the

unchanging millennia
And dill they sang.

Did they sng of atimewhen their kind had covered the world? Did they sing of their loss, their
diminution to dwindling, isolated groupslike this?

Did they sng of their future—and their fear?

Longtusk dipped away from the cave mouth and walked off, ignoring the driving dust, until he
could hear the Dreamers song no more.



The dust storm passed, and the cold began to ease its grip.

Heavy rain pounded the land, and glacia run-off poured dong theriver valey, threatening
floods. The ground in front of the cave turned into asink of cozing mud, and the adult Dreamers,
dipping and diding in the mess, complained profusdly.

Longtusk knew the time was approaching when he must leave the relative security of this place.
Perhaps when the weather was better he could even strike out north, and seek his Family.

So, hiswinter fur beginning to blow loosein acloud around him, he took to traveling increasing
distances from the cave. He was hdf-gtarved, hisfat depleted, severdy weakened by the harshest
winter of hislife.

But he till breathed. And, despite the rain and the continuing cold, life was returning to the land.
Thelow, wind-battered trees were sprinkled with buds, full of the optimism of the new season, and
thefirgt crocuses and jonquils were showing, bright yellow and purple. Day by day, ashefed onthe
new growth, his strength returned.

Infact, hefound he himsalf had grown during the bleak cold of winter. Histusks were longer
gtill, heavier, thicker. He flashed them in the air, parrying imaginary opponents, even though there was
nobody to see.

One day hefound a place where acarpet of new grass, thin green shoots, was pushing through
the matted remains of last year's growth. Contentedly he began to graze.

He heard a soft mewling, like awounded cat, coming from behind alow outcrop of hard black
rock.

Pricked by curiosity, hewalked over to see.

At first sght he thought it was a Dreamer cub. It was afemde, wearing the ragged remains of
cut and shaped skins. Shewas smdler in height than Willow, so presumably younger. She seemed in
distress; she was huddled over on hersdlf, clutching her spindly forelegsto her chest, and shewas

aying.
Heran histrunk tip over her limbs.

Shewaslike a Dreamer, yes. But she was much thinner, her limbs weaker but more graceful.
Even her head was a different shape, with aflat face, aprominent chin, aprotruding forehead—no
heavy eye ridges—and a compact skull. Her body seemed bare of hair: al except her head, where
therewas atangled, dirty mane of fineyellow hair.

She wore something around her neck. He bent to see. Little white objects had been punctured
with holes, and then strung together on what looked like astrip of Snew.

They wereteeth: tiny mammoth teeth, drawn from avery new calf, perhaps even an unborn.



Herumbledin dismay.

At the noise, the cub's eyesflickered open. They were agtartling blue, like steppe melt-pools.
When she saw the mountain of muscle and fat and hair over her, tusk shadows looming, she yel ped
and tried to pull away. But she was wesk, and she was trapped by the cleft of rock.

Now he could see quite how ill shewas. The fingers on her paws were dead white, and her lips
looked blue. But she was not shivering: the cold had penetrated deep into her body, and without help
thismite would soon surdly die.

He reached down with his trunk, meaning to stroke her, but she wailed feebly, unable to move.

He moved back afew paces. There was asmall stand of crocuses glowing in thelee of the rock.
With his ddlicate trunk-fingers, he plucked out asinglefat yellow bloom. He carried it to thefemale,
and dropped it on her chest.

She seemed alittle lessfrightened. Shetried to close her paw over the flower.

Gently he wrapped histrunk under the cub and lifted her up. She waslight as afesther, and her
limbs dangled, unresisting. But she had managed to keep hold of her flower. He began to walk, dowly
and steadily, toward the cave of the Dreamers.

After atime the cub seemed to lose her fear. She gathered pawfuls of hislong trunk hairsand
burrowed into them. Soon she was adleep, wrapped in the warm strength of the mammoth's trunk.

The Dreamers reacted with confusion.

Thiswas a stranger—not one of their Clan—not even one of their kind. At firgt the adults
seemed to have difficulty even seeing the limp cub, asif she was athing a shadows, only
half-glimpsed, too strange to comprehend. But the young were fascinated, and they clustered around,
lifting aside histrunk fur to see the deeping cub.

Some of the maes came at Longtusk with their pointed, blackened sticks, asthey hadn't for
some months, asif he had brought them threat in the form of this helpless cub. The femaleswere
solicitous. As soon asthey realized what distress this strange cub wasin, they lifted her away from
Longtusk and took her toward the hearth. There they stripped away her ragged skins, rubbed grease
into her skin, and huddled around her, sandwiching the cub between their own great bodies.

Willow came up to Longtusk. He rubbed Longtusk'strunk fur affectionately, and Longtusk
redlized that Willow, at least, thought he had done the right thing—

Somebody screamed.
It was one of the female Dreamers, an old woman, her face twisted by an ancient burn. She was

pointing at the three of them: the strange female cub, Willow and Longtusk, over and over, jabbering
and growling, frightened.



She sees something, Longtusk realized, chilled. Something about the three of us.

Suddenly the cave walls, solid rock, seemed to melt away, the Dreamers dispersing like smoke,
until there was only the three of them, aone, locked together. She sees the end of my life. She
thinks we will die together, we three: the yellow-haired cub, Willow, and me.

But how can anybody know the future? And what strange fate could make such athing
happen?...

The old female stumbled away, scared, shouting.
And there was ahow! of outrage.

Blood was pouring down Stripeskull's foreleg, where astick protruded from hisflesh. With a
ydll of anger and pain he dragged the stick out of his body, ripping the wound wider.

Thiswasno smple stick of sharpened wood, Longtusk redlized immediately. It had feathers
atached to its base—and it was tipped, not by fire-hardened wood, but by aflake of flint, sharpened
to apoint much finer than any the Dreamers could manufacture.

And now shadows flitted past the cave, urgent, menacing. Stripeskull threw down the bloody
stick and, with agrowl of anger, marched to the mouth of the cave.

Longtusk scarcely noticed. Heraised histrunk and tested the air, turning it thisway and that,
quedting.

Longtusk was dectrified. He could smell mammoth.

6

The Newcomers

He stumbled out of the cave mouth to the open air.

Behind him, from the caves, he heard shouting, raised Dreamer voices. But the noiseswere small
and far away and nothing to do with him. All that mattered was that profound and aluring smell of his
own kind: musty fur and dung and even the sharp tang of musth—and, in pulses of degp sound, he
thought he could hear huge, heavy strides: many of them, a Family or abachelor herd, close by.

It was too much to hope that thiswas his Family; he knew hewasfar from their normal
pastures. But these strangers would surely help him find hisway back to hisown. It was asif he had
suddenly recaled who he was. How could he have spent so long, an entire winter, huddled in amouth
of eroded rock?

But the wind was swirling, and it wasimposs ble to tell where the scents were coming from. He
crashed deeper into the brush, trunk raised eagerly.



Beforelong, a the edge of the river, he cameto a place where the stink of mammoths was very
strong. He searched until he found asmall, compact pile of dung.

Mammoth dung... perhaps.

He poked at it with histrunk, raised afragment to histongue to taste. It was warm and soft,
obvioudy very recent, and its smell was strong and pungent. But its texture was strange—thicker and
more fibrous than the dung of his Family—and he could taste a heavy concentration of wood and
bark.

Mammoths diets differ, according to individua taste, and what they eet affects the qudity of
their dung. But Longtusk knew no mammoth whose diet was quite so skewed as to produce waste
likethis

He pushed on.

Hefound a place where the trees were broken, the branches stripped of their bark and | eaf
buds, the ground trampled. Another unmistakable sign: mammoths had fed here—more than one,
judging by the scale of the damage.

...But, like the dung, the pattern of tree damage was odd. Many of the younger saplings trunks
had been pushed aside, asif by animaswho were shorter and squatter than he was. And he saw that
bark and leaf buds had been taken extensively, even from above head height. Woolly mammoths will
take alittle bark and foliagein their diet, but they prefer the grasses and herbs of the open steppe.

Still he saw no mammoths: not so much as asithouette glimpsed through the trees, the swish of a
tall, or the curve of atrunk. He rumbled, but there was no reply.

If they were here, whoever they were, why did they not greet him?

He decided to return to the mouth of the Dreamers cave. From there he would follow the trail
that would take him back up to the steppe. Surely there, on the open plain, he would be able to find
the strange mammoths.

He reached the edge of the trees, close to the Dreamers cave—and, il in the shelter of the
trees, he dowed to a hdlt.

Severd of the Dreamers had emerged from their caves. But they were not aone.

Confronting them was anew group of creatures. standing upright like the Dreamers, but spindly,
taller, much lessrobust.

The legs of these others were thin and taut—like those of ahorse, meant for running and walking
long distances. The newcomers had flat, ddlicate faces and high bulging skulls. They were covered in
skins, like the Dreamers, but Longtusk could see that these garments were much more finely worked
than the rough creations of the Dreamers. Their paws were delicate and they held things—pointed
sticks and flakes of stone—and other, incomprehensible items, like alength of wood tied up with deer



sinew so that it was bent over inan arc.
And they stalked among the Dreamers with arrogance and hodtility.

Longtusk spotted Stripeskull. Blood gtill stained his shoulder where the strange stick had
punctured it. But now the big Dreamer was crouching in the dirt. He was roaring defiance, trying to
stand using one of hisfire-hardened sticks as a prop—but one hind leg was dragging behind him. And
Longtusk saw blood pulsing from abroad gash. He was surrounded by five or six of the newcomers,
and they held sticks out toward Stripeskull, threstening him.

The Dreamer fema es and cubs had been brought out of the cave, driven like recdcitrant calves
by prods with sticks and stones. The females huddled together in agroup, surrounded by the
newcomers, with their cubs at the center. They seemed bewildered as much asfrightened, and their
gaze did over the newcomersthat stalked amongst them—asiif they were too strange even to be
properly vishle, asif the Clan was being overwhelmed by a party of ghods.

Apart from Stripeskull, Longtusk could see no other Dreamer adult males. Perhapsthey were
off on one of their scavenging trips—or perhaps they had been driven away, by these cold, caculating
others.

Longtusk watched, fascinated, repelled. He knew what he was seeing.
He had never before encountered these creatures, these distorted, hostile cousins of the
Dreamers. But many of hiskind had—and an understanding of the danger they posed was drummed

into every young mammoth.

These were the most ferocious predators of al—more to be feared, despite their frail
appearance, than even the great cats—and the only response to encountering them was flight.

For they had mastered fire itsdlf.

And they were not content to let embers burn in shalow hearths, like the Dreamers, instead they
used fireto drive their way across the land. Perhaps they had even been responsible for the firewhich
hed separated him from his Family. Hadn't he glimpsed dender running forms during his dreadful flight
through the smoke?

He had been wrong before, when he had first encountered Willow. About these newcomers
there could be no doubt, and black dread settled on his heart.

For these were Fireheads.

One of the newcomersturned and looked directly toward him.

This one was shorter than the others, with abroad, plump belly that glistened with grease. He
sniffed loudly, hissmdl, straight nose twitching. He was, thought Longtusk, like afat, overgrown
lemming, walking comicaly upright on two hind legs.

He knows I'm here, Longtusk thought, hidden as | am among these trees. Or he suspects so,
anyhow. Heis smarter than therest.



Now Willow spotted L ongtusk too. He called out and lunged forward.
A Firehead tripped him with astick. Willow sprawled, howling.

One of the femaes pushed her way out of the group and ran to Willow. Perhapsit was his
mother. A Firehead confronted her. She dodged his stick and siwung one mighty fist a hislong,
delicate face. Longtusk heard the unmistakable crack of shattering bone, and the other fell back with
agurgling cry, dutching hisface.

But more of the othersjoined the fray. They wrestled the fema e to the ground and pinned her
there, amaesweight pressing down on each of her mighty limbs.

Now, from the mouth of the cave, another emerged. He was dressed in skins, like the rest, but
he wore a crown of what looked like bone—from which smoke streamed, asif he carried burning
embers cupped in scrapings in the bone. Smoke rose even from his paws, and Longtusk realized he
had taken ashes from the precious hearth which the Dreamers had preserved al winter long.

Seemingly obliviousto pain, this grotesque creature raised his pawsto the air and howled acry
of thin triumph. He cast the ashes to the ground, scattered them with hisfeet, and extinguished themiin
the trampled mud. The others whooped and danced, jabbing their sticksinto the air.

The Dreamers |ooked away, bewildered and defeated.

Burning-head stalked over to the Dreamer female, who was still pinned to the ground. Histeeth
showing white, he leaned over her. She bellowed and tried to twist her head away. But he came
closer, asif to presshislips againg hers.

She hawked and spat at him. He wiped hisface and threw strings of greenish phlegm back at
her.

Longtusk was baffled. Wasthis like afight among mammoth Bullsfor accessto femaes? But it
made no sense. Even Longtusk could see that the Dreamer female was not in oestrus. Perhapsthe
other did not want the female, but only to demonstrate his power and dominance.

But now the ugly tableau was disturbed. Another was emerging from the Dreamer cavern: taller
even than Burning-head, his head adorned by a cap of yellow-white beads—beads of mammoth
ivory, Longtusk redlized queasily. Thisonelooked oddly frail, hishair agrizzled white, hisskin
wrinkled and wegther-beaten. But he carried the limp form of the yellow-haired cub in hisarms.

The ret, even Burning-head, cringed away from this new one, deferring.

Burning-head was evidently a powerful figure. But it was obviousthat this new maewasthetrue
power, like the strongest Bull in abachelor herd.

"..What fine tusks you have, cousin. And yet they do you little good if you stand facing into the
wind."

The voice had come from directly behind Longtusk. Hewhirled, trumpeting in larm.



Now the Fireheads knew he was there; they reacted, shouting. But none of that mattered,
compared to the massive looming presence suddenly here behind him.

For it wasamammoth... and yet it was not.

It, he, wasamde. Hewasn't astall asafull-grown mammoth Bull, yet heloomed over
Longtusk. He was coated with wiry black-brown hair, shorter and darker than Longtusk's, some of it
stained by the gray of age. His back wasflat, lacking the fleshy hump of atrue mammoth, and he was
heavy-set, his chest deep, hislimbs and feet broad. And he had broad stubby tusks, heavily chipped
and scarred.

Four of them: four tusks.

And, strangest of dl, Longtusk made out a scar burned into his muscled flank: astrange
five-pronged form, burned through the layers of hair and into hisflesh, exactly like the outsiretched
paw of a Dreamer—or a Firehead.

The other opened his great mouth and roared. A gush of warm, fetid air billowed out over
Longtusk, stinking of crushed wood and sap. The not-mammoth's teeth were cones of enamel—not
flat grinding surfaces like Longtusk's, but sharp, dmost like acat's crud fangs.

Longtusk staggered back. He crashed out of the trees and into the clearing before the caves, in
full view of Fireheads and Dreamers.

There were cries of shock. Panicking, he whirled around.

All but two of the Fireheads had fallen to the ground before him. The two who remained
standing—staring a him open-mouthed—uwere the strong leader and the grotesgque Burning-head.
The leader put down his cub and picked up an abandoned stick. Thiswasfitted with ablade of
something that glittered likeice. He held the stick up, pointing it at Longtusk.

In the Fireheads distraction, the Dreamers seemed to see their chance. Even the female who
had been pinned to the ground was free now. Under her lead, the femal es gathered their cubs and,
quickly, silently, began to dip away up thetrail that led to the steppe. Willow pulled Stripeskull to his
feet, then let Stripeskull lean on him so that he hopped forward on his one good hind leg.

Willow cast asingle regretful glance back at Longtusk, and then was gone.

But there was no timeto reflect.

A powerful trumpet and adam of broad feet into the ground told Longtusk that the strange
not-mammoth wasright behind him. Terrified, bewildered, overwhemed by strangeness, Longtusk
turned, trumpeting. The Fireheads cringed anew.

The other's eyes were like pools of tar, embedded in wrinkled sockets of flesh.

"Do you know what that bladeis, cousin?Itis quartz. A kind of rock that's harder and sharper



than dmost any other. The old fellow may not look so strong, but he could throw that spear so hard

that quartz tip will nestlein your heart." The not-mammoth's accent was strange—somehow guittural,

primitive—but hislanguage, of rumbles, trumpets, growls, stamps and posture, was clear to Longtusk.
Longtusk said, "Y ou are not mammoth.”

"No. But I am your cousin. Don't you know your Cycle? We are al Caves of Probos. | am
better than mammoth. | an mastodont.”

The two great proboscideans faced each other, chalenging, caculating, rumbling: members of
hugedly ancient species, separated by evolutionary pathsthat had diverged twenty-five million years
before.

The three Fireheads were engaged in a complex three-way argument.

"We cdl theleader Bedrock," growled the mastodont. "For heis strong and silent as the rock
onwhichtheworldisbuilt. Hiscub iscaled Crocus, for the color of her hair. And the Shamanis
Smokehat—"

"What isa Shaman?'

Bedrock had the quartz-tipped spear raised to shoulder height, and it was till pointing at
Longtusk's heart. But Crocus was pulling at Bedrock's free foreleg and was jabbering excitedly,

pointing at Longtusk.

Meanwhile Smokehat, with his grotesque garb of bone and smoke, was al but dancing with
impatience and rage.

"That Shaman wants you killed. Bedrock is prepared to do it. But his cub seemsto think you
saved her life"

"Y ou can understand them?"

"You pick up alittle," the mastodont said wistfully, "if you spend long enough with them. My
nameis WaksWith Thunder."

Longtusk growled. "And mineis Longtusk. Learn it for my Remembering, mastodont, for | am
ready to die.”

"Oh, thet isn't theidea at dl."
"Wha?'
The mastodont reared up, looming over Longtusk and pawing at the air.

Startled, angry, bewildered, Longtusk backed away from thisterrifying opponent and plunged
into the stand of trees.



Hefound thetrail that led to the open steppe.

He turned back the way he had come and raised histrunk, sniffing the air. There was no sign of
pursuit.

But there was a smdl of mammoth—no, it was the sharp, wood-ask stink of the animals he must
cdl mastodont—and, he realized with mounting aarm, it came from dl around him.

Heturned again. And there was a mastodont ahead of him.

Like WaksWith Thunder, thiswas asquat, powerfully built male with four stubby tusks. But he
sported a broad scar that ran the length of hisface, ascar that al but obliterated the socket of one
eye. "Hdlo, little grazer," he rumbled. "We cometo the herd.”

AsLongtusk turned once more, trunk raised, he saw and smelled more mastodontsto hisleft
and right, like aline of stocky, hairy boulders. arow of them, al powerful adult males.

Now, with adrumming of mighty footsteps, the mastodonts marched intently toward him,
converging. Every one of them bore the strange scar sported by Walks With Thunder, a Firehead
paw burned into hairless flesh. The way they moved together, asif driven by asinglemind, was
unnerving.

And, strangest of all, there were Fireheads with them. They carried sticks tipped with curved
pieces of bone, which they used to tap the mastodonts on the head or ears or flanks. Some of the
meastodonts actudly had Fireheads Sitting astride their backs, with their long, thin hind legs draped
over their necks, feet applying sharp kicks to the mastodonts small ears.

Soon the mastodonts were close enough for him to make out what they were saying in thelr
heavy, strange accent.

"..Wdl, well. What have we here? Don't tel meit'sagrazer.”
"l haven't seen one of those grass-chewersfor along time. | thought they had dl died out.”

"It must be aCow. Look at those pretty-pretty tusks. Any self-respecting Bull would be too
embarrassed to wear skinny monstrositieslike that.”

"Hey, little grazer! Can | borrow your tusks? | need a pick to clean out my musth gland, and
those spindly thingsarejudt theright sze..."

He saw that the mastodonts had closed the circle around him.

The big scarred Bull facing him was being whipped, severdly, by the Firehead with him. The
Firehead was shouting, asmple, repetitive sound: "Agit! Agit!" It was obvious hewastrying to drive
the big Bull forward. This Firehead was sapling-thin with acrud, pinched face.

The scarred Bull, seeming unaware of the multiple wounds being inflicted on him, swiveling his
huge, filth-crusted rump and let out afart of thunderousintensity. A foul brown spray knocked the
skinny Firehead backward, and the line of mastodonts reacted with ssomps and growls of amusement.



The Bull walked forward nonchaantly out of his dispersing brown cloud, muscles moving under
hisfat brown-black coat of hair. "Sorry about that. These Fireheads are an irritation at times.”

Longtusk stood his ground and raised histusks. "Come any closer and I'll rip out your other
gye”

The mastodont grunted. He reached astand of low, twisted spruce trees. Histrunk flicked out,
its pink tip running over one sapling after another. Finaly he settled on the biggest, strongest tree of
the grove. He wrapped histrunk around its girth and, with asingleflick of hishuge, low-dung head,
ripped the tree out of the ground, roots and al. His mouth gaped, revedling a purple tongue and teeth
like miniature mountains, chipped and worn. With a crackling splinter, he bit thetree clean in half, his
long jaw bones moving in a powerful up-down motion quite different from the back-and-forth grinding
of amammoth'sjaw. Then he stamped on the tree, breaking it up further.

Within afew heartbeats, a healthy tree had been reduced to afew shards.

"My nameis Jaw Like Rock," said the mastodont. He opened his huge mouth and belched; a
fine spray of spittle and wood chips peppered Longtusk. "I enjoyed that. But you grazers prefer to
munch on afew blades of grass, don't you? | supposeif that'sal you're strong enough to manage—"

"|'m strong enough to best you," Longtusk said.

Jaw Like Rock looked puzzled. "Oh, yes. It'stime for meto get my eyeripped out, isn't it?
Wed better get it over with."

Unexpectedly, something barged into Longtusk’s backside. Trumpeting, hetried to turn.

Here was Walks With Thunder, his broad brow dipped. "Y ou let me creegp up on you
downwind again, little grazer. You'vealot to learn.”

"I've nothing to learn from you wood-nibblers.”

Waks With Thunder's broad head once again rammed his backside, hard. Longtusk stumbled
and took two or three steps forward.

Now something wrenched backward on Longtusk's|eft hind leg. There was ahoop of hide rope
knotted around his ankle, over hisfoot. The rope's other end wastied tightly around the roots of a
tree.

He heard ayelp of triumph from hisfedt.

Helooked down. It wasthe little fat Firehead, the one who had detected his presence before
anybody else. He had been crawling on the ground close to Longtusk's feet, and his flabby skinwas
coated with something dark and pungent.

"Dung," Longtusk said. "Mammoth dung.”

"Your dung,” said Waks With Thunder easlly. "That's how Lemming crept up on you. You
couldn't smdl him. Oldest trick thereis, little grazer. And now you're caught.”



Longtusk trumpeted hisdarm. "Why are you doing thisto me? Let me go! In the name of
Probos—"

Waks With Thunder exchanged a glance with Jaw Like Rock, and Longtusk thought he
detected a brief sadnessthere.

Waks With Thunder said, " Grazer, this has nothing to do with Probos."
"Don't worry, lad,” Jaw said. "Wevedl been throughiit.”

"Been through what? Let me go." Frustrated, frightened, angry, humiliated, Longtusk tugged with
al hisstrength &t the rope. It wouldn't give. Rumbling, enraged, he fell back.

The Fireheads stood around him in aloose circle, letting the dramaplay itself out.

Jaw Like Rock took aheavy step forward, "Come on then, little grazer. Let's get thisover. Give
me your best shot."

Longtusk eyed Jaw Like Rock. "Thereisastink of Firehead on you,” he said. ™Y ou have no

Jaw Like Rock stiffened.

Walks With Thunder murmured, "I wouldn't get him angry.”

Longtusk cried, "For Probos!” And he roared and lunged with histusks.

The mastodont sidestepped—~but not fast enough; thetip of one mammoth tusk scraped down
hisflank. "Well done, little grazer," he said, histrunk investigating the wound. "'Y ou were too fast for

me.

Longtusk looked down, and saw asmear of bright crimson at the sharp tip of one curling spird
tusk. He felt asurge of pride. If only Rockheart could see him now!....

"Get it over, Jaw," growled Waks With Thunder. "Don't try to make him fedl better about it."

Longtusk, straining at the sinew on hisleg, said, "What does he mean?”

"Nothing," said Jaw Like Rock, wiping blood off thetip of histrunk on the sparse grass. "He's
anold fool. Do your worst, mighty mammoth, calf of Primusl™ And he trumpeted and raised his
stubby tusks.

Agan Longtusk lunged.

But the mastodont was standing at his side. He had moved in ablur of speed, too fast for
Longtusk to see. "Forgive me, brave grazer." And he brought his tusks crashing down on Longtusk's
head.

It was asif thunder had clapped insde hishead. The light was suddenly strange, with everything



suffused by abright golden tinge. To his surprise he found he was knedling, histrunk dangling on the
grass like the discarded skin of asnake.

Hetried to lift histusks, but, oddly, they were scraping on the thin soil of the ground. With every
bresth he took, the golden light around him intensified.

"...don't understand it. It's never taken more than asingle blow before. That would have felled
Kilukpuk hersdf.”

"You aren't used to these woolly grazers, Jaw."
"No. Perhapsd| that fur—"

"Morelikely that wretched dome of bone on the top of hisskull. Try it again, Jaw. Just make
sureyou don't kill him.”

A huge face loomed, agaping jaw, the teeth surrounded by four short, squat tusks. "Try not to
move, grazer."

Longtusk felt awash of fetid breath, arush of air—and again there was an explosion ingde his
head.

Thistimethe world fell away, through degpening gold, into darkness.

v

TheTaming

The sunwas high.

He was standing. He was conscious of hunger, an even more powerful thirst. There was astrong
scent of mammoth around him... but not quite mammoth.

"...Milkbreath? Matriarch?'

"They arent here, lad.”

The voice came from directly before him. It was amammoth—no, a mastodont—short and
squat, with along narrow face and an extrapair of tusks. The mastodont seemed to swim into focus,
asif icewater were draining out of hiseyes.

The mastodont was a Bull, grizzled with age, and hiswaist and head and legs and tusks were
wrapped around with lengths of rope, knotted tight and tied to the sumps of trees. Only histrunk
roamed free, its pink tip questing toward Longtusk.

"WaksWith Thunder," Longtusk said dowly.



"I'm glad you know me. That oaf Jaw Like Rock isnonetoo gentle; | feared he might have
scrambled your brainsfor good... Who's Milkbreath? 'Y our mother?”

Longtusk growled and tried to back away. But he couldn't move. He could feel ropes wrapped
around hislegs and torso and head.

"Theropeswill tighten if you struggle. They will cut your flesh.”

Longtusk pushed hard with one leg. With acreak, the loops tightened just as Walks With
Thunder had warned.

He gave up, panting, longing for water. "Who did this?'

"Our keepers. The Fireheads.”

"1 am mammoth. | have no keeper."

"Y ou do now, little grazer."

"They havetied me up so | will not run away?'

"That'sright."

"...But why you?'

Waks With Thunder emitted a degp snort from histrunk. "To show you it isn't so bad.”

Now a Firehead was coming toward them. It wasthelittle fat one Longtusk had called
Lemming—the one who had, with stedlth, dipped that first loop of rope around Longtusk'sleg. He
was carrying askin bag, somedry grass.

Longtusk rumbled and lunged at the little Firehead. All over his body, the ropes creaked and
tightened crudly.

Lemming yelped and staggered backward. He dropped his skin bag, which landed with athick
gurgle.

"Let him feed you," WaksWith Thunder urged.
" feed mysdf.”
"Not any more. Watch..."

Lemming retrieved his dropped bag, opened it up and held it out to Walks With Thunder. With
anoisy durp the mastodont sucked up atrunkful of water, draining the bag.

The smell of thewater filled Longtusk's head.

Now thelittle Firehead started stuffing hay into Walks With Thunder's accepting mouth. The



mastodont rumbled, "It isn't so bad, Longtusk. Just accept it. Y ou're lucky. Lemming likes you. He's
one of the better ones. He goes easy with the goads. Some of the otherstake it too far. Like
Spindle—the one Jaw farted over—"

"l wont givein."

"You're specid, are you? Different from us, smarter, stronger?”

IIYall

"Sniff theair, little grazer.”

Longtusk did so—and found he was surrounded by mastodonts: ten, €leven, twelve of them, dll
males, presumably the same herd who had circled him earlier. Some were pulling branches from the
low trees here; but most were feeding on heaps of smashed wood |eft for them by the Fireheads. One
meastodont was walowing in the mud of ashdlow water hole, itsfringe crusted with late-winter ice.
Hewasrolling on hisside and lifting his squat feet, letting a Firehead scrape mud off his ddlicate soles
with a piece of sharpened stone.

And now a mastodont walked past with a heavy gait. He had a passenger, askinny Firehead
who sat astride the mastodont's neck. His bare feet kicked at the animal's ears, and he struck the
mastodont's broad scalp with astick tipped with sharpened bone.

The mastodont had abroad, ugly scar across hisface, eclipsing one eye.

It was Jaw Like Rock. And his rider was the keeper who had besten him before, Spindle.

"Why does he accept that? He could throw off that creature and crush him in amoment.”

"Y ou don't understand. Jaw has no choice. | have no choice. You have no choice, but to
ubmit.”

"No."
Wa ks With Thunder's trunk drooped. "'l waslike you, once. Make it easy on yoursdlf.”
"l won't ligen to you."

And Longtusk began to push againgt his ropes once more. They tightened around his neck and
legsand blly, but till he struggled, until he was exhausted.

The Firehead keeper came to him again, with water and food; again Longtusk ignored him.

And so it went on, asthe sun worked its path around the sky.

Night fell. But it was not dark, not even quiet.



The Fireheads set up huge firesin improvised hearths al around the steppe. Longtusk could fed
their uncomfortable heat. The fires sent sparks up into the echoing night, and the Fireheads sat close,
ther facesshining in thered light, eating and drinking and laughing.

Longtusk—hungry, thirsty, exhausted, his muscles cramped from immobility—now longed for
deep. But deep wasimpossible. The Fireheads would cometo him and shout in his ears, or whirl
pieces of bone on ropes around their heads, making anoise like ahowling wind.

Walks With Thunder was till with him. "Givein," he urged. "They won't Sop until you do.”

"No," mumbled Longtusk.

"Let metdl you agtory,” WaksWith Thunder said. "A story from the Cycle. Thisisof atime
deep in the past—oh, thousands of Greet-Y ears ago, long before theice came to the earth. In those
days there were no mammoths and mastodonts, we were asingle kind, and welived in aland of lush
forests, far to the south of here.

"But the Earth cooled. The forests follow the weather, as every mastodont knows. Y ear by year
the land became cooler and drier, and great waves of trees moved north across the Earth—"

"Why areyou teling methis?'

"Just listen. Now our Matriarch, the Matriarch of al mastodonts, was caled Mammut. Shewas
adescendant of Probos, of course, but she lived long before the mother of the mammoths.”

"Ganesha"

"Yes. Now Mammut was wise—"

"They dwaysarein Cycle sories.”

Waks With Thunder barked his amusement at that. "Y es. It'saways easy after the fact, isnt
it?... Mammut could see the way the forests were migrating to the north. And she said, 'Just asthe
forests must follow the weether, so my caves must follow the forests." And so, under her leadership,
her Clan followed the dow march of the forests, seeking out the marshy places beneath the greeat
trees, for that iswhat mastodonts prefer. And her calves prospered and multiplied, filling the land.

"Now, much later, long after Mammut had gone to the aurora, another forest came marching
acrosstheland. A different kind of forest.”

"I don't know what you're talking about,” Longtusk mumbled.
"It was aforest of Fireheads, little grazer. And the mastodonts fled in panic.”
"That is because they were cowards.”

Wa ks With Thunder ignored that. " So the mastodonts caled up to the aurora, "What should we
do, great Matriarch?



"Mammut was wise. She understood.

"Asthe weather washes over the land, the trees must follow. Asthe treeswash over theland,
the mastodonts must follow. And now, as the Fireheads wash over the land, the mastodonts must
follow again. That iswhat Mammut said. And that iswhat we accept.”

"Itisn't much of agtory.”

"Well, I'm sorry. | wastrying to make apoint. | left out the fights and the sex scenes.”

"Anyway the Fireheads are not trees.”

Thunder growled irritably. "The point isthat the Fireheads feed us, asthetreesdo. They even
care for us—when they choose. And we cannot berid of them, little grazer. Any more than the land

canrid itself of the trees. Accept them. Accept their food.”

Once again, Longtusk saw blearily, the Firehead, Lemming, was before him. He held up apaw,
full of grasses and herbs, fragrant, freshly gathered. But Longtusk turned his head away.

It lasted three more dayss, three more nights.
Walks With Thunder and Jaw Like Rock were both with him.
"Y our courage is astonishing, little grazer. Nobody else has ever lasted so long before.”

Longtusk, beaten down by hunger and thirst and deeplessness, could bardly see through milky,
crusted eyes. "Leave me done."

Jaw reached out and, with the pink tip of histrunk, smoothed the filth-matted fur of Longtusk's
face. "Don't let them kill you," he said softly. "That way they will have won."

Longtusk closed hiseyes.

After atime hefédt apressure at the side of his mouth. It was the paw of Lemming, the keeper,
once more holding out sweset grasses.

"Takeit, grazer. It'sno defeat.”
"My nameisLongtusk.”

Waks With Thunder and Jaw Like Rock thumped the ground with their trunks. "Longtusk,” they
sad.

Lemming was saring a him, hiseyesround, asif he understood.

Longtusk opened his mouth and took the food.



More days passed. Gradudly his strength returned.

Hisropesloosened. They had burned and cut him painfully. Lemming treated the wounds with
salves of fat and butter, and with water heated in the hearths. He squeezed droplets of milk from an
aurochs cow into Longtusk's eyes, soothing their itching.

Five days after he had first accepted the food, more Fireheads came to see him: Bedrock the
leader, the Shaman Smokehat with his grotesque headpiece of smoking bone, and the cub, Crocus.

Though Bedrock was cautious and kept hold of her paw, Crocus approached Longtusk. Her
necklace of mammoth teeth gleamed in the watery spring sun. She reached past the ropes and ruffled
thelong hair that dangled from histrunk.

He closad his eyes, recalling how Willow, the male Dreamer cub, used to do the samething.

He wondered where the Dreamers were now, Stripeskull and Willow and the others. Scattered,
he supposed, turned out of the caves they had inhabited for uncounted generations, in the face of the
advance of these Fireheads—

Pain lanced into hisflank. He trumpeted and reared up, but he was contained by the ropes.
Therewasagtink of burning flesh and hair.

The Shaman, Smokehat, held a piece of stone fixed to the end of astick. The stone had been
chipped and shaped to look like the outspread paw of a Firehead. It glowed red hot.

The mark of the Firehead, the outstretched paw, had been burned into Longtusk's flank.
Like dl these others he belonged to the Fireheads, and was forever marked.

He trumpeted his anger and despair.

Part 2: Warrior
The Story of Longtusk and the Fireheads

Asyou know, lcebones (said Silverhair), Longtusk spent most of hisyears asayoung Bull awvay
from other mammoths.

Everywhere he went he won friendship and respect—naturdly, since he was the greatest hero of
all, and even other creatures could recognize that—and in many instances he was made their leader,
and led them to fruitful ness and success before passing on to continue his adventures.

And so it cameto passthat Longtusk cameto live with the Fireheads, and to rule them.

Now the Fireheads are the strangest creaturesin al the Cycle: weak yet strong, smart yet stupid.



In the summer heat they had difficulty finding the food and drink they needed, and in the winter cold
they suffered because they had no winter coat.

So Longtusk decided to teach them how to live.

When they were cold, he took them to the west, where Rhino lived.

Now Rhino was a magnificent beast with acoat as thick asamammoth's and great hornslike
upturned tusks (yes, sheredly existed, | cebones, have patience!). And Longtusk said to the
Fireheads, "Y ou need coats like Rhino'sto fend off the cold. See how warm and comfortable sheis?
When the wintertime is over she sheds her hair, and you may take it to make your own coats. Ian't
that right, Rhino?'

And Rhino replied, "Y es, Longtusk"—for dl the crestures of the world knew Longtusk—"my
hair will bedl your friends need, and they may haveit."

And the Fireheads muttered and calculated, for that istheir way.

And when Longtusk's back was turned, they attacked poor Rhino, and robbed her of her fine
coat, and even took her magnificent horns.

When he found out what had happened, Longtusk berated the Fireheads for their greed and
impatience. "Y ou could have taken dl you needed, if only you had waited!"

And the Fireheads said they were sorry. But in their hearts they were not.

When it rained, Longtusk took the Fireheadsto the east, where Dreamer lived.

Now Dreamer was alittle like the Fireheads, but she was placid and kind and accepting, and
she had lived for many yearsin caves hollowed out of the rock of ahillside. And, of course, the caves
kept the rain from her head.

And Longtusk said to the Fireheads, "Y ou need a cave like Dreamer'sto fend off therain. See
how warm and comfortable sheis? There are many cavesin this hillside, and you may take them for

your own shelter. lan't thet right, Dreamer?”

And Dreamer replied, "Y es, Longtusk"—for al the creatures of the world knew Longtusk—"the
caveswill beal your friends need, and they may havethem.”

And the Fireheads muttered and calculated, for that istheir way.

And when Longtusk's back was turned, they attacked poor Dreamer, and robbed her of her fine
cave, and threw her out into therain.

When he found out what had happened, Longtusk berated the Fireheads for their greed and
impatience. "Y ou could have taken al you needed without stedling Dreamer's home!™

And the Fireheads said they were sorry. But in their hearts they were not.



Then the Fireheads became thirgty.
So Longtusk took them to the north, where the mammoths lived.

He brought them to a place where the mammoths, in their wisdom, knew that water seeped from
deep in the ground. They were digging there with tusks and feet, bringing the water to the surface.

And Longtusk said to the Fireheads, "Y ou must dig for water as the mammoths do. See how
much water thereis? And when you have learned what the mammoths have to teach you, you can find
water of your own. Isnt that right, Matriarch?"

And the Matriarch of the mammoth Family said, "Y es, Longtusk"—for al the mammoths knew
Longtusk—"in the ground there is dl the water your friends need, and we will teach them how to find
it"

And the Fireheads muttered and calculated, for that istheir way.

And when Longtusk's back was turned, they attacked the poor mammoths, and drove them
away, and robbed them of their water.

When he found out what had happened, Longtusk berated the Fireheads. "Y ou could have
found your own water without robbing the mammoths—oh, you areimpossible!™

And the Fireheads said they were sorry. But in their hearts they were not.

By now Longtusk knew that al histeaching was wasted on such crestures. He had decided
besides that he had spent enough time away from his Clan.

So heturned his back on the Fireheads and walked away, leaving them to fend for themsdlves.
They cdled to him plaintively, begging him to return, but he would not.

And so Longtusk returned to the mammoths, and became their Patriarch, and...
But that's another story. Perhaps the greatest of them all.

What happened to the Fireheads without Longtusk's wisdom, driven only by their own
foolishness, cold and wet and thirsty? Nobody knows.

Some say they quickly died out.

And some say they became mongters.

1
The Bone Pit

All around Longtusk, deeping mastodontslay like immense boulders. In the summer they



preferred to deep on their backs, exposing their bare feet and bellies to the coal air. From timeto
time one of them, startled by anoise, would rise smoothly and silently to hisfeet, like some hairy
ghogt, before settling back.

But Longtusk could not deep—even after the months he had been kept here in the Firehead
settlement.

He could hear small Firehead footsteps as they pattered across the hard ground, their thin
Firehead voices asthey came and went on their strange, incomprehensible business. Sometimes he
even heard the clear voice of the female cub, Crocus, who—in another life that was|ong ago and far
away—he had saved from freezing.

And, worst of al, he could smell the mesat they hung up on frames of wood to dry: rags of brown
and purple, laced here and there by paefat or strings of tendon, some of it even clinging to shards of
white bone. Mogt of the meat came from deer and horse and smaller animals, but there were some
larger chunks, great knobbly pieces of bone he couldn't recogni ze.

And he could smell the meat that burned, dowly, in the great stone-lined pitsin the ground, the
billowing greasy black smokethat lingered inthe air.

At least he had put aside the panic he had felt continually when he had first been brought here to
the Firehead settlement, as every ingtinct drove him to flee the smoke from thefires. But hewould
never grow used to that dreadful meat stink. It seemed to have seeped into hisvery fur, so that he
was never free of it.

So Longtusk endured, waiting for morning.

The keepers came in the gray light of dawn. They talked softly and cleared their throatsto aert
the mastodonts of their approach. The mastodonts stirred, rumbling, and there was arustle of leathery
skin againgt the hobbles that bound their legs.

Most of the mastodonts were Bulls—not really abachelor herd, for the tree-browsing
meastodonts were more solitary than mammoths, Longtusk had found. But there were Families here
too, Cows and calves.

The keepers approached their animals, one by one, talking softly. The mastodonts rumbled and
whooshed in response, reaching out with their trunks to search the Fireheads layers of fur for tidbits
of food. It was adisplay of affection and submission that never failed to embarrass Longtusk.

Thismorning thefat little keeper the mastodonts called Lemming approached Longtusk, holding
out ajuicy strip of bark. And, as he dways did, Longtusk rumbled threateningly, curled histrunk and
backed away asfar as the hobbles knotted tightly around hislegswould let him.

Lemming wore trousers and leggings of deer skin, moccasins and a broad hat of atougher
leather, and his clothing was stuffed with dry grassto keep him warm. Bits of grass stuck out around
hiswide, greasy face as he sudied Longtusk, peering into the mammoth's ears and eyes and mouith.



Jaw Like Rock, his hobbles aready loosened, came loping over. With adeft movement he
snatched the bark from Lemming's paw and tucked it into his mouth. "Waste of good food,” he
rumbled as he munched.

"It comes from the paw of aFirehead,” Longtusk said.
"So what? Food isfood."
"I'm not likeyou."

"He wasn't intending you any harm, you know. He was checking your eyes and earsfor
infection. And he wanted to see your tongue, too." Jaw opened his mouth and unrolled hisown
tongue, aleathery black sheet of muscle that dripped with sdiva. "The keepers know that a healthy
meastodont has a nice pink tongue umblemished by black spots, brown eyes without atrace of white,
the right number of toenails, strong and sturdy joints, afull face and broad forehead... Y ou have dl of
that; if you were a mastodont you'd beaprize.

Longtusk growled, impatient with advice.

"Y ou're the only mammoth we have here, Longtusk. The keepers don't know what to make of
you. Some of them think you can't be tamed and trained, that you're too wild. And the Shaman,
Smokehat, isjedous of you."

"Jedlous? Why?'

"Because the Fireheads used to believe that mammoths were gods. Some of them seem to think
you're agod. And that takes away from the Shaman's power. Having you around gives even little
Lemming ahigher gatus. Don't you understand any of this, grazer?

"No," said Longtusk bluntly.

"All I'm sayingisthat if you give him an excuse, the Shaman will have you destroyed. Lemmingis

fond of you. But you're going to have to help him, to give him some sign that you'll cooperate, or
dse—"

But now, asif to disprove Jaw's comforting growl, his own keeper approached: Spindle, thin,
ugly and brutdl. He lashed at Jaw with his stick, apparently punishing the mastodont for his minor theft
of the food.

Jaw didn't so much asflinch.

"Of course," he rumbled sourly, "not everything's wonderful here. But there are ways to make
life bearable.”

And he lifted hisfat, scarred trunk and sneezed noisily. A gust of looping snot and bark chips
gprayed over Spindle, who fell over backward, yelling.

Jaw Like Rock farted contentedly and loped away.



The mastodonts were prepared for another working day. Their hobbles were removed—or
merely loosened, in the case of Longtusk and afew others, mastodontsin musth and so proneto
irritability. Longtusk was aspecia case, of course, and he wore his hobbles with adefiant pride. As
they worked the keepers were careful to keep away from histusks, so much more large and powerful
than the strongest mastodont's.

Ten mastodonts, plus Longtusk, were formed up into aloose line. Waks With Thunder was at
the head. Lemming sat nestly on the grest mastodont's neck, hisfat legs sticking out on ether side of
Thunder's broad head.

Lemming tapped Thunder's scalp and called out, " Agit!”
Walks With Thunder loped forward, trumpeting to the othersto follow him.

The mastodonts obeyed. They were prompted by cries from the keepers—Chai ghoom! Chi!
Dhuth!, Right! Left! Stop!—and they were directed by gentle taps of the keepers goads: gentle, yes,
but Longtusk had learned by hard experience that the keepers also knew exactly whereto strike him
toinflict asharp burst of pain, brief and leaving no scar.

Haf the mastodonts bore riders. Most of the others carried the equipment the working party
would need during the day. Those without riders were led by loose harnesses of ropetied around
their heads.

Longtusk, of course, had no rider, and his harness was kept tighter than the rest. Not only that,
his trunk wastied to Waks With Thunder's broad tail, so that he wasled aong the path like an infant
with hismother.

Then they walked dowly out of the Firehead settlement.

The Fireheads had spread far, reshaping the steppe, and they were still building. They had made
themsaves sheters—like the caves of the Dreamers—but of wood and rock and turf and anima skin.
They built huge pitsin the ground into which they hurled mest ripped from the carcasses of the
creatures they hunted. And the Fireheads had built agreat stockade of wood and rock, within which
the mastodonts were confined. To Longtusk it was aplace of distortion and strangeness, and he was
habitualy oppressed, crushed by afeding of confinement and helplessness and bafflement.

But for now they were out of the stockade, and with relief Longtusk found himself on the open
steppe. Asthe sun climbed into a cloud-dusted sky, they soon left behind the noise and stink of the
Settlement, and walked on steadily south.

Thear wasmisty and full of light. Longtusk saw that it wasamist of life: vast clouds of insects,
mosquitoes and blackflies and warble flies and botflies, that rose from the lakes to plague the great
herbivores—including himsef—and adreamier cloud of balooning spiders and wind-borne larvae,
riding the breezesto anew land.

Through thisdense air the mastodonts walked steedily, their fat low-dung rumps swaying
gracefully, their tails swishing and their trunks shooting out from sideto Sdein search of branchesand



leaves from the few low treeswhich grew here. After walking for atime they started to defecate
together, along synchronized symphony of dung-making.

Much of theland was bare, adesert of gravel and soilsand afew far-flung plants. Here and
there he noticed thicker tussocks of grass, speckled with wild flowers, fed by the detritus at the
entrances to the dens of the Arctic foxes, and on the dight rises where owls and jaegers devoured
their prey, watering the soil with blood. Steppe melt-ponds stood out boldly, bright blue against the
tan and green of the plain. In the center of the larger ponds Longtusk could see the gleam of
aguamarine, cores of ice gtill unmelted at the height of summer.

Hisfootsteps crunched on dead leaves, bits of flowers, fragments of twig, athick layer of it.
Some of this materia might be yearsold. And later he came across the carcass of awolf-killed deer.
It had been lightly consumed, and now its meat had hardened, its skin turned glassy. He knew it might
lie herefor three or four years before being reduced to bones.

On the steppe, away from the Fireheads frantic rhythms, time pooled, dense and dow; even
decomposition worked dowly here.

He came across agolden plover, Stting on her nest on the ground. She stared back at him,
defiant. The birds of the steppe had to build their nests on the ground, asthere were no tall trees.
Some of them—Iike buntings and longspurs—even lined their nests with bits of mammoth wool. This
plover's nest was made of woven grass, and it contained pale, darkly speckled eggs. Asthe
meastodonts walked by, the plover got off its nest and ran back and forth, feigning a broken wing,
trying to distract these possible predators from the nest itself.

Waks With Thunder, as he often did, tried to explain life to Longtusk.

"...The Fireheads are strange, but there isalogic to everything they do. Almost everything,
anyhow. They are predators, like the wolves and foxes. So they must hunt.”

"Il know that. Deer and aurochs—"

"Y es. But such animds pass by thisway only infrequently, asthey follow their own migrationsin
search of their fodder for summer or winter. And so the Fireheads must store the meat they will eat
during thewinter. That isthe purpose of the pits—even if al those dead carcasses are repellent to us.
And it explainsthe way they salt their meat and hang it up to dry in strips, or soak it in sour milk,
and—"

"But," Longtusk complained, "why do they not follow the herds they prey on, asthe wolves do?
All their problems come from this peculiar determination to stay in one place.”

WalksWith Thunder growled, "But not every anima islike the mastodont—or the mammoth.
We don't mind where we roam; we go where the food is. But many animals prefer asingle placeto
live. Liketherhinos"

"But these Fireheads have nothing—no fat layers, hardly any hair, no way of kegping warmin
the winter or digging out their food."

"But they havetheir fire. They havetheir tools. And," Walks With Thunder said with atrace of



sadness, "they have us."
"Not me," rumbled Longtusk. "They have me trapped. But they don't have me."
To that, Waks With Thunder would say nothing.

Longtusk disturbed acarpet of big yellow butterflies that burst into the air, startling him. One of
the butterflies landed on the pink tip of histrunk, tickling him. He swished histrunk to and fro, but
couldn't shake the butterfly free; findly, the mocking brays of the mastodonts sounding in hisears, he
blew it away with alarge sneeze.

They cameto ariver which meandered dowly between gently doping hummocks. Vegetation
grew thickly, down to the water's edge: grass, herbs and a stand of spruce forest almost tall enough to
reach Longtusk's shoulders. Farther downstream there were thickets of birch and even azalea, with
lingering pink leaves from their spring bloom. In the longer grasswild flowers added splashes of color:
vetch, iris, primroses, mauve and blue and purple and yelow.

The mastodonts were allowed to rest. They spread out, moving through the sparse treeswith a
rustle of branches, tearing off foliage and shoving it into their mouths greedily. Some of them walked
into the water, sucking up trunkfuls of the clear, cold liquid and spraying it over their heads and backs.

Longtusk was il hobbled. He moved alittle away from the rest, seeking the grass and steppe
vegetation he preferred.

He had never been here before. It seemed acongenia place—for mastodonts anyhow. But
Longtusk, clad in histhick fur, was dready too hot, and mosguitoes buzzed, large and voracious. He
looped histrunk into his mouth, extracted a mixture of spit and water, and blew it in afine spray over
hisface and head and belly.

He wondered what the Fireheads wanted from this place. Stone, perhaps. The Fireheads liked
big flat dabs of stonesto put indgde their huts and storage pits—but he could see no rock of that kind
here. Perhaps they would bring back wood; the mastodonts were strong enough to knock over and
splinter as many trees as required.

The keepers came to round up the mastodonts, calling softly and tapping their scal ps and flanks
with their bone-tipped goads. The mastodonts cooperated with only routine rumbles of complaint.

All the mastodonts had worked here many times before, and they appeared to know what to
do. Themost skillful and trusted, led by Walks With Thunder, walked down toward theriver. They
cameto a place where the grass had been worn away by deep round mastodont footprints. They
began to scrape at the muddy river bank with their tusks and feet, and clouds of mosquitoes rose up
around them asthey toiled.

Longtusk could see that they were uncovering something: objectsthat gleamed whitein thelow
sun. He wondered what they were.

... Therewas a sudden, sharp stench, astink of death and decay, making Longtusk flinch. Some



of the mastodonts trumpeted and rumbled in protest, but, under the calm, watchful eye of Walks With
Thunder, they continued to work. Perhaps something had died here: abison or rhino, its carcass
washed dong theriver.

Soon, with the supervision of the keepers, they were dragging the large white objects from the
mud. Walks With Thunder dug his tusks under one of the objects and wrapped histrunk over thetop;
he rammed hisfeet againgt the ground and hauled, until the clinging, cold mud gave way with aloud
sucking noise, and he stumbled back.

Thething's shape was complex, full of holes. It was mostly white, but something dark brown
clung to it here and there, around which mosquitoes and flies buzzed angrily.

It might have been arock.

Jaw Like Rock stood alongside Longtusk, swishing histail vigoroudy. "I can stand the work,"
the squat Bull muttered. "It's these wretched mosguitoes that drive meto distraction.”

Longtusk asked, "Are those rocks heavy?"
Jaw turned to look a him quizzicaly. "What rocks?"
"Therocksthey are pulling out of the river bank."

Jaw hesitated. He said carefully, "Nobody hastold you what we're doing here? Thunder hasn't
explaned?'

"No. Aren't they rocks?'

Jaw fell slent, sseming troubled.

Longtusk found, at hisfeet, a patch of what looked like mammoth dung. He poked &t it and it
crumbled. It wasdried out, stde, haf frozen, obvioudy old. Regretfully helifted afew crumbsto his
mouth; their flavor wasthin.

Since the day he had been separated from his Family by the fire sorm—despite the way the
Fireheads had him undertake these jaunts across the countryside—he had never seen asingle one of
hisown kind.

But the expeditions always headed south.

He asked Jaw about this.

"Sometimes there are expeditions to the north, Longtusk,” Jaw rumbled. "But—"

"But what?'

Jaw Like Rock hesitated, uncomfortable, "Ask Walks With Thunder."

Longtusk growled, "I'm asking you."



"It isdifficult to work there. It is poor land. Theiceisretreating northward and uncovering the
land; but the new land isarocky desert. To the south, plants and animas have lived for many
generations, and the soil isrich...”

Hée's keeping something from me, Longtusk thought. Something about the northern lands, and
what the Fireheads do there.

"If the south is so comfortable, why do the Fireheads live where they do? Why not stay where
lifeiseasy?'

Jaw sneezed as pollen itched at histrunk. He did histrunk over one tusk and began to scratch,
scooping out lumps of snot. "Because to the south there are already too many Fireheads. They have
burned the trees and eaten the animals, and now they fight each other for what remains. Fireheads are
not like us, Longtusk. A Firehead Clan will not share its range with another.

"Bedrock tried to take the land belonging to another Clan. There was a battle. Bedrock lost. So
he has come north, asfar as he can, so that his Clan can carve out anew placeto live”

Longtusk tried to understand what al this meant.

Heimagined aline that stretched, to east and west, right across the continent, dividing it into two
utterly different zones. To the south there waslittle but Fireheads, mobs of them, fighting and breeding
and dying. To the north the land was as it had been before, empty of Fireheads.

And that line of demarcation was sweeping north, as Firehead leaders like Bedrock sought new,
empty placesto live, burning acrossthe land like the billowing line of firewhich had separated him
from hisFamily.

It was to the north that Longtusk knew he must return one day, when the chance arose. For it
was to the north—where there were no Fireheads, in the corridor of silent steppe which ill encircled
the planet below theice—that was where the mammoth herds roamed.

The keepers gpproached Longtusk now. It wastime to don his pack gear, he redlized gloomily.
Hewas not yet trusted with complex tasks like digging, but he was regarded as capable of carrying

heavy weights.
The pack gear was substantial.

First the keeperslaid over him asoft quilted pad. It extended from hiswithersto hisrump and
halfway down his sides. On top of this came a saddle of stout sacking stuffed with straw. It had a split
along the back to relieve the pressure on his spine; most of the weight he had to carry would rest on
his broad rib cage. And then came aplatform, aflat plate of cut wood with four postsin the corners,
with ropes dung between the poststo prevent hisload from faling off.

The whole assembly was strapped to him by one length of thick plaited rope which went around
his head and girth and up under histail. To prevent chafing the rope was passed through lengths of
hollow bone that rubbed smoothly againgt his chest.

And now Walks With Thunder was approaching with his mysterious, complex load, and the



stench of decay grew stronger.

Longtusk became fearful.

He could see that Thunder's cargo was rounded, with two gaping sockets at the front. It seemed
to have tooth marks, asif some scavenger had worked on it. The brown stuff that clung to it looked
like flesh, heavily decayed and gnawed by the scavenger. There was rough skin over the scraps of
flesh, and lanks of hair clung, brown and muddy.

It was bone, Longtusk redlized with horror. A bone, to which decaying mest till clung.

"What's going on here, Jaw? What is thet thing?"

"Ligento me" said Jaw Like Rock urgently. "It isn't what it seems..." Helaid histrunk over
Longtusk's head, trying to soothe him, but Longtusk shook it off.

The keepers began to look alarmed.

The bone thing had the stump of atusk, broken and gnawed, sticking out of itsfront. A
mammoth tusk.

"Nobody waskilled here," Jaw was saying. "Thiswasn't the fault of the Fireheads, or anybody
e It just happened, avery long time ago..."

Longtusk looked again at the river bank. He saw that the white objects were not rocks, not one
of them. They were dl bones: thick leg bones and vertebrae and ribs and shoulder blades and skulls,
sticking out of the mud, many of them still coated with flesh and broken and chewed by scavengers.

It was afield of corpses: the corpses of mammoths.

And here was Walks With Thunder, about to load the great vacant skull onto Longtusk's back.

Longtusk swept histusks, knocked the skull from the grasp of an astonished Walks With
Thunder, and smashed it to pieces underfoot.

Herecdled little after that.

They got him under control, and brought him through the long march back to the Fireheads
Settlement.

Asthe day wound to its close, their work done, the mastodonts were alowed to find food and
water, and to mingle with the Family of Cowsand calves.

Longtusk did not expect such freedom tonight.

He hadn't injured any of the Fireheads. But, despite Thunder's gpologies and urging, he hadn't
allowed the keepers to remount his pack gear or to place any of their grisly load on hisback. The



other mastodonts, some grumbling, had had to accept his share of the load. Asaresult he was
expecting punishmen.

But now thelittle keeper, Lemming, faced him. To Longtusk's surprise, Lemming came close,
eadly within range of the mammoth's great tusks. He seemed to trust Longtusk.

Lemming reached out with one smdl paw and touched the long hairsthat grew from the center
of Longtusk'sface, between hiseyes. Tiny fingers pulled gently at the hairs, combing out smdl knots,
and the Firehead spoke steadily in histhin, incomprehensible voice. He seemed regretful, asif he
understood.

Now Lemming reached down and loosened the hobbles around Longtusk's ankles. Then, with
the gentlest of taps from his goad, he encouraged L ongtusk to wander off toward hisfeeding ground.

L ongtusk—confused, dismayed, baffled by kindness—moved away from the treesin search of
steppe grass.

The Moon was high and dazzling bright—awintry Moon, brilliant with the reflected light of
ice-laden Earth. 1t was Longtusk's only companion.

Even when he ate, he had to do it alone. He needed the coarse grass and herbs of the steppe,
and could tolerate little of the lush leaves and bark the mastodonts preferred. Tonight, though, he
could have used alittle company.

Walks With Thunder had apologized for not warning him, and tried to explain to him about the
bonesin the river bank. It wasn't a place of daughter. It wasn't even the place where adl those
decomposing mammoths had died.

Mammoths had been drawn to the river's water over along period of time—generations,
perhaps even asignificant part of a Great-Y ear. But ariver bank could be ahazardous place.
Mammoths became stuck in clinging mud and starved, or fell through thin ice and drowned. Their
bodies were washed down the river, coming to rest in ameander or backwater.

Again and again this happened, the corpses washing downstream from al adong the river bank,
and coming to rest in the same naturd trap, until ahuge deposit of bodies had built up.

Sometimes the river would rise, immersing the bodies and embedding them in mud and silt, and
fishes might nibble at the meat. And in dry seasons the water would drop, exposing the bodiesto the
ar. The stench of their rot would attract flies, and larvae would burrow through the rotting flesh.
Predators would come, wolverines or foxes or wolves, to gnaw on the exposed bones.

At last the bodies were buried by silt and pesat, and vegetation grew over them.

But then theriver's path had changed. The water began to cut away &t the great natura pit of
bones, exposing the corpsesto the air once more...

"Y ou see?' Thunder had said. "Nobody killed those mammoths. Why, they might have died
centuries ago, their bodies lying unremarked in the st layers until now. What's left behind isjust bone
and rotting flesh and hair. The Fireheads imagine they have ausefor al those old bones—and what



harm doesit do? The mammoths have gone, their spirits flown to the aurora. Strange, yes, arethe
ways of the Fireheads, but you'll learn to live with them. | have..."

Y es, thought Longtusk angrily, and he ripped tufts of grass roughly from the ground ashe
stomped along aone, al but blinded by histeeming thoughts. Y es, Thunder, you've grown used to all
this. It doesn't matter what happens to my bones when I've flown to the aurora; you're right.

But you have forgotten you are a Calf of Kilukpuk. Y ou have forgotten how we Remember
those who go to the aurora before us.

| will not forget, no matter how long | live, how long | am kept here. | will never forget that | am
mammoath.

"...Areyouin musth?'

The contact rumble waslight, shallow. Close.

Preoccupied, helooked up. A small mastodont was facing him. A caf? No, aCow—not quite
fully grown, perhaps about his own age. She was chewing on amouthful of leaves. Her jaw was
delicate and neatly symmetrical, along with the rest of her skull, and that chewing, unmammoth-like
motion didn't ssem as ugly and unnatura when she did it aswhen abig ugly Bull like Jaw Like Rock
took whole branchesin his maw of amouth and—

"Youredaring a me" shesad.

"What?... I'm sorry. What do you want?"'

"] want to feed in peace," she growled. Her four tusks were short, Moon white, and sheraised
them defiantly. "And | want you to answer my question.”

"I'mnot in musth."

"The Matriarch says | must kegp away from Bullsin musth. I'm not ready for oestrusyet. And
evenif | was—"

"l sad, I'm not in musth,” he snapped, rumbling angrily.
"Youact asif you are”
"That's because—" Hetried to cam down. "It's not your fault.”

She stepped closer, cautioudy. "Y ou're the mammoth, aren't you? The cdf of Primus. | heard
them talking about you. | never met amammoth before.”

Longtusk felt confused.

What should he say to her?In his short life he had had little contact with Cows outside his
immediately Family. If thiswasaBull hed know what to do; hed just start afight.



He snorted and lifted hishead. "What do you think of my tusks?"

She evaded his tusks, gpparently unimpressed, and reached out with her dender trunk. She
placed itswarm, pink tip insgde his mouth, startling him. Then she stepped back and lowered her
trunk.

She sneezed. "Ugh. Saxifrage.”

"| like saxifrage. Where | come from, we all egt saxifrage.”

She curled her trunk contemptuoudy. She turned and ambled away, her hips swaying with liquid
grace, and she tore at the grass as she passed.

Good riddance, thought Longtusk.

"..Wait," hecdled. "What's your name?"'

Sheraised her trunk, asif sniffing the air, and trumpeted her disdain. "Neck Like Spruce.”
"My nameis—"

"l know aready," she said. And she walked off into moonlight.

2

TheRider

All too soon the short Arctic summer was gone, and winter closed in once more.

During the day Longtusk, seeking food, would scrape aside the snow and frost to find thin grass
and herbs, dead and frozen. Sometimes Fireheads would follow him and chop turf and twigs from the
exposed ground, fud to burn in their great hearths.

The mastodonts, less well adapted to the cold, needed leaves and bark from the trees. But soon
all the trees close to the Firehead settlement were stripped or destroyed, and they had to travel far to
find sugtenance.

This became impossible as the winter closed in, and the Firehead keepers would come out of
their hutsto bring feed, bales of yellowed hay gathered in the summer months. Longtusk watched with
contempt as the mastodonts—even strong, intelligent males like Waks With Thunder and Jaw Like
Rock—clugtered around the bales, tearing into them greedily with their tusks and trunks.

The Fireheads regularly checked the mastodonts trunks, eyes, ears and feet. Frostbite of the
mastodonts ears was common, and the Fireheads treated it with salves of fat and butter.

During thelong nights, the mastodonts would huddle together for warmth, grumbling and
complaining as one or another was bumped by a careless hip or prodded by atusk. And they would



regae each other with taesfrom their own, peculiarly distorted, version of the Cycle: legends of the
heroic Mammut and her calves as they romped through the impossibly rich forests of the far south,
where the sun never set and the trees grew taler than a hundred mastodonts stacked up on top of
each other.

Longtusk tried to join in with tales of the heroes of mammoth legend, like Ganeshathe Wise. But
he'd been very young when he had heard these tories, and his memory was poor. When he jumbled
up the stories the mastodonts would trumpet and rumble their amusement, nudging him and scratching
his scap with their trunks, until he stalked off in anger.

But asthey talked and listened the younger mastodonts—and L ongtusk—were soaking up the
wisdom of their eders, embedded in such legends: how to find water in dry seasons or frozen winters,
whereto find salt licks, and particularly rich stands of trees.

Longtusk had |eft his Family at avery young age, and he found he had much to learn, even about
theamplethings of life.

There was atime when the toes of both hisforelegs and hind legs gave him trouble, the skin
cracking and becoming proneto infection.

Findly WaksWith Thunder noticed and took him to one side. "Thisiswhat you must do," he
said. The mastodont rummaged among hiswinter-dry fodder and selected a suitable branch. Holding
itin histrunk he stripped the leaves away and peded back the bark, munching it efficiently. Then he
took the branch, broke it into four lengths and laid them out in front of him. He selected one piece
and, with brisk motions, sharpened it to apoint against arock.

Then, satisfied with the shape, he began to clean methodically between histoenails, digging out
thedirt, and wiping the stick clean.

"You never saw thisbefore?' he said as he worked.
"No," Longtusk said, embarrassed.

"Longtusk, you swesat between your toes. Y ou must keep your toes clean or the glandswill clog,
causing the problems you are suffering now. It is even more important to keep your musth glands
clean." He picked up ashard of stick and, with a practiced motion, dug it into one of the tempora
glandsinthe side of hisface. "But you must be careful to use asuitable stick: onethat is strong and
sraight and not likely to break. If it sngps and jams up your gland, it cannot discharge and it will drive
you crazy." He eyed Longtusk. "Y ou don't want to end up like that fool Jaw Like Rock, do you?..."

When the nails were clean the mastodont blew spittle on them with histrunk and polished them
until they gleamed.

And s0, as he grew, month on month, Longtusk's education continued, the orphan mammoth
under the brusgue, tender supervision of the older mastodonts.

Intheworst of it, when the snow fell heavily or the wind howled, there was nothing to do but
endure. Longtusk did not measure time asahuman did, packaging it into regular intervals. Evenin
summer, time dissolved into a single glowing afternoon, speckled by moments of life and love, laughter



and death. And in the long reaches of winter—when sometimes it wasn't possible even to risk moving
for fear of disspating his body's carefully hoarded heet—time did away, featureless, meaningless,
driven by the great rhythms of the world around him, and by the deep blood-red urges of hisown
body.

Longtusk secretly enjoyed these unmarked times, when he could stand with the othersin the
dark stillness and fed the shape of the turning world.

Longtusk's deep senses reved ed the world beyond the horizon: in the hiss of agaleover a
distant stretch of steppe, the boom of ocean breakers on a shore, the crack of ice on melting steppe
ponds. And, in the deepest tillness of night, he could sense the thinness of thisland bridge between
the continents, with the frozen ocean to the north, the pressing seas to the south: surrounded by such
immenseforces, the land seemed fragile indeed.

Longtusk was learning the land on alevel deeper than any human. He had to know how to use it
to keep him dive, asif it was an extension of hisown body, asif body and land merged into asingle
organism, pulsing with blood and seasons. As he matured, he would come to know Earth with a
cardessintimacy ahuman could never imagine.

Once, Longtusk woke from aheavy dumber and raised his head from a snowdrift.

Snow lay heavily, blanketing the ground. But the sky was clear, glittering with stars. The
meastodonts were mounds of white. Here and there, as amastodont stirred, snow fell away, reveding
aswatch of red-black hair, aquesting trunk or a peering eye.

And the aurorabloomed in the sky, an immenseflat sheet of light thrown there by the wind from
the sun.

It started with agush of brightnessthat resolved itself into atransparent curtain, green and soft
pink. Slowly its rays became more apparent, and it started to surge to east and west, like the guard
hairs of someimmense mammoth, developing deep folds.

It appeared at different placesin the sky. When the light sheet was directly above, so that
Longtusk was looking up &t it, he saw rays converging on apoint high above hishead. And when he
saw it edge-on it looked like smoke, rising from the Earth. Its huge dow movements were entrancing,
endlessly fascinating, and Longtusk felt agreet tendernesswhen he gazed at it.

Mammoths—and mastodonts—bdieved that their spirits flew to the auroraon death, to play in
the steppes of light there. He wondered how many of his ancestors were looking down on him
now—and he wondered how many of his Family, scattered and lost over the curve of the Earth, were
staring up at the aurora, entranced just as he was.

The auroramoved steadily north, breaking up into isolated luminous patches, like clouds.

At last the days began to lengthen, and the pale ruddy sun seemed to leak alittle warmth, asif
grudgingly.



Life returned to the steppe.

Thetop layers of the frozen ground melted, and fast-growing grasses sprouted, along with
sedges, smal shrubslike Arctic sagebrush, and types of pea, daisy and buttercup. The grasses grew
quickly and dried out, forming akind of natura hay, swathes of it that would be sufficient to sustain,
over the summer months, the herds of giant grazing herbivoresthet lived there.

Early in the season a herd of bison passed, not far away. Longtusk saw acloud of soft dust
thrown high into the air, and in the midst of it the great black shapes crowded together, with their
humpback shoulders and enormous black horns; their stink of sweat and dung assailed Longtusk's
acute sense of smell. And there were herds of steppe horses—their winter coats fraying, stripes of
color on their flanks—skittish and nervous, running together like flocks of startled birds.

In this abundance of life, death was never far away. There were wolves and the even more
ferocious dholes, lynxes, tigers and leopards. carnivoresto exploit the herbivores, the moving
mountains of meat. Once, near an outcrop of rock, Longtusk glimpsed the greatest predator of them
all—twice the Size of its nearest competitor—a mighty cave cat.

And—serving as afurther sign of the relentless shortness of life—condors and other carrion
eaters whedled overhead, waiting for the degth of others, their huge out-folded wings black stripes
againg the blue sky.

Work began again. The mastodonts were put to digging and lifting and carrying for the
Fireheads.

Longtusk was still restricted to crude carrying. Those who had shared his chores last season
were now, by and large, tamed and trained and trusted, and had moved on to more significant work.
Of last year's bearers, only Longtusk remained as a pack animal.

What was worse, during the winter he had grown. Towering over the immature, restless calves
he had to work with—his mighty tusks curling before him, useless—he endured hiswork, and the
taunts of hisfellows. But acloud of humiliation and depression gathered around him.

Longtusk realized, with shock, that he was another year older, and he had withstood yet another
cycle of seasons away from his Family. But compared to the heavy bruta redlity of the mastodonts
around him, his Family seemed like adream receding into the depths of his memory.

Hewas surrounded by restraints, he was coming to realize, and the hobbles and goads of the
keepers were only the most obvious. These mastodonts had lived in captivity for generations. None of
them even knew what it was to be free, to live as the Cycle taught. And hisown
memories—half-formed, for he had been but a calf when taken—were fading with each passing
month.

And besides, he didn't want to be alone, an outsider, arogue, arebel. He wanted to belong.
And these complacent, tamed mastodonts were the only community available to him. The keepers
knew dl this—the smarter ones—and used subtle ploysto reinforce the invisible barriers that
restrained the mastodonts more effectively than rope or wood: pain for misbehavior, yes, but rewards
and wel coming strokes when he accepted his place.



If he could no longer imagine freedom, alife different from this, how could he ever aspiretoit?
So it was that when Walks With Thunder came to him and said that the keeper, Lemming, was

going to make an attempt to teach him to accept arider, Longtusk knew the time had come to defy
hisingincts

Lemming snapped, "Baitho! Baitho!"

Walks With Thunder murmured, "He's saying, Down. Lower your trunk, you idiot. Likethis."
And Thunder dipped histrunk gently, so it pooled on the ground.

Longtusk could seethat al over the stockade mastodonts were turning toward him. Some of the
Fireheads were pausing in their tasksto look a him, their spindly forelegs akimbo; he even spotted
the blonde head of thelittle cub, Crocus, watching him curioudy.

Longtusk growled. "They want to see the mammoth beaten at last.”

"Ignore them,” Walks With Thunder hissed. "They don't matter.”

The Firehead raised his stick and tapped Longtusk on theroot of histrunk.

Longtusk rapped histrunk on the ground, and asthe air was forced out of the trunk it emitted a
deep, terrifying roar.

Lemming fell back, sartled.

"Try again,” Thunder urged.

| haveto do this, Longtusk thought. | can do this.

Helowered hishead and let histrunk reach the ground, as Thunder had done.

"Good lad," said Thunder. "It's harder to submit than to defy. Hang onto that. Y ou're stronger
than any of us, little grazer. Now you must proveit.”

The Firehead stepped onto Longtusk’s trunk. Then he reached out and grabbed Longtusk's
ears, histipped stick still clutched in his paw.

Longtusk, looking forward, found he was staring straight into the Firehead's smdll, complex face.
This, heredlized, isgoing to take agreat dedl of forbearance indeed.

"Utha! Utha!" cried Lemming.

"Now what?"

"Héstdling you to lift him up."



"Areyou sure?'

"Jugt doit."

And Longtusk pushed up with histrunk, lifting smoothly.
With athin wail the Firehead went sailing clean over hisrump.
Walks With Thunder groaned. "Oh, Longtusk..."

The Firehead came bustling round in front of him. He was covered in mastodont dung, and he
wasjumping up and down furioudy.

"At least he had a soft landing,” Longtusk murmured.
"Baitho!"

"Hewantsto try again,” Walks With Thunder said. "Go ahead, lower your trunk. That'sit. Let
him climb on. Now take it easy, Longtusk. Don't throw him—Iift him, smoaothly and gently.”

Longtusk made a determined effort to keep the motions of histrunk even and steady.

But thistime Lemming was thrown backward. He completed a neat back-flip and landed on his
bely inthedirt.

Other Fireheadsran forward. They lifted him up and started dapping at hisfurs, making great
clouds of dust billow around him. They were flashing their smdl teeth and making the harsh noise he
had come to recognize as laughing: not kind, perhaps, but not threstening.

But now the other keeper, Spindle, came forward. His goad, tipped with sharp bone, was long

and crud, and he walked back and forth before Longtusk, eyeing him. He was saying something, his
smdl, crud mouth working.

"Takeit easy, Longtusk," Waks With Thunder warned.
"What does he want?"
"If Lemming can't tame you, then Spindlewill doit. His way—"

Suddenly Spindle'sthin arm lashed out toward Longtusk. His goad fizzed through the air and cut
cruely into the soft flesh of Longtusk's cheek.

Longtusk trumpeted in anger and reared up, as high as his hobbles would alow him. He could
crush Spindle with asingle slamp, or run him through with atusk. How dare thisugly little cresture
attack him?

But the Firehead wasn't even backing away. He was standing before Longtusk, forelegs
extended, pawstucked over asif beckoning.



"Dont, Longtusk," Waks With Thunder rumbled urgently. "It'swhat he wants. Don't you see? If
you so much as scratch Spindle, they will destroy you in an ingtant. 1t's what he wants..."

Longtusk knew Thunder wasright. He growled and lowered histusks, glaring at Spindle.

The Firehead, tiny teeth gleaming, lashed out once more, and again Longtusk felt the goad cut
deepinto hisflesh.

But suddenly it ceased.

Longtusk looked down. The girl-cub, Crocus, was standing before him. She seemed angry,
distressed; tears ran down her smdll face. She wastugging at Spindl€s foreleg, making him stop. Her
father, Bedrock, and the Shaman Smokehat were standing behind her.

Spindle was hesitating, his blood-tipped goad till raised to Longtusk.

At last Bedrock gestured to Spindle. With asnort of disgust the keeper threw his goad in the dirt
and stalked away.

Now Crocus stood before Longtusk, gazing up at him. She was growing taler, just as he was,
and an elaborate cap of ivory beads adorned her long blonde hair, replacing the smple tooth necklace
circle she had worn when younger. She seemed afraid, he saw, but she was evidently determined to
master her fear.

"Baitho," shesaid, her voice small and clear. Down, down.

And Longtusk, thewarm blood still welling from hisface, obeyed.

She stepped onto histrunk, reached forward, and grabbed hold of hisears.

Heraised histrunk, gingerly, carefully.

Thunder was very quiet and still, asif he scarcely dared breathe. "Right. Lower her onto your
back. Gently! Recal how fragile sheis... imagine she'saflower blossom, and you don't want to
disurb asngle peta.”

Rumbling, working by fed, Longtusk did hisbest. He fdlt the cub's skinny legs dide around his
neck.

"How'sthat?"'

Waks With Thunder surveyed him criticaly. "Not bad. Except she's the wrong way around.
She'sfacing your backside, Longtusk. Try again. Let her off."

Longtusk lowered his hind legs. Crocus skidded down his back, landing with asquedl in thedirt.

"By Kilukpuk's hairy navel," Walks With Thunder groaned, and Bedrock stepped forward,
anxious.



But Crocus, though alittle dusty, was unharmed. She trotted around to Longtusk's head once
more. She pulled her face in the gesture he was coming to recognize asa smile, and she patted the
blood-matted hair of hischeek. "Baitho,” shesad quietly.

Agan helowered histrunk for her.

Thistime he got her the right way around. Her legs wrapped around his neck, and hefelt her
little paws grasping at the long hairs on top of his head. She was asmall warm bundle, delicate, so
light he could scarcely fed her.

Rumbling, constrained by his hobbles, Longtusk took a cautious step forward. He felt the cub's
fingers digging deeper into hisfur, and she squealed with larm. He stopped, but she kicked at his
flankswith her tiny feet, and cdled out, " Agit!"

"It'sdl right,” Walks With Thunder said. " She's safe up there. Go forward. Just take it easy,
Longtusk."

S0 he stepped forward again.

Crocus laughed with pleasure. Keepersran alongside him—as did Bedrock, still wary, but
grinning. The watching mastodonts raised their trunks and trumpeted in salute.

But the Shaman, ignored by the Fireheads and their leeder, was glaring, quietly furious.

It was al aquestion of practice, of course.

By the end of that first day Longtusk could lift the little Firehead onto his back, delivering her the
right way around, amost without effort. And by the end of the second day he was starting to learn
what Crocus wanted. A gentle kick to the left eer—maybe accompanied by athin cry of Chi!
—meant he should go left. Chai Ghoom! and akick to the right ear meant go right. Agit! meant go
forward; Dhuth! meant stop. And so on.

By the end of the third day, Longtusk was sarting to learn subtler commands, transmitted to him
through the cub's body movements. If Crocus stiffened her limbs and leaned back he knew he was
supposed to stop. If she leaned forward and pushed his head downward he should knedl or stoop.

Crocus never used agoad on him.

It wasn't dl easy. Once he spied an exceptiondly rich clump of herbs, glimpsed through the
branches of atree. He forgot what he was doing and went that way, regardless of the little creature on
his back—who yelped as the branches swept her to the ground. Alternatively if Longtusk thought the
path he was being told to select was uncomfortable or even dangerous—for instance, if it waslittered
with sharp scree that might cut his footpads—he smply wouldn't go that way, regardless of the
protests of the cub.

After many days of thisthe keeper, Spindle, cameto him, early in the morning.



Spindleraised hisgoad. "Baitho! Baitho!"
Longtusk smply glared a him, chewing hisfeed, refusing to comply.

The beating started then, asintense as before, and Longtusk felt old wounds opening on his
cheek. But till he would not bow to Spindle.

Nobody else, he thought. Only the girl-cub Crocus.

At last Crocus came running with the other keepers. With sharp words she dismissed Spindle.
Then, with Lemming's help, she applied athick, soothing salveto the cuts Spindle had inflicted on
Longtusk's cheek and thighs.

Without waiting for the command, Longtusk lowered histrunk and alowed her to climb onto his
back once more.

Although Longtusk's workload didn't change, he became accustomed to meeting Crocus at the
beginning or end of each day. She would ride him around the mastodont stockade, and L ongtusk
learned to ignore the mocking, somewhat envious jeers of the mastodonts. As she approached he
would coil and uncoail histrunk with pleasure. Sometimes she brought him tidbits of food, which he
chewed as she talked to him steadily in her incomprehensible, complex tongue.

She seemed fascinated by hisfur. Longtusk had a dense underfur of fine woolly hair that
covered dmost dl hisskin. Hisrump, belly, flanks, throat and trunk were covered aswell by adense
layer of long, coarse guard hair that dangled to the ground, skirt-like. The guard hair melded across
his shoulderswith alayer of thick but less coarse hairsthat came up over his shouldersfrom low on
the neck.

Crocus spent agreet ded of time examining al this, lifting his guard hairs and teasing apart its
layers. Asfor Longtusk, he would touch Crocuss sweet face with the wet tip of histrunk, and then
rest against her warmth, eyes closed.

Eventualy Crocuss vigts became ahighlight of his day—amost aswelcome as, and rather less
baffling than, his occasional meetings with the young mastodont Cow, Neck Like Spruce.

Once hetook Crocusfor along ride across the bare steppe. They found arock pool, and
Longtusk wallowed there while Crocus played and swam. The sun was till high and warm, and he
stretched out on the ground. She climbed onto hishairy belly and lay on top of him, soothed by the
rumble of hisstomach, plucking hishair and Snging.

Even though he knew he remained a captive—even though her affection wasthat of an owner to
the owned—and even though the growing affection between them was only amore subtle kind of
trap, harder to break than any hobbles—till, he felt as content as he had been since he had been
separated from his Family.

But he was aware of the jedous glares of Spindle and Smokehat.

Longtusk grew impatient with al these obscure mental games, the strange obsessions of the
Fireheads. But Thunder counsdled caution.



"Bewary," hewould say, asthe mastodonts gathered after aday'swork. "Y ou have afriend
now. Sherecalls you once saved her life. And that's good. But you're also acquiring enemies. The
Shamanisjedous. It isonly the power of her father, Bedrock, which is protecting you. Lifeismore
complicated than you think, little grazer. Only deethissmple...”

3

The Settlement

The Fireheads numbers were growing, with many young being born, and they worked hard to
feed themsdlves,

As spring wore into summer, Firehead hunters began making journeysinto the surrounding
steppe. The hunterslooked for tracks and droppings. What they sought, Longtusk wastold, was the
spoor of wolves, for that told them that there was a migrant herd somewhere nearby, tracked by the
carnivores.

And at last the first of the migrants returned: deer, some of them giants, their heads bowed under
the weight of their immense spreads of antlers,

The deer trekked enormous distances between their winter range in the far south, on the fringe
of the landswhere trees grew thickly, and their calving grounds on the northern steppe. The calving
grounds were often disma places of fog and marshy land and bare rock. But they had the greeat
advantage that most predators, seeking places to den themsalves, would fall away long before the
calving grounds were reached. And when the calves were born the deer would form into vast herdsin
preparation for the migration back to the south: enormous numbers of them, so many asingle herd
might stretch from horizon to horizon, blackening the land.

To Longtusk these great migrations, of animals and birds, seemed like breathing, a great
inhaation of life.

And the Fireheads waited for the migrant animals to pass, movements as predictable as the
seasons themselves, and prepared to hunt.

Oneday, late in the summer, Crocus waked with her father and the Shaman to the bone
stockpile, a short distance from the mastodont stockade.

Longtusk, still not fully trusted, wasn't dlowed anywhere near thisgridy hegp of flensed bones,
gleaming in the low afternoon sun.

Crocus walked around the pile, onefinger in her small mouth. She ran her paws over clutches of
vertebrae, and huge shoulder blades, and bare leg bones amost astall asshewas. At last she
stopped before a great skull with sweeping tusks. As the skull'slong-vacant eye sockets gaped at her,
the cub rubbed the flat surfaces of the mammoth's worn yelow teeth.



Longtusk wondered absently what that |ong-dead tusker would have made of this.

Crocuslooked up at her father and the Shaman, talking rapidly and jumping up and down with
excitement. This skull was evidently her choice. Bedrock and Smokehat reached down and, hauling
together, dragged the skull from the heap. It wastoo heavy for them to lift.

Then, his absurd headdress smoking, the Shaman sang and danced around the ancient bones,
sprinkling them with water and dust. Longtusk had seen thiskind of behavior before. It seemed that
the Shaman was making the skull specid, asif it wasaliving thing he could train to protect thelittle
cub who had chosenit.

When the Shaman was done, Bedrock gestured to the mastodont trainers. Lemming and the
others walked through the stockade and selected Jaw Like Rock and another strong Bull. Evidently
they were to carry the skull off.

But Crocus seemed angry. She ran into the stockade hersdlf, shouting, "Baitho! Baitho!"

Longtusk lowered histrunk to the ground and bent his head. With the confidence of long
practice shewriggled past histusks, grabbed his ears and in amoment was sitting in her comfortable
place at his neck. Then, with asharp dap on his scalp, she urged him forward. " Agit!"

Shewas, heredlized, driving him directly toward the pile of bones.

As he neared the pile an indtinctive dread of those gridly remains built up in him. The other
Fireheads seemed to sense histension.

He kept walking, crossing the muddy, trampled ground, one broad step at atime.

He reached the great gaping skull whereit lay on the ground. Therewasalingering smell of dead
mammoth about it, and it seemed to glare at him in disgpproval.

Crocustapped his head. "A dhur! A dhur!" Shewanted himto pick it up.
| can't, he thought.

He heard a high-pitched growl around him. The hunters were gpproaching him with spears
raised to their shoulders, dl pointing at his heart.

The Shaman watched, eyes glittering like quartz pebbles.

From out of nowhere, astorm cloud of danger was gathering around Longtusk. He felt himself
quiver, and in response Crocuss fingerstightened their grip on hisfur.

Longtusk stared into the vacant eyes of the long-dead mammoth. What, he wondered, would
you have me do?

It was asif avoice sounded deep in hisbelly. Remember me, it said. That's all. Remember me.

He understood.



He touched the vacant skull with histrunk, lifted it, let it fall back to the dirt. Then he turned.

Hefaced awall of Firehead hunters. One of them actualy jabbed his chest with aquartz spear
tip, hard enough to bresk the skin. But Longtusk, descending into the dow rhythms of hiskind,
ignored these fluttering Fireheads, even the spark of pain at his chest.

He gathered twigs and soil and cast them on the ancient bones, and then turned backward and
touched the bones with the sensitive pads of his back feet. Longtusk wastrying to Remember the
spirit which had once occupied this pale bone, this Bull with no name.

The Fireheads watched with evident confusion—and the Shaman with rage, at this ceremony so
much older and deeper than his own posturing. Farther away, the mastodonts rumbled their approval.

The Firehead cub did to the ground, waving back the spears of the hunters. Sowly, hesitantly,
Crocusjoined in. She dipped off her moccasins and touched the skull with her own small feet, and
bent to scoop more dirt over the cold bones. She was copying Longtusk, trying to Remember
too—or, at least, showing him she understood.

At last, Longtusk felt he was done. Now the skull was indeed just a piece of bone, discarded.

Crocus stepped up to him, rubbed the fur between his eyes, and climbed briskly onto his back.
Shesad gently, "A dhur.”

Clumdlly, but without hesitation, he did his tusks under the skull and wrapped histrunk firmly
over thetop of it. Then he straightened his neck and lifted.

The skull wasn't as heavy asit looked; mammoth bone was porous, to makeit light despiteits
great bulk and strength. He cradled it carefully.

Then—under the guidance of Crocus, and with Bedrock, the Shaman, and assorted keepers
and spear-laden huntersfollowing him like wolvestrailing migrant deer—he carried the skull toward
the Firehead settlement.

Ahead of him, smoke curled into the air from adozen fires.

Thetrall to the settlement was well beaten, arut dug into the steppe by the feet of Fireheads and
mastodonts. But Longtusk had not been thisway before.

He passed storage pits. Their walls were scoured by the tusks of the mastodonts who had dug
out these pits, and they were lined with dabs of smooth rock. Longtusk could see the pitswere
half-filled with hunks of dried and sated mest, or with dried grassesto provide feed for the
meastodonts; winter seemed remote, but aready these clever, difficult Fireheads were planning for its

rigors.

Farther in toward the center of the settlement there were many hearths: out in the open air,
blackened circles on the ground everywhere, many of them smoldering with dayfires. Chunks of mesat
broiled on spits, filling the air with acrid smoke.



Therewas, in fact, alot of meat in the settlement.

Some of it dangled from wooden frames, varying in condition from dry and curled to fresh, some
even dripping blood. There were afew smdl animdss, lemmings and rabbits and even ayoung fox,
hung up with their neckslolling, obvioudy dead.

And, mogt of al, there were Fireheads everywhere: not the few keepers and huntersthe
meastodonts encountered in their stockade and during the course of their work, but many more, more
than he could count. There were males and females, old ones with yellowed, gappy teeth and
frost-white hair, young oneswho ran, excited, even infantsin their mothers arms. They al wore thick
clothing of fur and skin, stuffed with grasses and wool; al but the smallest cubs wore thick, warming
moccasins,

Some of the Fireheads worked at the hearths, turning spitted meat. One female had a piece of
skin staked out over the ground and she was scraping it with a sharpened stone, removing fat and
clinging flesh and snew, leaving the surface smooth and shining. He saw amale making deerskin into
rope, cutting strips crosswise for strength. They seemed, in fact, to use every part of the animasthey
hunted: tendons were twisted into strands of sinew, and bladders, somach and intestines were used
to hold water.

They made paint, of ground-up rock mixed with animal fat, or lichen soaked in aurochs urine.
Many of them had marked their skinswith stripes and circles of the red and yellow coloring, and they
wore strings of beads made of pretty, pierced stones or chipped bones.

Many of the Fireheads were fascinated by Longtusk. They broke off what they were doing and
followed, the adults staring, the cubs dancing and laughing.

Here was one small group of Fireheads—perhaps afamily—having amed, gathered around a
sputtering fire. They had bones that had been broiled on their fire, and they cracked the boneson
rocks and sucked out the soft, greasy marrow within. Longtusk wondered absently what animalsthe
bones had come from.

As he passed—a great woolly mammoth bearing a huge skull and with the daughter of the chief
clinging proudly to his back—the Fireheads stopped eating, stared, and joined the dow, gathering
procession that trailed after Longtusk.

...Now, surrounded by Fireheads, he was aware of discomfort, asharp prodding at his rump.

He turned. He saw the Shaman, Smokehat, bearing one of the hunters big game spears. The
quartz tip was red with blood: Longtusk's blood.

He saw calculation in the Shaman's smdll, pinched face. Sensing histension, Smokehat was
ddiberately prodding him, trying to make him respond—perhaps by growing angry, throwing off
Crocus. If that happened, if he went rogue here at the heart of the Firehead settlement, Longtusk
would surdly bekilled.

Longtusk snorted in disgust, turned his back and continued to walk.

But the next time he felt the tell-tae prod at hisrump he swished histall, asif brushing away flies.



He heard athin mewl of complaint.

Smokehat was clutching his cheek, and blood leaked around hisfingers. Longtusk'stail hairs had
brushed the Firehead's face, splitting it open like apiece of old fruit. With murder in his sharp eyes,
the Shaman was led away for treatment; and Longtusk, with quiet contentment, continued his steedy
plod.

He heard atrumpeted greeting. He dowed, startled.

There were mastodonts here: asmall Family, afew adult Cows, caves holding onto their
mothers tailswith their spindly little trunks. They wandered fredly through the settlement, without
hobbles or restraints, mingling with the Fireheads.

One of the Cows was Neck Like Spruce.

"Wdl, well," she said. "Quite aspectacle. Life getting dull out in the stockade, wasit?!

When hereplied, hisvoice wastight, hisrumbles shdlow. "If you haven't anything useful to say,
leave medone”

She sensed histension, and glanced now at the hunters who followed him, spears till ready to
fly. "Just stay cam,” she said serioudly. "They are used to us. In fact they fed safer if we are here.
Where there are mastodonts, the cats and wolves will not attack... Where are you going?"

Hegrowled. "Do | look asif | havethe faintest idea?!
She trumpeted her amusement, and broke away from her Family to wak aongside him.

At last the motley procession approached the very heart of the Firehead settlement, and
Longtusk dowed, uncertain.

There were larger structures here—perhaps adozen of them, arranged in an uneven circle. They
were rough domes of gray-green and white. The largest of al, and the most incomplete, was at the
very center.

Crocus did easily to the ground. Shetook thetip of Longtusk'strunk in her smal paw and led
himinto thecirde of huts.

He stopped by one of the huts. It was made of turf and stretched skin and rock, piled up high.
On the expanses of bare anima skin, there were strange markings, stresks and whirls of ochre and
other dyes, and there and there the skin was marked with the unmistakable imprint of a Firehead paw,
marked out as a silhouette in red-brown coloring. The dome-shaped hut had ahole cut initstop, from
which smoke curled up to the sky.

There were white objects arrayed around the base of the hut. White, complex shapes.

Mammoth bones.

Big skulls had been pushed into the ground by their tusk sockets, al around the hut. Curving



bones, shoulder blades and pelvises, had been layered dong the lower wall of the hut. There were
heavier bones, femurs and bits of skulls, tied to the turf roof. And two great curving tusks had been
shoved into the ground and their sharp pointstied together to form an arch over a skin-flap doorway.

Some of the bones were chipped and showed signs of where they had been gnawed by
predators, perhaps as they had emerged from the remote river bank where they had been mined.

Now theflap of skin parted at the front of the hut, and awoman pushed out into the colder air.
She gaped a the woolly mammoth standing before her, and clutched her squeding infant tighter to her
chedt.

Longtusk, baffled, wasfilled with dread and horror. "By Kilukpuk's last bregth, what isthis?’

"Thisishow the Fireheadslive, Longtusk,” said Neck Like Spruce. "Theturf and rock kegpsin
the warmth of their fires..."

"But, Spruce, the bones. Why...?"

Shetrumpeted her irritation at him. "Thisisacold and windy place, if you hadn't noticed,
Longtusk. The Fireheads have to make their huts sturdy. They prefer wood, but there islittle wood on
this steppe, and what there was they have mostly burned. But there are plenty of bones.”

"Mammoth bones”

"Yes. Longtusk, your kind have lived here for along time, and the ground isfull of their bones.
In some ways bone is better than wood, because it isimmune to frost and damp and insects. These
huts are built to last along time, Longtusk, many seasons... And it does no harm,” she said softly.

"I know." For, he redlized, these mammoths had long gone to the aurora, and had no use for
these discarded scraps.

There was a gentle tugging a histrunk. He glanced down. It was Crocus, she wastrying to get
him to come closer to the big centra hut.

He rumbled and followed her.

Thishut would eventually be the biggest of them al—afitting home for Bedrock and hisfamily,
including little Crocus—but it was incomplete, without aroof.

A ring of mammoth femurs had been thrust into the ground in acircle a the base, and an
elaborate pattern of shoulder blades had been piled up around the perimeter of the hut, overlapping
neetly like the scaes of someimmensefish.

Thefloor had been dug away, making ashalow pit. Flat ones had been setinacircle at the
center of the hut to make ahearth. And therewas asmall cup of carved stone, filled with sticky
animd fat, within which alength of plaited mastodont fur burned dowly, giving off agreasy smoke.
With aflash of intuition he saw that it would be dark inside the hut when the roof had been completed;
perhaps sputtering flames like these would give theillusion of day, evenin darkness.



Under Crocuss urging, he laid down the skull he carried, just outside the circle of leg bones.
Crocusjumped on it, excited, and made big swooping gestures with her skinny forelegs. Perhapsthis
skull would be built into the hut. Its glaring eye sockets and sweeping tusks would make an imposing
entrance.

Now Crocus ran into the incomplete hut, picked up abundle wrapped in skin, and held it up to
Longtusk. When the skin wrapping fell away Longtusk saw that it was adab of sandstone, and
strange loops and whorls had been cut into its surface.

"Touchit," called Neck Like Spruce.

Cautioudy Longtusk reached forward with his trunk's fragile pink tip, and explored the surface
of the rock.

".Itswarm.”
"They put the rocksin the firesto make them hot, then clutch them to their belliesin the night.”

Now Crocus was jabbering, pointing to the markings on the skin walls, streaks and whorls and
lines, daubed there by Firehead fingers. The cub seemed excited.

Hetraced histrunk tip over the patterns, but could taste or smell nothing but ochre and animal
fat. He growled, baffled.

"It's another Firehead habit," Spruce said testily. "Each pattern means something. Look again,
Longtusk. The Fireheads aren't like us; they have poor smell and hearing, and rely on their eyes. Don't
touch it or smdll it. Try to look through Firehead eyes. Imagineit isn't just asheet of skin, but a—a
holeinthewall. Imagine you aren't looking a markingsjust in front of your face, but formsthat arefar
away. Look with your eyes, Longtusk, just your eyes. Now—now what do you see?'

After atime, with Crocus chattering congtantly in his ear, he managed it.

Here was a curving outline, with a smooth sheen of ochre acrossitsinterior, that became a
bison, strong and proud. Here was arow of curved lines, one after the other, that was aline of deer,
heads up and running. Here was ahorse, dipping its head and samping its small foot. Herewas a
strange creature that was hdf legping stag and haf Firehead, glaring out at him.

He looked around the settlement with new eyes—and he saw that there were makings
everywhere, on every available surface: the walls of the huts, the faces of the Fireheads, the shafts of
the hunters spears, even Crocus's heated stone. And al of the markings meant something, showing
Fireheads and animals, mountains and flowers.

Theillusonswere transent and flat. These"animas' had no scent, no voices, no weight to set
the Earth ringing. They were just shadows of color and line.

Nevertheless they were here. And everywhere he looked, they danced.

The settlement was dlive, transformed by the minds and paws of the Fireheads, made vibrant
and rich—asif theland itsdf had become conscious, full of reflections of itsalf. It was atransformation



that could not even have been imagined by any mammoth or mastodont who ever lived. He trembled
at itsthin, strange beauity.

How could any creatures be capable of such wonder—and, at the same time, such cruelty?
These Fireheads were strange and complex beings indeed.

Now Crocus dragged hisface back to thewall of her own hut. Here was arow of stocky,
flat-backed shapes, with curving tusks before them.

Mastodonts. It was aline of mastodonts, their tusks, drawn with smple, confident sveeps,
proud and strong.

But Crocus was pointing especidly at afigure at the front of theline. It was crudely drawn, asif
by a cub—Dby Crocus hersdlf, he redlized.

It looked like amastodont, but its back doped down from ahump at its neck. Itstusks were
long and curved before its high head, and long hairs draped down from its trunk and belly.

He growled, confused, distressed.

"Longtusk?' Neck Like Spruce cdled. "That's you, Longtusk. Crocus made you on thewall.
Y ou see? Shewastrying to honor you."

"l undergtand. It'sjust—"
"What?'

"l haven't seen amammoth since | was separated from my Family. Neck Like Spruce, | think
I've forgotten what | ook like."

"Oh, Longtusk..."

Crocus cameto him, perceiving his sudden distress. She wrapped her arms around his trunk,
buried her face in hishair, and murmured soothing noises.

4
TheHunt

Winter succeeded summer, frost following fire.
Sometimes, Longtusk dreamed:

Ydlow plain, blue sky, alandscape huge, flat, e emental, dominated by the unending grind and
crack of ice. And mammoths sweeping over the land like clouds—

He would wake with a start.



All around him was order: the mastodont stockade, the spreading Firehead settlement, the
smoke spirding to the ky. This wastheredlity of hislife, not that increasingly remote plain, the
mammoth herdsthat covered theland. That had been no more than the start of his journey—a
journey that had ended here.

Hadn'tit?

After dl, what € se was there? Where e se could he go? What €lse was there to do with hislife,
but serve the Fireheads?

Troubled, he returned to deep.

And five yearswore away.

The hunting party of Fireheads and mastodonts—and one woolly mammoth—marched proudly
across the landscape. The high summer cast short shadows of Longtusk and hisrider: Crocus, of
course, now fully grown, long-legged and elegant, and as strong and brave as any of the male
Firehead hunters. She was equipped for the hunt. She carried a quartz-tipped spear, and wore a
broad belt dung over her shoulder, laden with stone knives and hammers, and—most prized of
all—an atlatl, adart thrower made of sculpted deer bone.

"...Ah WaksWith Thunder said now, and he paused. "Look."

Longtusk looked down at the ground. At first he saw nothing but an unremarkable patch of
steppe grass, with alittle purple saxifrage. Then he made out scattered pellets of dung.

Walks With Thunder poked at the pelletswith histrunk tip. " See the short bitten-off twigsin
there? Not like mastodonts; we leave long twisted bits of fiber in our dung. And we produce neat
pilestoo; they kick it around the place asit emerges..." He brought a piece of dung into his mouth.
"Warm. Fresh. They are close. Softly, now."

Alert, evidently excited, hetrotted on, and the party followed.

Over the years Longtusk had been involved in many of the Fireheads hunts. Most of them
targeted the smaller herbivores. The Fireheads would follow aherd of deer or horse and pick off a
vulnerable animal—a cow dowed by pregnancy, or ajuvenile, or the old or lame—and finish it
quickly. Then they would butcher it with their sharpened stones and have the mastodonts carry back
the dripping meat, skin and bones.

The hunts were usudly brief, efficient, routine events, and only rarely would the hunterstake on
an animal the sze of, say, agiant deer. The hunters were after al seeking food, and they tried to make
their success as certain as possible, minimizing the risks they took.

But today's hunt was different. Today they were going after the largest prey of al. And only the
strongest and most able hunters, including Bedrock himself, had been included in the party.

Though Crocus had joined in hunts before—the only femae Firehead to do so—and had



become skillful with spear and stone knife, this was the first time she had been alowed by her father
to take part in such an event. And so—because Longtusk still refused to dlow any other rider on his
back but Crocus—it wasthefirst timefor him, too.

They were heading west, and they came to astrange land.

There were pools here, but they were smal and misshapen and filled with icy, cloudy, sour
water. Trees, mostly spruce, struggled to grow, but they were stunted and leaned a drunken angles.
The ground was broken and hummaocky, and Longtusk had to step carefully. Here and there, in fact,
the turf was no more than athin crust over a deeper hollow. With his deeper senses he could hear the
peculiar echoes the crusty ground returned, but still an incautious footstep could lead to a stumble or
worse.

Waks With Thunder, with Bedrock proudly borne on his back, loped alongside Longtusk. "The
iceisretreating to its northern fastness. But thisis a place where aremnant of ice was covered over
by wind-blown silt and soil beforeit could mdt. The earth isthin; the trees can establish only shalow
roots, so they grow badly. And theiceis till there, beneath us... Look.”

They cameto alow ridge, haf Longtusk's height. Under alip of grass, he could seeice
protruding above the ground, dirty, glistening with metwater.

"The stagnant iceis dowly melting away. Asit does soit leaves hollows and caverns under a
crust of unsupported earth. But sometimes the rain and meltwater will work away at theice, turning it
into ahoneycomb. So watch your step, little grazer, for you don't want to snap atusk or an ankle.
And you don't want to dump your rider on her behind.”

So Longtusk stepped carefully.

When the sun was @t its highest the party paused to rest. The mastodonts were freed of their
packs, hobbled loosely and alowed to wander off in search of food.

Later some of them, Longtusk included, underwent some refresher training in preparation for the
hunt, along with their riders. Jaw Like Rock, ridden by the crud Spindle, led them.

Jaw trotted back and forth across the broken ground, and Spindle, riding Jaw's back, got
cautioudy to hisfeet. Hisfeet were bare to improve his grip, and he kept his baance by holding out
hisforeegs.

Jaw kept up acommentary for the mastodonts. ™Y ou can see he can hold his place up there.
The hunters stand so they get a better leverage when they hurl their spears and darts.

"But you haveto redizeit isn't natura. Heisn't table. | can fed hel's on the brink of faling over.
He can shift hisfeet and hind legsto adjust his balance, and | haveto try to keep my back steady as|
move. See? It getsalot harder when you'reracing over this crusty ground alongside the prey... And if
you stop working at it even for amoment—"

He stopped dead.

Spindletried to keep his balance, waving hisforelegsin the air. But without Jaw's assstance, he



was helpless. With awail, he tumbled to the ground, landing hard.

Longtusk heard hisown rider, Crocus, break into peals of laughter. The mastodonts trumpeted
and dapped the ground with their trunks.

Spindle was predictably furious. He got to hisfeet, brushing off dirt and grass blades. He picked
up his goad and began to lash at Jaw's face and rump.

The other keepersturned away, asif disgusted, and the mastodonts rumbled their disapproval.
Longtusk said grimly, "I don't know how you put up with that."
Jaw eyed him, golidly enduring his punishment. "It'sworth it. Anyway, nothing lasts forever—"

A contact rumble washed over the steppe. "Silence," Waks With Thunder called. "Slence.
Rhincs..."

There were three of them, Longtusk counted: two adults and a calf.

They were at the edge of amilk-white pond. One of the adults—perhaps afemale—wasin the
water, which |lapped around the fur fringing her belly. Her calf wasin the pond beside her, dmost
afl oat, sometimes putting her head under the water and paddling around her mother.

The other adult, probably amale, stood on the shore of the pond. He was grazing, trampling the
grassflat and then using hisbig fordip to scoop it into his mouth.

They were woolly rhinos.

They were broad, fat tubes of muscle and fat. Their skin was heavy and wrinkled. On massive
necks were set squat, low-dung heads with small ears and tiny black eyes. Their bodies were coated
with dark brown fur, short on top but dangling in long fringes from their bellies. They had high humps
over their shoulders, short tails and, strangest of al, each had two long curving horns protruding up
from their noses. The bull'snasa horn in particular waslong and glinting and sharp.

Small birds clustered on the bull's back, pecking, searching for mosquitoes and grubs.

Now the cow climbed out of the water, ponderous and dow, followed by her caf. Dripping, she
grunted, shifted her hind legs, and emitted aspray of urine, horizonta and powerful, that splashed into
the pond water and over the nearby shore. The urine came in gargantuan proportions. Longtusk saw,
bemused, a series of powerful blasts, until it dwindled to atrickle down the long hairs of the cow's
hindlegs

Thebull, rumbling in response, immediately emptied his own bladder in aspray that covered the
cow's. Then he rubbed his hind feet in the wet soil.

Thunder grunted. "The rhinostalk through their urine and dung. When other rhinos comethis
way, they will be ableto tell that the cow over thereisin oestrus, ready to mate. But the bull has



covered her marker, telling the other bullsthat sheis his..."

They were dmogt like mammoths, Longtusk thought, wondering: short, squet,
deformed—nevertheless built to survive the harshness of winter.

The party of mastodonts and Fireheads began to pad softly forward.

"They haven't sensed usyet," said Thunder. " See the way the Bull'sears are up, histail islow?
He'sat hisease. Let's hope he stays that way."

Therhino calf was thefirst to notice them.

She (or he, it wasimpossibleto tell) was prizing up dead wood with her tiny bump of ahorn,
apparently seeking termites. Then she seemed to scent the mastodonts. She flattened her ears and
lifted her tall.

She ran around her mother, prodding her with her horn. At first the mother, dozing, took no
notice. But the calf put both her front feet on the mother's face and blew in her ear. The cow got to
her feet, shaking her head, and rumbled awarning to the male.

The rhinos began to lumber away from the pond, in the direction of open ground. The small
birds which had been working on the backs of the rhinosflew off in abrief burst of startled motion.

The mastodonts and their riders pursued, rapidly picking up speed. Those animals heavy with
pack were left behind, while otherslightly laden for the chase hurtled after the rhinos: they included
Thunder, bearing Bedrock, Jaw with Spindle—and Longtusk, carrying Crocus, who clung to hishair,
whooping her excitement as the steppe grass flew past.

"Thisisit," said Thunder, tense and excited. "We're going after the bull.”
Longtusk said, "Why not the cow? Sheis dowed by the calf.”

"But sheisnot such aprize. See the way the bull's back isflat and straight, the cow's sagging?
That shows sheisold and weak. Thishunt isathing of prestige. Today these hunters are chasing
honor, not the easiest meat. We go for the mae.”

Soon they passed the cow and her calf. The cow flattened her ears, wrinkled her nose and
half-opened her mouth, asif she was about to charge. But the mastodonts and their ridersignored
her, flying onward over the steppe in pursuit of the greater quarry.

They drew dongside the malerhino. Heran dmost degantly, Longtusk thought: like ahorse, his
tall high, hisfeet lifting over the broken ground. Even as he ran he bellowed his protest and sivung his
powerful hornsthisway and that, trying to reach the mastodonts.

With practiced ease Bedrock did to hisfeet on the broad back of WaksWith Thunder and
prepared his atlatl. He raised a dart—it was amost aslong as Bedrock wastall, and itstip, pure
quartz crystd, glinted cruelly—and he fitted anotch in the base of the dart to the thrower. The
thrower, perhaps athird the length of the dart, was carved from the femur of agiant deer.



Longtusk could fed Crocus clambering to her feet on hisback. She was unsteady, and he
sensed her leaning forward, ready to grab at hishairsif shefelt hersdf faling. Neverthel ess she hefted
her own dart.

And shethrew fird.

She hurled hard and well—but not accurately enough; the dart'stip glanced off the rhino's back,
scraping through hishair, and did onward toward the ground.

Now her father raised hisdart. He held it flat, with the thrower resting on his shoulder, his hand
just behind his ear. Then, with savage force, hisentire lean body whipping forward, hethrust a the
dart. Longtusk saw the thin shaft bow into a curve, and then spring away from Bedrock, asif it wasa
livething, hissng through the air.

The hard quartz tip shone like afaling star asit flew at the rhino. The dart hit benesth the rhino's
rib cage—exactly whereit could do most damage.

The dart point had been designed and made by master craftsmen for its purpose. It waslong,
sharp and did not split off or shatter on first impact. Instead it drove itsdf through the rhino's hair and
layers of hide and fat, embedding itsdf in the soft, warm organs within.

Therhino screeched, hisvoice strangely high for such animmense animal. Longtusk could smell
the sharp metallic tang of the blood which spurted crimson from the wound, and black fluid oozed
fromtherhino'slips.

But still, with awesome willpower, the rhino ran on. The pain must have been agonizing asthe
dangling, twisting spear ripped a the wound, widening it further and degpening the interna injury.

Now another mastodont bearing ayoung, keen-eyed hunter called Bareface drew alongside the
rhino. The hunter took careful aim and hurled his dart—not at the rhino'sinjured torso, but at hishind

legs.

The dark diced through fur and flesh. The rhino fdl flat on the ground and rolled over, snapping
off the dart that protruded from hisside,

Still defiant, the rhino tried to rise. But hishind leg dangled usdlessly, pumping blood, and hefell
againin dirt aready soaked with his own blood. Urine and dung gushed, liquid, adding to the messin
thedirt.

The mastodonts halted. The Fireheads jumped down, approaching the rhino warily.

The rhino thrashed in the dirt and bellowed hisrage, dashing the air with hislong horn. But he
was aready mortaly wounded; aspray of red-black liquid shot from his mouith.

Defying the swings of that crud horn, Bedrock legped nimbly onto the rhino's broad back,
grabbing great pawfuls of fur. With grim determination, aready covered in dirt and blood, Bedrock
crawled forward until he reached the base of the rhino's neck. Then he pulled from hisbelt along,
sharp chisd of rock. Defying the thrashings of the rhino, he stabbed the chisdl into the creatures flesh,
at thetop of his spine. Then he produced a hammer rock from his belt.



Under Bedrock's single blow, the stone blade did easily through the rhino's hide.

As his spine was severed the rhino's eyes widened, startled, dmost curious. Then he dumped
flat againgt the blood-stained dirt, his magnificent body reduced to aflaccid, quivering mound.

Heraised his head to face Longtusk. He breathed in short sharp gasps, whoosh, whoosh,
whoosh.

Waks With Thunder said grimly, "He's trying to spesk to you. Who are you? Why are you
doing this?"

"How can you understand him?"
"We are all Hotbloods, grazer."
Then, mercifully, Bedrock drove another blade into the rhino's spine.

The rhino's head dumped to the ground. His body rumbled and shuddered asits huge, complex
processes closed down.

When life was gone, panting mastodonts and blood-spattered Fireheads stood away from the
corpse. They seemed united by the vivid moment, stilled, asif the world pivoted on the degth of this
huge, defiant animdl.

Then Bedrock climbed onto the rhino's back, his furs stained with blood. He raised hispawsin
theair and hollered histriumph, and his hunters yelled in response. They sound like wolves, Longtusk
thought; it isthefera cry of the predator.

And | have run with them. For an ingtant an image of his mother cameinto hismind, her smell
and warmth and touch, as clearly asif she was standing before him. Oh, Milkbreath, | have come on
along journey sincel last saw you!

Bedrock jumped down and walked to the rhino's dumped head. He gripped his hammer rock
and swung it against the base of that huge horn. With a sharp crack, the horn split away from a
shalow depression in the rhino'sface. Bedrock raised the horn to the sky, then tucked it into his belt.

The hunters gathered around the rhino, producing their knives of stone, and began to dice
through skin and fur.

Longtusk said, "Now what? It will take awhile to butcher this huge animd."

"Oh, they aren't going to butcher it," said Jaw Like Rock. "It'stoo big abeast to haul acrossthe
steppe, too much mest to eat and store. They will dig out the liver and consume that. And, of course,
Bedrock hashishorn...”

"The horn?"

Waks With Thunder rumbled, "Bedrock has a dozen horns aready. He will take thisone and
haveit shaped into adagger or adrinking cup, and he will treasure it forever, atoken of his bravery.



Thiswasn't about gathering meat. Today the Fireheads have proved, you see, what brave hunters
they are... Look up there."

Condors wheeled overhead, their wings stretched out, cold and black.
"They know," said Thunder. "They have seen this before, and—"
A Firehead cried out.

It was Bedrock. He stood upright, but alook of puzzlement clouded hisface. And his body was
quivering.

A thin, smal spear protruded from his skull.

Then hiseyesrolled back in his head, blood gushed from his mouth, and he collapsed asif his
bones had dissolved.

Crocus rushed forward and began to keen, her voice high and thin.

WaksWith Thunder said grimly, "Circle."

Longtusk immediately obeyed, taking his place with the othersin arough protective ring around
thefalen Firehead. It was an ancient command, millions of yearsold, so old it was common to both
meastodonts and mammoths.

Now Longtusk could smell and hear the assailants who had so suddenly struck down Bedrock.
They were Fireheads, of course—but not from the settlement. They were some way away, and they
danced and stamped their ddlight. The skin of their small faces was coated with afine white
powder—perhaps rock flour, sieved from the shalow pools of this strange landscape—a powder that
stank sharply of sdlt.

The young hunter, Bareface, his shaven-smooth visage twisted into an unrecognizable snarl,
whipped hisforeleg with suppleness and speed.

A boomerang went flying. It spun, whistling, asit soared through the thin air. It was a piece of
mammoth ivory carved smooth and curved like a bird's wing, with one Side preserving the convex
surface of the origina tusk, the other polished dmost flat.

The strange Fireheads didn't even seem to see it coming—they scattered asit flew among them,
like mice disturbed by an owl—but the boomerang flew unerringly to the temple of one of them,
knocking him to the ground.

Jaw growled his approva. "The one who struck down Bedrock. He will not live out the day..."

"Whiteskins," Thunder muttered. "I never thought I'd see their ugly, capering formsagain.”

Longtusk sad, "Y ou've met them before?’



"Oh, yes. Many times. But never so far north.”

Now Crocus came running to Longtusk. Her face was contorted with rage, and her blonde hair
blew around her. She held the stone chisal which Bedrock had driven into the rhino's spine. " Baitho!
Baitho!" He lowered his head and trunk, and she grabbed his ears and scrambled onto his back.
"Agit!"

Her intention was unmistakable.

Without thought—despite rumbles of warning from the mastodonts, cries of darm from the
hunters—L ongtusk charged toward the Whiteskins.

Longtusk expected the Whiteskinsto flee. But they held their ground. They dropped to their
knees and raised wesgpons of somekind.

Suddenly there were more smal spears of the type that had felled Bedrock flying through the air
around him, fast and draight.

"They are not spears,” puffed Thunder as he ran after the mammoth, "but arrows. The
Whiteskins have bows—never mind, grazer! Just keep your head high when you run. You can take an
arrow or two—>but not your rider."

And, asif in response to Thunder's warning, asmall flint-tipped spear—no, an arrow—yplunged
out of nowhere into Longtusk's cheek. The pain was sharp and intense; the small blade had reached
asfar ashistongue.

Without breaking stride, he curled histrunk and plucked the arrow out of his cheek. Blood
Sprayed, but immediately the pain lessened.

Jaw Like Rock was charging past him, the keeper Spindle clinging to Jaw's hair asif for life
itself, hismouth drawn back in arictus of terror. Jaw called, "Had amosquito bite, grazer?"

"Something likethat."

The big tusker trumpeted his exhilaration and charged forward.

Still the strange Fireheads did not break and run.

An arrow lodged in the foreleg of Jaw Like Rock. Longtusk could smell the sharp, coppery
stink of fresh blood. Jaw screamed and pulled up, despite repeated beatings from Spindle on his
back. Jaw knelt down, snapping away the arrow. Then, bellowing with rage and pain, he plunged on.

Still Spindle continued to best him and scream in hisegr.

Now they were on the Whiteskins. Mastodonts, Whiteskins and Fireheads flew at each other in
acrude, uncoordinated mé ée, and trumpets, yells and screams broke the dust-laden air.

Longtusk lunged at the Whiteskins around him with histusks and trunk. But, nimble and light on
their fegt, they stayed out of hisreach. They jabbed at him with their spears and rocks, aiming to dash



at histrunk or belly, or trying for hislegs.

Camly, Thunder cdled to Longtusk: "Watch out for those knives. These brutes have fought us
before. They aretrying for your hamstrings. Recal that rhino, grazer. I've no intention of carrying you
back to the stockade.”

Longtusk growled hisgretitude.

Jaw Like Rock, enraged by pain, feinted at afat Whiteskin. The Firehead, evading the lunge of
those tusks, got close to Jaw with his spear. But Jaw swung his tusks sideways and knocked the
Whiteskin to the ground. Then, with asingle ruthless motion, he placed hisfoot on the head of the
scrambling Whiteskin.

Jaw pressed hard, and the head burst like an overripe fruit, and the Whiteskin was limp.
Through dl of this Spindle clung to Jaw's back, white-eyed, obvioudy terrified.

But for Longtusk there was no time for reflection, or horror; for now one of the Whiteskins
camedirectly a him, jabbing with along spear. He was a big buck, shaven-headed and stripped to
thewaist, and the whole of his upper body was coated with the acrid white paste. He had awound
on histemple, abroad cut diced deep into the greasy flesh there—as if made by a boomerang.

Crocus, on hisback, yelled her anger. With a screech like ashe-cat, her blonde hair flying
around her, she legped off Longtusk's back. She landed on the big Firehead, knocking him flat. She
raked her nails down his bare back, leaving red gouges. The Whiteskin howled and twisted—and,
despite Crocuss anger and determination, he soon began to prevail, for Crocuss strength and weight
were no maich for thisbig mae.

Waks With Thunder, surrounded by hisown circle of assailants, called bresthlesdy, " Protect
her, Longtusk. She'simportant now. More than you know..."

Longtusk had every intention of doing just that, but while the two Fireheadsflaled in the dirt, he
could easily harm Crocus as much as her opponent. He stood over them, trumpeting, waiting for an

opportunity.

At last the Whiteskin wrestled Crocusflat on her back. He straddled her, Sitting astride her
belly, raisng hisfissto srike.

Now was Longtusk's chance.
The mammoth reached out with histrunk, meaning to grab the Whiteskin around his neck...

The Whiteskin jerked upright, suddenly. His pawsfluttered in the air around hisface, like birds,
out of hiscontrol. Then hefdl backward, twitched once, and was ill.

Longtusk reached down and pulled the corpse off Crocus.

He saw immediately how the Whiteskin had died. The chisdl that had destroyed the rhino—till
stained by the great beast's blood—had been driven upward into the Whiteskin's face, through the



s0ft bonesin the roof of his mouth, and into hisbrain.

Thegirl got to her feet. She stared down at the creature she had killed. Then she anchored one
foot on the Whiteskin's ugly, twisted face, and yanked the chisel out of hisskull. Thelast of hisblood
gushed feehly.

She stepped on his chest and emitted ahow! of victory—just as her father had on bringing down
therhino.

Then shefdll to her knees and buried her facein her paws.

Longtusk reached out histrunk to her. She curled up, pulling the long hairs close around her, as
she had as a cub, lost and alone on the steppe.

The Whiteskins were fleeing. The mastodonts trumpeted after them, and the Firehead hunters
hurled their last spears and darts.

Indl, four Whiteskins had fallen. Under the watchful, contemptuous eyes of Jaw Like
Rock—whose leg wound till leaked blood—the trainer, Spindle, waked from one Whiteskin corpse
to the next, jabbing his spear into their defensel ess cooling bodies.

Waks With Thunder came up to Longtusk. He was dusty, blood-spattered, breathing hard. "I'm
getting too old for this. Bedrock came north to find a place to live without war... But theworld is
filling up, it s|ems.

"Now we must attend to business. We must collect Bedrock's body. And we will walk back the
way we came and retrieve the spears that were thrown. Then we will return to the settlement. Now,
everything will be different... Jaw!"

Longtusk looked up in time to seeit happen.

He had heard of this before. A mastodont, cruelly trested by a Firehead keeper, would not lash
out in anger. Instead he would bide histime, enduring the insults and punishment, waiting for the right

opportunity.

Now here was Spindle, without his goad, dancing on the bodies of aready dead Whiteskins,
and herewas Jaw Like Rock, camly watching him, unrestrained, not even hobbled.

Inthe very last instant Spindle seemed to understand the mistake he had made. Heraised his
paws, asif pleading.

Jaw lunged forward with asingle clean, strong motion, athrust born of experience and training,
and histusk punctured Spindle's heart.



TheRemembering

The hunting party returned to the Firehead settlement, subdued, dl but silent. They moved
dowly, for Jaw Like Rock was forced to walk hobbled, armed Firehead hunters shadowing his every

tep.

Walks With Thunder, meanwhile, moving with dow dignity, bore the bodies of Bedrock and
Spindle, wrapped in fur blankets. The long nasal horn of the rhino, Bedrock'slast trophy, waslaid on
top of hisbody, still caked with dried blood.

Crocus walked beside Thunder, clutching her father's cold paw.

"War," growled Thunder, and heraised histrunk suddenly, asif sniffing the winds of vanished
past. Y ou've been lucky to see so little of it, little grazer. Brutal and bloodly it is, for Fireheads and
meastodonts. They teach us speciad commands, and put us through mock battles to ensure we will not
panic a the furious noise, the stink of blood. And they feed us drinks of fermented grass seed, a
powerful potion that drives sanity from the mind, replacing it with amist of blood...

"And then comes the battle.

"It can be magnificent, Longtusk! We charge into the ranks of the enemy, dl but invulnerableto
their arrows and axes, and scatter their ranks. We stab with our tusks and crush with our feet. If the
enemy has never seen mastodonts before they are terrified, awed out of their wits.

"But it never lags.

"Aswarriorswe are clumsy beasts, Longtusk. The Firehead fighters|earn to step aside and
assall usfrom the sides, encircling us and separating us, striking with arrows and spears, dashing our
trunks and hamstrings, killing our riders.

"And sometimes—despite the training, despite the intoxi cating brews—we recal who we are.
Then we panic and retreat, even trampling our own warriors.” He closed his smal eyes, deep in their
pitsof wrinkled skin. "l thought | had put it all behind me. Now it iscoming again.”

When they reached the Firehead settlement, Bedrock's body wasimmediately claimed by the
Shaman, Smokehat, who had it brought into his own hut of bone and turf. The Shaman berated the
Firehead hunters who had been with Bedrock when he died, and even Longtusk and the mastodonts.

Asfor Crocus, sheretreated into Bedrock's hut—hers, now—carrying the rhino horn.

Asthe dayswore on, Crocus was forced to receive a string of visitors. older males of the
Firehead tribe, there to consult, Thunder told Longtusk, about the meaning of the sudden appearance
of these other Fireheads, the Whiteskins, on the steppe. But she did not emerge from her hut, refusing

even to see Longtusk.

Longtusk felt bereft. He hadn't realized how much he had cometo rely on Crocuss
companionship, which seemed to fill aneed not satisfied even by the mastodonts.

Hethrew his great musclesinto the work of heavy lifting and hauling, and his companionstrested



him with a bluff respect. And when he wasn't working he spent much of histimein the Firehead
Settlement.

It was unusua for Bull mastodonts to be alowed to wander without keepers through the
Firehead community, but after hislong association with Crocus—during which time not ahair on her
head had been harmed—L ongtusk seemed to be regarded as a specid case.

But he remained the only mammoth in the captive herd, and adults gaped at him or cowered
from hisimmense tusks, and he was congtantly followed around by asmall herd of goggling Firehead
cubs. They collected the hair he shed, and used it to Stuff their moccasins and hats and pillows. He
learned to endure the perpetua tugs and strokes of the cubs, and he took great care not to step on
one of those stick-thin limbs or eggshdll skulls.

Work went on for Fireheads and mastodonts: hunting game for food, building and rebuilding the
huts, extending and filling the storage pits for meat and hay—for the cycle of the seasons was not
dowed even by death, and the inevitable approach of winter was never far from the thoughts of

anybody inthe community.

He watched them butcher a deer. They took itsflesh to eat and its skin to make clothing. They
even used the tough skin of itsforelegs for boot uppers and mittens. They made tools and weapons
from its bones and antlers. They used the deer'sfat and marrow for fuel for their lamps, and its blood
for glue, and its sinews for bindings, lashings and thread. Gradually the deer was reduced to smaller
and smdler pieces, until it was scattered around the settlement.

Longtusk saw amother use her hair to wipe feces from the backside of a cub.

He saw amale take the lower jawbone of ayoung deer, from which small sharp teeth protruded
like pebbles. He sawed off the teeth at their roots, producing aseries of beads amost identical in
shape, size and texture, and held together by a strip of dried gum. It was anecklace.

He saw an old mde pinch thetiny hearts of captive gulls, seeking to kill them without spoiling
their feathers. He skinned the birds, turned the empty skinsinside out, and wore the intact skinson his
feet—feathersingde—within his boots.

Endless detail, endless strangeness—endless horror.

But the Fireheads went about their tasks without joy or enthusiasm. Even the cubs, when they
tried to run and play, were snapped at and cuffed. The settlement had become abowl of subdued
quiet, of dow footsteps.

And Longtusk felt increasingly agitated.

It was natura, he told himsalf. Bedrock had been the most important of the Fireheads; his death
brought finality and change. Who wouldn't be disturbed?

...But he couldn't help fedling that hisinner turmoil was something beyond that. He was aware
that his mood showed in the way he walked, ripped hisfodder from the ground, snarled at the
Firehead cubs who got in hisway or tugged too hard at hisbdly hairs.



At length, he came to understand what he was going through. He felt oddly ashamed, and he
kept it to himsdif.

Still, Waks With Thunder—as so often—seemed more aware of Longtusk's moods and
difficulties than anybody e se. And he cameto Longtusk, engaging himin arumbling conversation as
they walked, fed, defecated.

"...It'sinteresting to see how differently they treat you," Thunder said, as he watched Firehead
cubs, wide-eyed, trot after Longtusk. "Differently from us, I mean. Y ou have to understand that you
mammoths were once worshipped as gods by these creatures.”

"Worshipped?'

"Remember when we found you at the Dreamer caves, how they threw themsaveson the
ground? Thereislittle wood here. Trees struggle to grow on land freshly exposed by theice. And so
the Fireheads rely on the mammoths—especidly your long-dead ancestors—for bones and skin and
fur, materid to build their huts and make their clothing and burn on their hearths. Without the
resources of the mammoths, it's possible they couldn't survive hereat dl.”

Longtusk reminded Thunder of the Dreamers, who had lived so modestly in their rocky caves.

"Ah, but the Fireheads are not like the Dreamers," said Thunder. " They would not be content
with eking out unchanging liveslike pike basking inapool. And it isthislack of contentment that
drivesthem on... to greatness and to horror aike.

"They've discarded those old bdliefs, | think; now, amammoth isjust another anima to them.
But still you hairy beasts seem to be admired in away they have never admired us, despite our long
association with them. Of course that doesn't stop them from going north and—" He stopped
abruptly.

The north: the old mystery, Longtusk thought, amystery that had euded him for years, despite
his quizzing of Jaw Like Rock and other mastodonts; it was asif they had been instructed—yperhaps
by Thunder—to tell him nothing.

"Going north for what?" he asked now. "What do they seek in the north, Thunder?"

"] shouldn't have spoken... What's this?' Suddenly Thunder'strunk reached out to Longtusk's
€.

Longtusk couldn't help but flinch as Thunder's trunk, strong and wiry, probed in hisfur until its
tip emerged coated in ablack, viscous liquid.

"By Kilukpuk's mighty dugs," Thunder said. "I thought | could smdll it. The way you've been
dribbling urine... Y ourein musth. Musgth!™

Musth—a dtate of agitation associated with stress or rut; musth, in which thisfoul-smeling liquid
would ooze from amammoth'stempora gland; musth—when a mammoth's body was temporarily not
under hisfull control.



"No wonder you're so agitated. And it's not the first time either, I'll wager.”

Longtusk pulled away, trumpeting hisirritation. "I'm an adult now, Thunder, aBull. | don't
nead—"

"It's one thing to know what musth is and quite another to control it. And you've picked a
terrible time to start 0ozing the black stuff. In afew daysyoull play perhaps the most important role
of your life"

"What role? | don't understand.”

"With Crocus, of course. It will betiring, difficult, stressful—even frightening. Throughit al you
must maintain absolute control—for al our sakes. And you decide now isthetimeto go into musth...
Oh. Neck Like Spruce.”

Longtusk fdlt histrunk curl up. "Who?'

"Y ou can't fool me, grazer. That'sthe name of the pretty little Cow you've been courting, isn't
it?"

"Courting? | don't know what you're talking about."

"Perhaps you don't. We don't always understand oursalves very well. It'strue,
nevertheless—and now this." Thunder rumbled sadly. "L ongtusk, I'm just an old fool of a mastodont.

I'm not even one of your kind. And | know I'vefilled your head with far too much advice over the
years."

Longtusk was embarrassed. "I appreciate your help. | dways have—"

"Never mind that," said Thunder testily. "Just listen to me, onelast time. Y ou and |—we look
alike, but were very different. Our kinds were separated, and started to grow apart, more than a
thousand Gresat-Y ears ago. And that isalong, long time, ten timeslonger than the ice has been
prowling theworld."

"Why areyou tdling methis?'

"Whileyou'rein musth—now and in the future—stay away from Neck Like Spruce. Otherwise
you'll both be hurt, terribly hurt.”

"l don't understand, Thunder..."

But Thunder would say no more. Rumbling sadly, he walked dowly away, in search of fresh
forage.

Soon the settlement, without throwing off its pall of gloom, began to bustle with activity.
Longtusk learned that the Fireheads were preparing for their own form of Remembering ceremony for
their falen leeder.



Everything was being rebuilt; everything was changing. It was obvious the Remembering of
Bedrock would mark agreat change in the affairs of the settlement—and therefore, surdly, in
Longtusk's own life aswell, a change whose outcome was impossible to predict.

Every surface, of rock and treated skin, was scraped bare and painted with new, vibrant images.
And everywhere the Fireheads made their characteristic mark, the outstretched paw. The artist would
lay abare paw, fingers open, against the rock, then suck paint into the mouth and spray it through a
smdll tube and over the paw to make a silhouette.

The most busy Fireheed, at this strange time, was the old male the mastodonts called
FHamefingers. He was the manufacturer of the finest tools and ornaments of bone, ivory and stone.
Hamefingerswasfat and comfortable. The skills of his nimble paws had won him along and
comfortable life, insulated from the dangers of the hunt or the hard graft of the Storage pits.

Hamefingers had an apprentice. Thiswretched mae cub had to bring his master food and drink,
clothsfor the old Firehead to blow his cavernous nose, and even hollowed-out bison skulls, potsfor
the great artisan to urinate in without having to take the trouble to stand up.

Longtusk watched in fascination as the young gpprentice wrestled to turn an ancient mammoth
tusk—an immense spird twice his height—into ivory strips and pieces, useful for the artisan to work.

At the tusk's narrow, sharp end, he smply chopped off pieces with a stone axe. Where the tusk
was too wide for that, he chiseled a deep groove al around the tusk until only afine neck remained,
and then split it with asharp hammer blow.

To obtain long, thin strips of ivory the gpprentice had to cut channdsin the tusk and then prize
out the strips with chisdls. Often the strips would splinter and break—an outcome which invariably
won the gpprentice abuse and mild beatings from hisimpatient master.

But the gpprentice could even bend ivory, making bracelets small enough to fit around the dim
wrigts of Fireheads. First he soaked asection of the tusk in apit of foul-smelling urine. Then he
wrapped the softened tusk in afresh animal skin, soaked with water, and placed it in the hot ashes of
ahearth. The skin charred and fell away in flakes. But the ivory—on extraction from the hearth with
tongs made of giant deer antlers—was flexible enough to bend into loopstied off with thongs.

Hamefingers, meanwhile, made a bewildering variety of artifacts from theivory pieces.

He made tools, whittling suitable sectionsinto chisdls, spatulas, knives, daggers and small spears.
He engraved the handles of these devices with crosshatched cuts to ensure afirm grip when the tools
were held in the paw, and returned the tool s to the apprentice for arduous polishing with strips of
leather.

But Hamefingers adso made many artifacts with no obvious purpose save decoration: for
examplethin disks, cross-sections from the fatter end of the tusks, with elaborate carvings, pierced
through the center to take arope of sinew or skin.

But the most remarkable artifacts of dl were the figurines, of Fireheads and animals.

Hamefingers started with araw, crudely broken lump of ivory that had been soaked for days.



But despite this softening the ivory was difficult to work—easy to engrave along the grain, but not
across it—and the artisan patiently scraped away at the surface with stone chisals, removing finer and
finer flakes.

And, dowly, like the sun emerging from acloud, aform emerged from the raw tusk, smal and
compact, coated in hairs that were elaborately etched into the grain.

Longtusk could only watch, bewildered. The artisan seemed able to see the object within the
tusk before he had made it—asif the figure had dways been there, embedded in this chunk of ancient
ivory, needing only the artisan's careful fingersto relesseit.

The artisan held up the finished piece on his paw, blew away dust and spat onit, polishing it
againg hisdothing.

Then he looked up at Longtusk standing over him, with the usua gaggle of Firehead cubs
clutching hisbdly hairs.

Famefingers amiled. He held up the figure so Longtusk could seeit.

Longtusk, drawn by curiosity, reached out with the pink tip of histrunk and explored the
carving. Hamefingers watched him, blue eyes gleaming, fascinated by the reaction of the woolly
mammoth to the toy.

It was a mammoth, exquisitely carved.

But, though it was ddlicate and fine, there was afaint, lingering smell of the long-dead mammoth
who had owned thistusk, overlaid by the sharp stink of the spit and sweet of Firehead.

Longtusk, intrigued but subtly repelled, rumbled softly and stepped away.

On the day of Bedrock's Remembering, Crocus at last emerged from her hut. Her bare skin was
paefrom her lengthy confinement. But her golden hair blazed in thelight of the low sun.

All the Fireheads—even the Shaman—bowed before her. She turned and surveyed them coldly.
Today the Fireheads would do more than Remember Bedrock. Today, Longtusk had learned,
the Fireheads would accept their new leader: this dim young femae, Crocus, the only cub of
Bedrock, and now the Matriarch of the Fireheads.

Crocus stepped forward to Longtusk. She walked confidently, asanew Matriarch should. But
Longtusk could see how fragile she was from the tenseness of her lips, the softness of her eyes.

"Baitho," shesaid softly.
Obediently he dipped his head and lowered histrunk to the ground. She climbed on his back

with practiced ease. He straightened up, fedling invigorated by her gentle presence at his neck once
more.



He raised histrunk and trumpeted; the noise echoed from the silent steppe.

He turned and, with as much grandeur as he could muster, he began to walk toward the grave.
The Fireheads and mastodonts formed up into aloose procession behind him.

And now, a agesture from the Shaman, the music began.

They had flutes made of bird bones, hollowed out and pierced. They had bull-roarers, ovas of
carved ivory which they spun around their heads on long ropes. They had instruments made of
mammoth bones: drums of skulls and shoulder blades to strike and scrape, jawbones which rattled
loudly, ribswhich emitted arange of notes when struck with alength of femur. And they sang, raising
their smal mouths and ululating like wolves.

Indl thisnoise, Longtusk and his passenger were anidand of silence, towering over therest.
Her fingerstwined tightly in hisfur, asthey had when she was asmal and nervous cub just learning to
ride him, and he knew that this day was extraordinarily difficult for her.

The grave was on the outskirts of the settlement, asimple straight-sided pit dug into the ground
by Waks With Thunder.

Crocus did to the ground and stood at the lip of the grave, pawsfolded. Longtusk stood silently
besde her, the wind whipping the hair on his back.

The body of Bedrock aready lay at the bottom of the pit, asmall and fragile bundle wrapped in
rhino hide. Bedrock's artifacts were set out around him: spears and knives and chisdsand
boomerangs, the tools of ahome-builder and hunter, many of them made of mammoth ivory. And
mammoth vertebrae and foot bones had been set out in acircle around him, asif protecting him.

But now the Shaman was herein his ridiculous smoking hat, his skin painted with gaudy designs.
Heleapt into the pit and began to caper and shout. He had rattles of bone and wood that he shook
over Bedrock's inert form, and he scattered flower petas and sprinkled water, raising hisface and
howling likeahyena

As Crocus watched this performance she started to tremble—not from distress, Longtusk
redlized, but from anger. It was arage that matched L ongtusk's own musth-fueled turmoail.

At lagt, it seemed, she could stand it no more. She tugged Longtusk's trunk. " A dhur,” she said.
Pick up that thing.

Longtusk snorted in acquiescence. He knelt down, reached into the pit with histrunk, and
plucked the Shaman out of the grave, burning hat and al. He set the Firehead down unharmed by the
sdeof the pit.

Smokehat was furious. He capered and jabbered, dapping with his small paws at Longtusk's
trunk.

Crocus stepped forward, eyes alight, and she screamed at the Shaman.

His defiance seemed to melt before her anger, and he withdrew, eyes glittering.



There was silence now. Crocus stepped up to the grave once more. She sat down, legs dangling
over the edge of the pit.

Longtusk reached down to help her. But she pushed histrunk away; thiswas, it seemed,
something she must do hersdif.

She scrambled to the pit floor. She brushed away the dirt and petals that the Shaman had
scattered over her father.

She dug an object out of her clothing and laid it on top of the body. It was the rhino horn, the
trophy of the last hunt—still stained with the creature's blood, asraw and unworked aswhen it had
been smashed from the rhino's skull. Then she stroked the hide covering her father, and she picked up
earth and sprinkled it over the body.

She was Remembering him, Longtusk realized. Her smple, tender actions, unrehearsed and
persond, were—compared to the foolish ritudistic capering of the Shaman—unbearably moving.

Bedrock had been leader of the Fireheads from the moment Longtusk had first encountered
these strange, complex, bewildering creatures. But here helay, dain and slent, destroyed by asingle
arrow fired by awhite-painted Firehead who had never known Bedrock's name, had known nothing
of the complex web of power and relationships which had tangled up hislife. As he gazed on the limp,
passive formin the pit, Longtusk was struck by the awful smplicity of degth, the concluson to every
dory.

At last Crocus stood up. The Fireheads reached into the pit and lowered down bones. They
were mammoth shoulder blades and pelvises. Crocus used the huge flat sheets of boneto cover the
body of Bedrock. Even in death he would be protected by the strength of the mammoths, which,
through their own deaths, had sustained hiskind in thishostile land.

Crocus reached up to Longtusk. Thistime she accepted his help, and he lifted her out of the
grave and set her neatly on his back. Then he began to kick at the low piles of earth which had been
scooped out of the ground.

When it was done, Longtusk made hisway back to the hut Crocus had shared with her father,

but now inhabited alone. She did to the ground, ruffled the fur on histrunk with absent affection, and
entered her hut, tying the skin flaps closed behind her.

When shewas gone, Longtusk felt agreat rdief, for he thought thislongest and most painful of
dayswasat last done.

But he waswrong.

The Fireheads, having completed their mourning of their lost leader, began to celebrate the
ascension of their new Matriarch. And it was soon obvious that the cel ebrations were to be loud and

long.

Asthe sun dipped toward the horizon the Fireheads opened up a pit in the ground. Here, the



butchered remains of severa giant deer had been smoking since the previous day. They gathered
around and ripped away pieces of the meat with their bare paws, and chewed on it until their bellies
were distended and the fat ran down their chins.

Then, asthe cubs and femal es danced and sang, the males produced great pots of foul-smelling
liquid, thick and fermented, which they pumped down their throats. Before long many of them were
dumping over in deep, or regurgitating the contents of their somachsin great noxious floods. But then
they would revive to begin ingesting more food and liquid, growing more raucous and uncoordinated
asthe evening wore on.

The mastodonts watched this, bemused.

At last, under the benevolent guidance of Walks With Thunder, the Cows gathered their calves
and quietly made their way to the calm of the stockade, where dl but the most trusted of the Bulls
were kept.

Longtusk, hisemotions till muddled and raging, followed them.

Lemming was here, bringing bales of hay from one of the storage pits. "Lay, lay," he said. Edt,
eat. Longtusk had noticed before that thislittle fat Firehead seemed happier in the company of the
mastodonts than his own kind, and he fet asurge of affection.

All the mastodonts were in the stockade.

...All save Jaw Like Rock.

Agitated, disturbed by the throbbing noise and meat smells wafting from the Firehead settlement,
Longtusk roamed the stockade. But he couldn't find the great Bull. When he asked after Jaw, he was
met with blank stares.

Then—as the night approached its darkest hour, and the drumming and shouting of the
Fireheads reached a climax—he heard a single, agonized trumpeting from the depths of the
Settlement.

It was Jaw Like Rock.

Longtusk bellowed out a contact rumble, but there was no reply.

He sought out Walks With Thunder.

"Didn't you hear that? Jaw Like Rock called out.”

"No," said Thunder blegkly. "Y ou're mistaken."

"But | heard him—"

Thunder wrapped histrunk around Longtusk's. "Jaw isdead. Accept it. It isthe way."

Again that trumpeting came, thin and clear and full of pain.



Longtusk, confused, distressed, blundered away from the stockade and headed into the
Firehead settlement.

Tonight it had become a place of bewildering noise and stink and confusion. The Fireheadsran
back and forth, full of fermented liquid and rich food—or they dept where they had fallen, curled up
by the hearthsin the open air. He saw one mae and fema e coupling, energeticdly but clumdly, inthe
half-shadow of ahut wall.

Few Fireheads even seemed aware of Longtusk; he had to be careful, in fact, not to step on
deeping faces.

He persisted, pushing through the noise and mess and confusion, until he found Jaw Like Rock.

They had put him in ashalow pit, scraped roughly out of the ground and surrounded by stakes
and ropes. Fire burned brightly in lamps al around the pit, making the scene as bright as day, but
filling the ar with stinking, greasy smoke.

It was afeeble confinement from which a great tusker like Jaw Like Rock could have escaped
immediately.

But Jaw was no longer in full hedth.

Jaw was dragging both his hind legs. It seemed his hamstrings or tendons had been cut, so he
could no longer balt or charge. And there were darts sticking out of hisflesh, over hisbelly and
behind his ears. His skin was discolored around the punctures, asif the darts had delivered a poison.
He was wheezing, and great loops of spittle hung from his dangling tongue.

There were Fireheads dl around the pit, adl mae, and they were slamping, clapping and
hammering their drums of bone and skin. One of them was cregping into Jaw's pit, carrying along
spear. It was Bareface, Longtusk saw, the young hunter who had distinguished himself on thefatal
rhino hunt. He was naked, coated in red and yellow paint.

Longtusk trumpeted. "Jaw! Jaw Like Rock!"

Jaw's answering rumble was faint, and punctuated by gasps for breath. "Isthat you, grass
chewer? Cometo see the dead Bull?"

"Get out of there!"

"...No. It'sover for me. It was over the moment | tusked that spawn of Aglu. | planned it, after
al, waited for my moment... But it was worth it. At least Spindle will torture no more mastodonts. Or
mammoths™

"You aren't dead! Y ou breathe, you hurt—"

"I'm dead as poor Bedrock in his hole in the ground. Don't you see? We belong to the
Fireheads. They tend our wounds, and order our lives, and feed us. But we live and die by their
whim. It is—acontract. And here, at the climax of thisnight of celebration, this one who creeps
toward me on hisbelly, Bareface, will prove his courage by dispatching meto the aurora.”



"But they've dready crippled you! Whereisthe couragein that?*

"Theways of the Fireheads are impossible to understand... But, yes, you'reright, Longtusk. We
must see some courage tonight.” Jaw raised himsalf on his crippled legs and trumpeted his defiance.
"Remember me, caf of Primusl Remember!”

And with aroar that shook the ground, he hurled himself forward toward Bareface.

The hunter, with lightning-fast reflexes, jammed the shaft of his spear into the ground.

Jaw's great body impaled itsdlf. Longtusk heard flesh rip, and smelled the sour stink of Jaw's
guts asthey spilled, dark and steaming, to the ground.

The Fireheads roared their triumph. Longtusk trumpeted and fled.

Hewasin astand of young treesin the new, growing forest that bordered the Firehead
Settlement. 1t was still deep night, dark and cloudy.

He couldn't recall where he had run, how he had got here.

But she was here—he could senseiit through hisrage, his grief and confusion, the musth that
burned through his body—she, Neck Like Spruce, no calf now but awarm and musty presence,
solid and massve asthe Earth itsdlf, herein the dark, asif she had been waiting for him.

He searched out, sensing and hearing her, and found her. Her secretions were damp on thetip
of histrunk. Tasting them, he knew that she, too, was ready: in oestrus, bearing the egg that might
grow into their calf.

He heard her urinate, awarm dark stream, and then she turned to face him. He found her trunk,
and intertwined it with his, tugging gently, seeking itstip; the soft fingers of her trunk, so unlike his
own, explored thelong hairsthat dangled from hisbelly.

For alast instant he recalled the warnings of Walks With Thunder: stay away from Neck Like
Soruce. Say away...

Then hismouth found hers, warm tongues flickering, and the time for thinking was over.

6
The Cleansing

Winter and summer, winter and summe....

As she approached the second anniversary of her father's death and her own accession to
power, Crocus assembled agreat war party of mastodonts and Firehead hunters. It was atime of



preparation, and gathering determination—and dread.

The artisans had worked al winter, manufacturing, repairing and sharpening knives and spear
points and atlatls. And every time the weather cleared sufficiently the hunters had gone out to hurl
spears and boomerangs at rocks and painted animal figures—and, when they spotted them, live
targets, the animals of the winter like the Arctic foxes. There were days when the settlement seemed
to bristle with the Fireheads and their weapons, spears, darts and knives as dense as the spiky fur of a
meastodont. But al the wegpons were small and light—not designed for big game, like the giant deer
or the rhino, but to pierce the flimsy hides of other Fireheads. wegpons of war, not hunting.

When the preparations were complete, Crocus cdled for afind feadt.

The Firehead hunters gorged themselves on food and drink. Longtusk watched cubs crack open
big anima bonesto suck out the thick marrow within, the bones returned by hunting parties that
roamed north. Not for the first time Longtusk wondered what animal provided those giant snacks.

Longtusk spent histime with Neck Like Spruce, who was now heavy with calf—his calf.

It was unusua for aBull, mammoth or mastodont, to remain closeto his mate so long after the
mating; usualy aBull would stay around just long enough to ensure conception by his seed had taken
place. But Neck Like Spruce's case was different.

The cdf was aready overdue. Like mammoths, the oestrus cycle of these mastodonts was timed
S0 that the calves would be born in early spring, maximizing the time available for them to feed and
grow strong before the calves faced the rigors of their first winter.

And throughout it had been adifficult pregnancy, despite the best attention of Lemming, the
keeper, and hisarray of incomprehensible medicines. salves of water and hot butter for wounds,
blood-red deer mest to treat inflammations, drops of milk for sore eyes... Spruce had become a
gaunt, bony shadow, and her hair had falen out in clumps.

It disturbed Longtusk that there was absolutely nothing he could do—and it disturbed him even
more that Lemming, the undisputed Firehead expert on mastodonts and their illnesses, was at this
crucia time preparing to leave, accompanying the Bulls on their northern march.

Through that last night, Longtusk stayed with Neck Like Spruce. She dept briefly. He could see
the calf in her bely strugglefitfully, pushing at the skin that contained it.

The next morning, the Fireheads nursing sore heads and crammed bellies, the party assembled in
agreat column and began its sweep to the north. With Crocus on his back, Longtusk led the dow
advance.

Since that first encounter with the Whiteskins two years before there had been severd
skirmisheswith other bands of Fireheads. Crocusstribe, settled for several yearsin their township of
mammoth-bone huts, were well-fed, hedlthy and strong, and were able to fend off the
atacks—mounted mostly by bands of desperate refugees, forced north from the overcrowded
southern lands.



But thiswouldn't last forever, predicted Waks With Thunder.

"Thereisno limit to the number of Fireheadswho might take it into their heads to come bubbling
up from the south. We can defend ourselves and this settlement as long as the numbers are right. But
eventudly they will overrun us™

"And then?" said Longtusk.

"And then we will have to flee—go north once again, as we have done before, and find anew
and empty land. And thisiswhat Crocus, in her wisdom, knows she must plan for; it issurely going to
comein her time asMatriarch.”

So it wasthat Crocus was remaking hersdf. Still young, aready skilled in hunting techniques, she
had learned to use the tribe's weapons with as much skill and daring as any of the buck male warriors.
And she had learned to command, to force her tribe to accept the harshest of redlities.

But Longtusk thought he detected a growing hardness in her—a hardness that, when he thought
of the affectionate cub who had befriended him, saddened him.

Asfor himsdf, Longtusk was now bigger and stronger than any of the mastodonts. He was no
longer the butt of jokes and taunts in the stockade; no longer did the mastodonts call constant
attention to his differences, his dense brown hair and strange grinding teeth. Now he was L ongtusk,
warrior Bull, and hisimmense tusks, scarred by use, were the envy of the herd.

Only Waks With Thunder il caled him "little grazer"—but Longtusk didn't mind that.

And, such was Crocuss skill in riding Longtusk—and so potent was the mammoth's own
intelligence and courage—that the stunning, unexpected combination of warrior-queen and woolly
mammoth leading the column could, said Waks With Thunder, prove to be the Fireheads most
important wegpon of all.

During the long march, Longtusk's days were arduous. He was thefirst to break the new
ground, and he had to be congtantly on the dert for danger—not just from potentia foes, but dso the
natura traps of the changing landscape. He paid careful attention to the deep wash of sound which
echoed through the Earth in response to the mastodonts' heavy footsteps, and avoided the worst of
thedifficulties

And, of course, he had to seek out food as he traveled. Firehead Matriarch on his back or not,
he still needed to cram the steppe grasses and herbs into his mouth for most of every day. But the
meastodonts preferred trees and shrubs, and if he found a particularly fine stand of trees he would
trumpet to dert the others.

A few days out of the settlement a great ssorm swept down on them. Thewind swirled and
gusted, carrying sand from the frozen deserts at the fringe of the icecap, hundreds of days wak away,
to lash at the mastodonts' eyes and mouths, asif mocking their puny progress. Crocus walked beside
Longtusk, blinded and buffeted, clinging to hislong belly hairs.

At last the storm blew itsdf out, and they emerged into camness under an eerie blue sky.



They found astand of young trees that had been utterly demolished by the winds ferocity. The
mastodonts browsed the fallen branches and tumbled trunks, welcoming this unexpected bounty.

Walks With Thunder, his mouth crammed with green leaves, came to Longtusk. "L ook over
there. To the east.”

Longtusk turned and squinted. It was unusua for amastodont to tell another to "look," so poor
was their eyesight compared to other senses.

The sun, low in the south, cast long shadows across the empty land. At length Longtusk made
out something: ablur of motion, white on blue, againgt the huge sky.

"Birds?'

"Y es. Geese, judging from their honking. But the important thing iswhere they come from.”

"Thenortheast,” Longtusk said. "But that'simpossible. Thereisonly ice there, and nothing lives.”

"Not quite." Walks With Thunder absently tucked leaves degper into hismouth. "Thisisaneck
of land, lying between great continentsto west and east. In the eastern lands, it is said, theice has
pushed much farther south than in the west. But there are legends of places, called nunataks
—refuges—idandsin theice, whereliving things can survive.”

"Theicewould cover them over. Everything would freeze and die.”

"Possibly," said Thunder placidly. "But in that case, how do you explain those geese?”

"Itisjust alegend,” Longtusk protested.

Thunder curled histrunk over Longtusk's scalp affectionately. "Theworld isabig place, and it
contains many mysteries. Who knows what fragment of rumor will save our livesin thefuture?' He
saw Crocus approaching. "And the biggest mystery of dl," he grumbled wearily, "ishow | can
persuade these old bones to plod on for another day. Lead on, Longtusk; lead on..."

The geese flew overhead, squawking. They were molting, and when they had passed, white
fathersfell from the sky al around Longtusk, like snowflakes.

Asthe dayswore on they traveled farther and farther from the settlement.

Longtusk hadn't been thisfar north since he had first been captured by the Fireheads. That had
been many years ago, and back then he had been little more than a confused calf.

But he was sure that the land had changed.
There were many more stands of trees than he recalled: spruce and pine and fir, growing taller

than any of the dwarf willows and birches that had once inhabited this windswept plain. And the
steppe's complex mosaic of vegetation had been replaced by longer grass—great dull swathes of it



that rippled in the wind, grass that had crowded out many of the herbs and low trees and flowers
which had once illuminated the landscape. It was grass that the mastodonts consumed with relish. But
for Longtusk the grasswasthin, greasy stuff that clogged his bowels and made his dung dippery and
andly.

And it was warmer—much warmer. It seemed he couldn't shed hiswinter coat quickly enough,
and Crocus grumbled at the hair which flew into her face. But she did not complain when he sought
out the snow that il lingered in shaded hollows and scooped it into his mouth to cool himsdif.

The world seemed a huge place, massive, imperturbable; it was hard to believe that—just asthe
Matriarchs had foreseen, a his Clan's Gathering so long ago—such dramatic changes could happen
so quickly. And yet it must be true, for even he, young as he was, recalled atime when the land had
been different.

It was an uneasy thought.

He had been separated from his Family before they had a chance to teach him about the
landscape—where to find water in the winter, how to dig out the best st licks. He had had to rely on
the mastodonts for such ingtruction.

But such wisdom, passed from generation to generation, was acquired by long experience. And
if theland was changing so quickly—so dramaticaly within the lifetime of amammoth—what use was
the wisdom of the years?

And in tha case, what might have become of his Family?

He shuddered and rumbled, and he felt Crocus pat him, aware of his unease.

After several more days Crocus guided Longtusk down asharp incline toward lower ground.
Hefound himsdf in avaley through which afat, strong glacid river gushed, itswaters curdled white
with rock flour. The column of mastodonts crept cautioudy after him, avoiding the sharp gravel
patches and dippery mud s opes he pointed out.

After atimethe valley opened, and the river decanted into alake, gray and glimmering.

The place seemed familiar.

Had he been here before, asalost caf? But so much had changed! The lake water was surely
much higher than it had once been, and the long grass and even the trees grew so thickly now, even

down to the water's edge, that every smell and taste and sound was different.

...Y et there was much that nagged at his memory: the shape of ahillside here, arock abutment
there.

When he saw arow of cave mouths, black holes eroded into soft exposed rock, he knew that
he had not been mistaken.

Crocus cdled ahdlt.



She and her warriors dismounted, and on al foursthey crept through the thickening vegetation
closer to the caves. They inspected footprintsin the dirt—they were wide and splayed, Longtusk
saw, more like ahuge bird's than a Firehead's narrow tracks—and they rummaged through dirt and
rubble.

At lagt, with ahiss of triumph, the hunter called Bareface picked up a shaped rock. It was
obvioudy an axe, made and wielded by clever fingers—and it was stained with fresh blood.

And now therewas acry: avoice not quite like a Firehead's, more guttura, cruder. The
mastodonts raised their trunks and sniffed the air.

A figure had come out of the nearest cave: walking upright, but limping heavily. He sood glaring
in the direction of the intruders, who still cowered in the vegetation. He was short and stocky, with
wide shoulders and adeep barrel chest. His clothing was heavy and coarse. His forehead doped
backward, and an enormous bony ridge dominated his brow. His legs were short and bowed, and his
feet wereflat and very wide, with short stubby toes, so that he left those broad splayed footprints.

Hewas obvioudy old, hisback bent, his small face amask of wrinklesthat seemed to lap
around cavernous nogtrils like waves around rocks. And his head was shaven bare of hair, with a
broad red stripe painted down its crown.

Not aFirehead, not quite. Thiswas the Fireheads close cousin: a Dreamer. And Longtusk
recognized him.

"Heiscaled Stripeskull,” Longtusk rumbled to Thunder. "1 have been here before.”

"Ashavel. Thisiswherewefound you."

Waks With Thunder described how, when the Fireheads had first moved north, they had sent
scouting parties ahead, seeking opportunities and threats. Bedrock himself had led an expedition to
this umpromising place—and Crocus had been, briefly, lost.

"The Dreamers saved her from the cold,” said Longtusk.

Thunder grunted. "That's as may be. We drove the Dreamers from their caves. But theland was
too harsh, and we abandoned it and retreated farther south.”

"And the Dreamers returned to their caves?'

"They are creatures of habit. And, back then, the Fireheads did not covet their land.”
"But now?"

"Seefor yoursdf. The land has changed. Now the Fireheads want this place...”
Longtusk said, "It was so long ago.”

"For you, perhaps,” Thunder said dryly. "For me, it ssemslike yesterday."



"How did Stripeskull get so old?"
"Dreamersdont livelong,” growled Thunder. "And | fear thisonewill not grow much older.”
"What do you mean?'

But now Stripeskull seemed to have spotted the intruders. He was shouting and gesturing. He
had a short burned-wood spear at hisside, and he tried to heft it, but his foreleg would not rise above
the shoulder.

A spear flew at him. It neatly pierced Stripeskull's heart.
Longtusk, shocked, trumpeted and blundered forward.

Stripeskull was on the ground, and blood seeped red-black around him, viscous and dow as
musth. His great head rocked forward, and ruddy spittle looped his mouth. He looked up and saw the
mammoth, and his eyes widened with wonder and recognition. Then hefel back, his strength gone.

Longtusk rumbled mournfully, and touched the body with the sole of hisfoot. He was gone, as
quickly destroyed as a pine needle on aburning tree. How could alife be destroyed so suddenly, so
arbitrarily? Thiswas Stripeskull, who had grudgingly spared his own Family's resourcesto save
Longtusk'slife; Stripeskull, with long memories of his own stretching back beyond his Family to a
remote, frosty childhood—Stripeskull, gonein an ingtant and never to return, no matter how long the
world turned.

But even while Stripeskull's body continued to spill its blood on the trampled dugt, the Fireheads
were moving onward, driven, busy, eager to progress.

Crocus beckoned to Longtusk. Sheled him to the dark mouth of the cave. "Bowl, bowl!"
Speak...

With agrowing feding of unease, he raised histrunk and trumpeted. The noise echoed within the
cramped rock walls of the cave, where it must have been terrifying.

A Dreamer came running out—afemale, Longtusk saw, young, comparatively dim, long brown
hair flying after her. She saw the mammoth, skidded to a halt and screamed.

Shedid not know him. The Dreamers grew quickly, as Thunder had said; perhaps this one had
been an infant, or not even born, during histime here.

Shetried to retrest—but the Shaman, grinning, had moved behind her, blocking her from the
cave. Her eyeswidened, and for abrief moment Longtusk saw the Shaman through her eyes:
ridiculoudy tal, with aforehead that bulged to smoothness, willow-thin legs, anose as smdl and thin
asagpringicice...

Firehead warriors threw anet of hide rope over the female, asif she was ababy rhino, and they
wrestled her to the ground. But she was strong, and was soon ripping her way through the net. So
they tied more rope around her, leaving her squirming in the dirt.



The hunters fell back, panting hard; one of them was missing achunk of his ear, bitten off by the
Dreamer femae. They seemed to be studying her body as she writhed and struggled.

"Perhaps they will mate with her,” Longtusk said.

"If they do it will befor pleasure only,” said Waks With Thunder. "Their pleasure, not hers.
Something else you need to know, Longtusk. Firehead cannot seed Dreamer with cub. They are
aike, you see, cousins.”

"Like mastodonts and mammoths.”

Thunder growled, oddly. "But their blood does not mix. And so they compete, like—like two
different species of gulls, seeking to nest on the same cliff face. To the Fireheads, the Dreamers are
just an obstacle, something to be cleared out of the way."

"Then what will become of the Dreamers?’

"Though they are strong, they are no match for the cunning Fireheads. If they are lucky, the other
Dreamerswill have seen what happened here, and scattered.”

"Andif not?"

Thunder snorted. "The Fireheads are not noted for their mercy to their kin. The Dreamerswill be
butchered, the survivors endaved and taken to the settlement where they will work until they die.”

Now there was ahowl from the cave.

Another Dreamer emerged—thistime amae. He was young and strong, and he had a stone
knifein hisfree paw—crude, but sharp and potent. And he had taken a captive. It was Lemming, the
mastodont keeper. The Dreamer's foreleg was tight around Lemming's neck. Lemming was
whimpering, and blood dripped from awound in his upper foreleg.

The Dreamer's small eyes, glinting in their caves of bone, swiveled thisway and that. He seemed
to betrying to get to the femae on the ground. Perhapsthat was his sister, even hismate.

Crocus stepped forward. She was obvioudy concerned for Lemming. She held out her paws
and said something in her high, liquid tongue.

The Dreamer, not understanding, jabbered back and dashed with hisknife.

Longtusk acted without thinking. He did histrunk around the Dreamer's neck and yanked so
hard the Dreamer lost hisgrip on Lemming, and he fell back into the dirt at Longtusk'sfeet. The
mammoth pinned him there with atusk at the throat.

Lemming fdll to the ground, limp. Crocus ran to him and called the othersfor help.

The Shaman stalked toward the fallen Dreamer. "Maar thode," he snapped at Longtusk.
"Maar thode!"



Break. Kill.
Longtusk leaned forward, increasing the pressure on the Dreamer's throat.

But the Dreamer was saying something too, caling in alanguage that was guttural and harsh, yet
seemed srangdy familiar.

On the Dreamer's face, under a crudely shaved veneer of stubble, there was amark, bright red,
Jjagged like alightning bolt. It had faded since this Dreamer was a.cub, but it was ill there.

Willow, thought Longtusk. Thefirst Dreamer | found, grown from acub to an adult buck.

And herecognizesme.

Crocuswas close by.

Once again the three of us are united, Longtusk thought, and he felt a deep apprehension, asif
theworld itsdf was shaking beneath him. He had long forgotten the raving of the strange old Dreamer
fermae when he had first brought Crocus here, her terror at the sight of the three of them together...
Now thet terror returned to him, achill memory.

The Shaman hammered Longtusk's scap with his goad, cutting into hisskin. "Maar thode!"

Longtusk stepped back, lifting histusk from the Dreamer'sthroat. Willow lay at hisfeet, asif
stunned.

With ahasty gesture, Crocus ordered other hunters forward. They quickly bound Willow with
grips of hide rope. He did not resst, though his massive muscles bulged.

The Shaman glared a Longtusk with impotent fury.

Now Crocus, accompanied by more hunters, made her way into the cave. There seemed to be
no more Dreamers present, and with impunity the hunters kicked gpart the crude centra hearth.
Under Crocuss orders, two of the hunters began to dig apit in the ground.

"It seemswe will stay heretonight,” Walks With Thunder growled. "The cave will provide
shdlter. And see how the hunters are making a better hearth, one which will dlow the air to blow
benesth and—"

"The Dreamers have lived here for generations,” Longtusk said sharply. "1 saw it, the layers of
tools and bonesin the ground. Even the hearth may have been a Great-Y ear old. Think of that! And
now, in aningant, it isgone, vanished like a snowflake on the tongue, demolished by the Fireheads.”

"Demolished and remade," growled Thunder. "But thet istheir genius. These Dreamerslived
here, asyou say, for generation on generation, and it never occurred to asingle one of them that there
might be adifferent way to build ahearth.”

"But the Dreamers didn't need adifferent hearth. The one they had was sufficient.”



"But that doesn't matter, little grazer,” Thunder said. "Y ou and | must take theworld asitis.
They imagine how it might be different. Whether it's better is beside the point; to the Fireheads,
changeisal that matters..."

The two Dreamer captives, Willow and the fema e, huddled together on the ground, bound so
tightly they couldn't even embrace. They seemed to be crying.

If Crocus recalled how the Dreamers had saved her life, Longtusk thought, she had driven it
from her mind, now and forever.

That night, when Crocus came to feed him, as she had since she was a cub, Longtusk turned
away. Hewas distressed, angered, wanting only to be with his mate and caf in the cam of the steppe.

Crocus l€eft him, baffled and upset.

That night—at the Shaman'singstence, because of his defiance over Willow—L ongtusk was
hobbled, for thefirst timein years.

The Fireheads stayed close to the cavesfor severa days. Crocus sent patrolsto the north, east
and west, seeking Dreamers. They wished to be sure thisland they coveted was cleansed of their
ancient cous ns before they brought any more of their own kind north.

Lemming became very ill. Hiswound turned swollen and shiny. The Shaman, who administered
medicine to the Fireheads, applied hot clothsin an effort to draw out the poison. But the wound
festered badly.

At last the bulk of the column formed up for the long journey back to the settlement. They |eft
behind three hunters and one of the mastodonts. The captive Dreamers had to walk behind the
mastodonts, their paws bound and tied to a mastodont's tail.

The hunters were heavily armed, but there had been no sign of more Dreamers since that first
encounter. Perhaps, like the mammoths, the Dreamers had learned that the Fireheads could not be
fought: the only recourse wasflight, leaving them to take whatever they wanted.

"Since you refused to kill the Dreamer buck,” growled Thunder asthey walked, "the Shaman has
declared you untrustworthy."

"He hasdways hated me," said Longtusk indifferently.

"Yes," said Thunder. "Heisjedous of your closenessto Crocus. And that jealousy may yet
causeyou great harm, Longtusk. | think you will have to prove your loyaty and trustworthiness. The
Shaman is demondtrating, even now, what he doesto his enemies.”

"What do you mean?'

"Lemming. The Shaman isletting him rot. Hiswound has festered and turned green, likethe rest
of hisforeleg and shoulder. That ishisway. The Shaman does not kill; helets his enemies destroy



themsdves. Still, they die”

"But why?'

Thunder snorted. "Because Lemming isafavorite of Crocuss—and so heisan obstacleto the
Shaman. And any such obstacleis, smply, to be removed, as the Fireheads remove the Dreamers
from the land they covet. The Fireheads are vicious, caculating predators,” the old mastodont said.
"Never forget that. The wolf'sfirst biteis hisresponsibility. His second isyours... Quiet.”

All the mastodonts stopped dead and fell silent. The Fireheads Stared at them, puzzled.

"A contact rumble,” WaksWith Thunder said at |ast. "From the settlement.”

Longtusk strained to hear the fat, heavy sound waves pulsing through the very rocks of the
Earth, achthonic sound that resonated in his chest and the spacesin his skull.

"The caf,” Thunder said. "The Cows have sung the birth chorus. Longtusk—Neck Like Spruce
has dropped her caf."

Longtusk fdt hisheart hammer. "And?lsit hedthy?"
"...I don't think so. And Spruce—"
Longtusk, distressed, trumpeted histerror. "I'm so far away! So far!”

Thunder tried to comfort him. "If you were there, what could you do? Thisisatimefor the
Cows, Longtusk. Neck Like Spruce has her sisters and mother. And the keepers know what to do.”

"The best kegper isLemming, and heis here, with us, bleeding in the dirt! Oh, Thunder, you
wereright. A mammoth should not mate amastodont. We are too different—the mixed blood—like
Fireheads and Dreamers.”

"Any cdf of yourswill be strong, Longtusk. A fighter. And Neck Like Spruceisatough nut
hersdlf. They'll comethrough. Y oull see”

But Longtusk refused to be comforted.

Lemming was dead before they reached the settlement. His body, stinking with corruption, was
buried under aheap of stonesby ariver.

And when they arrived at the settlement, Longtusk learned he was a one once more,

Neck Like Spruce had not survived the rigors of her birth. The calf, animpossible, attenuated
mix of mammoth and mastodont, had not lasted long without his mother's milk.

The Remembering of mother and caf was awash of sound and smell and touch, asif the world
had dissolved around Longtusk.

When he came out of hisgrief, though, he felt cleansed.



He had lost aFamily before, after al. If it was hisdestiny to be alone, then so beit. Hewould be
strong and independent, yielding to none.

He alowed Crocusto ride him. But she sensed his change. Her affection for him dried, likea
glacid river inwinter.

Thusit went for the rest of that summer, and the winter theredfter.

7
TheTest

In the spring, seeking to feed the growing population of the settlement, the Fireheads organized a
huge hunting drive,

It took some days preparation.

Trackers spotted a herd of horses on the steppe. Taking pains not to disturb the animals at their
placid grazing, they erected drive lines, rows of cairns made of stone and bone fragments. The
mastodonts were used to carry the raw materias for these lines, spanning distancesit took aday to
cross. The cairns were topped by torches of brush soaked in fat.

Then camethedrive.

Asthe horses grazed their way quietly across the steppe, till oblivious of danger, the huntersran
aong the drive lines, lighting the torches. The mastodonts waited, in growing anticipation. It fell to
Longtusk to keep the othersin order as they scented the horses' peculiar, pungent stink, heard the
light cdlopping of their hooves and their high whinnying.

The horses drifted into view.

Like other steppe creatures, the horses were well adapted to the cold. They were short and
squat. Their bellies were coated with light hair, while their backs sprouted long, thick fur that they
shed in the summer, and the two kinds of hair met in ajagged line dlong each beast's flank. Long
manes draped over their necks and eyes, and their tails dangled to the ground.

The horses could look graceful, Longtusk supposed, and they showed some skill at using their
hoovesto dig out fodder even from the deepest snow. But they were foolish creatures and would
panic quickly, and so were easily hunted en masse.

At last the order came: "Agit!”

Longtusk raised histrunk and trumpeted loudly. The mastodonts charged, roaring and
trumpeting, with tusks flashing and trunks raised.

The horses—confused, neighing—stampeded away from the awesome sight. But here came
Firehead hunters, whirling noise-makers and ydling, running at the horses from either side.



All of thiswas designed to make the empty-headed horses run the way the hunters wanted them
to go.

The horses, panicking, jostling, soon found themselvesin anarrowing channel marked out by the
carnsof stone. If they tried to break out of the drive lines they were met by noise-makers, spear
thrusts or boomerang strikes.

The drive ended at a sharp-walled ridge, hidden from the horses by acrude blind of dry bush.
The lead horses crashed through the flimsy blind and tumbled into the rocky defile. They screamed as
they fell to earth, their limbs snagpped and ribs crushed. Others, following, shied back, whinnyingin
panic. But the pressure of their fellows, pushing from behind, drove them, too, over the edge.

So, impelled by their own flight, the horses tumbled to their deaths, the herd dripping into the
defile like some overflowing viscousliquid.

When the hunters decided they had culled enough, they ordered the mastodonts back, letting the
depleted herd scatter and flee to safety. Then the hunters stalked among their victims, many of them
il screaming and struggling to rise, and they speared hearts and dlit throats.

Later would come the hard work of butchery, and the mastodonts would be employed to carry
mesat and hide back to the settlement. It would be hard, dull work, and the stink of the meeat was
repulsive to the mastodonts finely tuned senses. But they did it anyhow—as did Longtusk, who
aways bore more than his share.

After the successful drive, the Fireheads cd ebrated, and the mastodonts were allowed afew
daysto rest and recover.

But Longtusk noticed the Shaman, Smokehat, spending much time at the stockade, arguing with
the keegpers and jabbing his smdl fingerstoward Longtusk.

WaksWith Thunder came to him. Thunder walked stiffly now, for arthritiswas plaguing his
joints.

Longtusk said, "They seem to be planning another hunt.”
"No, not ahunt."
"Then what?"

"Something smpler. More brutd... Something that will be difficult for you, Longtusk. The
keepers are debating whether you should be alowed to lead this expedition. But the Shaman inssts

yougo.”
"You ill read themwdl."

"Better than | like. Longtusk, thisisit. Thetest. Thetria the Shaman has been concocting for
you for along time—at least Since that incident when you spared the life of the Dreamer.”



"l do not care for the Shaman, and | do not fear him," said Longtusk coldly.

"Becareful, Longtusk," Thunder quoted the Cycle. "The art of traveling is to pick the least
dangerous path."

Longtusk growled and turned away. "The Cycle has nothing to teach me. Thisismy place now.
| am acreature of the Fireheads—nothing more. 1sn't that what you aways counseled meto
become?"

Thunder was aghagt. "L ongtusk, you are part of the Cycle. Wedl are. Forty million years—"

But Longtusk, the perennid outsider, had spent the long winter since the death of Neck Like
Spruce and her caf building his solitary strength. "Not me," he said. "Not any more.”

Thunder sniffed theair sadly. "Oh, Longtusk, has your life been so hard that you care nothing for
who you are?'

"Hard enough, old friend, that the Shaman with dl his machinations can do nothing to hurt me.
Not inmy heart."

"l hopethat'strue," said Thunder. "For it isagreeat test that lies ahead of you, little grazer. A
greet test indeed...”

A few days|ater the keepers assembled the mastodonts for the expedition. Longtusk accepted
pack gear on his back, and took his customary place at the head of the column of mastodonts.

The party |eft the settlement, heading north. Though Crocus till sometimes participated in the
drives and other expeditions, this time she was absent, and the expedition was commanded by the
Shaman.

Though they followed awell-marked trail that cut across the steppe, showing thiswas aheavily
traveled route, Longtusk had never come thisway before. He did not yet know the destination or
purpose of the expedition—~but, he told himsdlf, he did not need to know. His role was to work, not
to understand.

The Dreamer Willow, endaved by the Fireheads, was compelled to make the journey too.
Willow's clothing was dirty and in sore need of repair, and his broad back was bent under an
immense load of dried food and weapons for the hunters. The pace was easy, for the mastodonts
could not sustain ahigh speed for long, but even so the Dreamer struggled. It was obvious his stocky
frame was not designed for long journeys—unlike the taller, more supple Fireheads, whose whip-thin
legs covered the steppe with grace and ease.

Over the year snce his capture Willow had grown increasingly wretched. During the winter, the
fema e Dreamer taken with him had died of an iliness the Fireheads had been unable, or unwilling, to
treat. Willow was not like the Fireheads. He had grown up in asociety that had known no significant
changefor generations, a place where the most important thingsin al the world were the faces of his
Family around him, where strangers and the unknown were mere blurs, at the edge of consciousness.



Now, aone, he wasimmersed in strangeness, in constant change, and he seemed congtantly on the
edge of bewilderment and terror, utterly unable to comprehend the Firehead world around him.

It was said that no matter how far the Fireheads roamed they had not come across another of
hiskind. Longtusk supposed that just as the mammoths had been scattered and driven north by the
Firehead expansion, so had the Dreamers; perhaps there were few of them Ieft dive, anywherein the
world.

Longtusk could not release Willow from his mobile prison of toil and incomprehension. But he
sensed that his own presence, afamiliar, massvefigure, offered Willow some comfort in his
loneliness. And now, out of sight of the keepers, helet Willow rest his pack against his own broad
flank and hang onto hisbelly hairsfor support.

Asthe days wore away, and they drove steadily northward, the nature of the land began to
change.

Theair became chill, and the winds grew persistent and strong. Sometimes the wind flowed from
west to east, and Walks With Thunder told Longtusk that such immense air currents could circlethe
planet, right around the fringe of the greet northern icecaps.

And sometimes the wind came from the north, driving grit and iceinto their faces, and that was
the mogt difficult of al, for thiswas akatabatic wind: ar that had lain over theice, made cold and dry
and heavy, so that it pilled like water off theice and over the lower lands below.

They reached land recently exposed by the retreating ice. The ice had scoured away the softer
soil down to bedrock, and it was aplace of moraines of sand and gravel, rock smashed to fragments
by the great weight of ice that had oncelain here. Therewaslittle life—afew tussocks of grass,
isolated trees, some lichen—struggling to survive in patches of soil, wind-blown from the warmer
climesto the south.

The mastodonts became uneasy, for unlike the Fireheads they could hear the sounds of the
icepack: the crack of new crevasses, thethin rattle of glacia run-off rivers and streams, the deep grind
of the glaciers asthey tore dowly through the rock. To the mastodonts, the icepack was an immense
chill mongter, hdf dive, spanning the world—and now very close.

Longtusk knew they could not stay long in this blighted |and; whatever the Fireheads sought here
must be atreasure indeed.

And it was as night began to fal on thiswind-blasted, frozen desert that Longtusk came upon
the corpse.

At firgt he could see only ahulked form, motionless, half covered by drifting dirt. Condors
whed ed above, black stripes againgt the silvery twilight.

A hyenawasworking at the corpse's belly. It snarled at the mastodonts, but fled when a hunter
hurled aboomerang.

Waks With Thunder was beside Longtusk. "Be strong, now..."



The mastodonts and hunters gathered around the huge, fallen form, awed by thisimmense dab
of desth.

It—she—was afemae. She had dumped down on her belly, her legs splayed and her trunk
curled on the ground before her. She was gaunt, her bones showing through her flesh at pelvisand
shoulders, and her hair had comeloosein great chunks, exposing dried, wrinkled skin beneath.

It was clear she was not long dead. She might have been deeping.

But her eye sockets were bloody pits, pecked clean by the birds. Her small ears were mangled
stumps. And Longtusk could see the marks of hyenateeth in the soft flesh of her trunk.

"She was pregnant,” Walks With Thunder said softly. " See her swollen belly? The caf must have
died within her. But she was starving, Longtusk. Her dugs are flaccid and thin. She would have had
little milk to give her calf. In the end she smply ran out of strength. They say it is peaceful to go to the
aurorathat way..."

Longtusk stood stock till, stunned. He had seen no woolly mammoth since his separation from
his Family—nothing but imperfect Firehead images of himsdlf.

Nothing until this.
"We should Remember her," he said thickly.

Thunder rumbled harshly, "I thought you were the one who rgected the Cycle... Never mind.
Did you know her?"

"Sheisold and dead. | can't recall, Thunder!"

The Fireheads were closing on the fallen mammoth with their stone axes and knives. WaksWith
Thunder wrapped histrunk around Longtusk's and pulled him backward.

The Shaman's hard eyes were fixed on Longtusk, calculating, as the Fireheads butchered the
mammoath.

First they wrapped ropes around her legs. Then, chanting in unison and with the help of
mastodont muscles, they pulled her on her back. Longtusk heard the crackle of breaking bones as her
limp mass sttled.

With brisk, efficient motions, ahunter dit open her belly, reached into the cavity and hauled out
guts—ong tangled cails, black and faintly steaming—and dumped them on the ground. Therewasa
stink of blood and spoiled food and rot. But there were no flies, for few insects prospered in this cold
desert.

Then the hunters pulled out aflaccid sac that bulged, heavy. It wasthe calf, Longtusk redlized.
Mercifully the hunters put that to one Sde.



The hunters cracked open her rib cage, climbed inside the body, and began to haul out more
bloody organs, the heart and liver and kidneys, black lumps marbled with gressy fat.

Eviscerated, the Cow seemed to dump, hollowed.

When she was emptied, the butchers cut great ditsin the Cow's skin and began to drag it off her
carcass. Where the tough hide failed to rip away easily, they used knivesto cut through connective
tissue to separate it from the pink flesh beneath. They chopped the separated skin into manageable
dicesand piled it roughly.

Then, with their axes, they began to cut away the meat from the mammoth's bones. They started
with the hindquarters, making fast and powerful cuts above the knee and up the muscle masses. Then
they dug bone hooks into the meat and hauled it away, exposing white, bloody bone. The bone
atachments were cut through quickly, and the bones separated.

When one side of the Cow had been stripped, the ropes were attached again and the carcass
turned over, to expose the other side.

The butcherswere skilled and accurate, rardly cutting into the underlying bone, and the mest fell
eadly from the bones, leaving little behind. They assembled the meet into oneimmense pile, and
extracted the huge bones for another heap.

When they were done the night was well advanced, and the Cow had been reduced to
slhouetted piles of flesh and flensed bones, stinking of blood and decay.

The Fireheads built afire and threw on some of the meat until the air wasfull of itsstink. With
every expression of relish they chewed dices of fat, bloody liver, heart and tongue. Even Willow,
stting done at the fringe of thefirescircle of light, chewed noisily on the dark mest.

Then the hunters cracked open charred and heated bones and sucked hot, savory marrow from
the latticework of hollow bone within.

And at last Longtusk understood.

"1 have seen them devour the contents of such bones at the settlement.”

"Yes," sad Waks With Thunder. " They were mammoth bones, Longtusk. Fireheadsrarely
hunt mammoths. Y ou are abig, dangerous beast, grazer, and the hunters reward, if their livesare
spared, ismore mest than they can carry. That'swhy they prefer the smaler animasfor food.

"But they need mammoths. For they need fat."

"The animalsthey hunt regularly, the deer and the horses, are lean, with blood-red mest. But
you, little grazer, are replete with fat, which clingsto your heart and organs and swimswithin your
bones. The Fireheads must consumeit, and they need it besidesfor their lamps and paints and salves,
and—"

"All theyears| watched them trek to the north, returning with their cargoes of greet bones. All
those years, and | never suspected they were mammoth... Thunder, why didn't you tell me?"



"It was thought best," said Wa ks With Thunder carefully, "that you should not know. | madethe
decison; blame me. What good would it have done you to have known? But now—"

"But now, the Shaman wants me to see this. Heisforcing meto confront the truth.”
"Thisisyour tegt," said Waks With Thunder. "Will you fall, Longtusk?'

Longtusk turned away. "No Firehead will defest me."

"1 hope not," Thunder said softly.

But, asit turned out, the greatest test was yet to come.

The next day the hunters walked to and fro across the frozen desert, studying tracks and traces
of dung. At last they seemed to cometo adecision.

The Shaman pointed north. The mastodonts were loaded up once more.
"Why?" Longtusk rumbled. "They have their bones and their marrow. What € se can they want?"

"More," caled Thunder grimly. "Fireheads awayswant more. And they think they know where
tofindit."

It took another day'straveling.

The hunters grew increasingly excited, pointing out hegps of dry dung, trailsthat criss-crossed
this dry land—and even, in one place, the skeleton of amammoth, cleansed of its meat by the carrion
eaters, its bones scattered over the dust.

...And Longtusk heard them, smelled their dung and thin urine, long before he saw them.

Herounded alow, ice-eroded hill. The land here was amuddy flat.

And around this mud seep stood mammoths.

With their high bulging heads, shoulder humps and thick straggling hair, the mammoths |ooked
srangein Longtusk's eyes, accustomed after so long to the sight of short, squat mastodonts; suddenly
he felt acutely conscious of hisown doping back and thick hair, his difference.

But these mammoths were bedraggled, clearly in distress.

The mammoths gathered closely around holesin the ground. They reached with their trunks
deep into the holes and sucked up the muddy, brackish water that oozed there.

They werejostling for the seeping water. But there wasn't enough for everybody.

So the mammoths fought each other, wordlessly, dully, endiesdy. The plain wasfilled with the



crack of tusk on tusk, the dap of skull on flank. Calves, thin and bony, clustered around the legs of
the adults, but they were pushed away harshly. Theinfantswailed in protest, too week to fight for the
water they needed.

Longtusk watched dl this, trembling, scarcely daring to breathe. The familiarity of them—their
hair, their curling tusks—was overwhelming. And yet, what was he? He was not some wretched
creature grubbing in the dirt for adrop of water. But if not mammoth, what had he become? He felt
himsdf dissolve, leaving only ablacknesswithin.

There were perhaps forty individuals—but thiswas not a Family or a Clan, for there were Bulls
here, closer to the Cows and calves than they would be in norma times. But these were clearly not
normal times. One gaunt Cow walked across the muddy flat to a place away from the others. With
nervous, hasty scrapes with her feet, she began to dig out afresh hole. Just behind her, white flensed
bones rose out from the muddy ground. She stepped carelessy on a protruding skull, cracking it.

Waks With Thunder grunted softly, " See the bones? Many have perished here dready.”
Longtusk quoted the Cycle: "Where water vanishes, sanity soon follows."

"Y es. But, beyond sanity, thereis necessity. Intimes as harsh asthis, mature Bulls survive, for
they can trave far in search of water and food. The Cows are encumbered with their calves, perhaps
unborn, and cannot flee. But they are right to push away their calves—so that those who do get
water, those who survive, are those who can have more young in better times. And so the old and the
young perish. Necessity... We did not come here by accident, Longtusk. The Fireheads knew they
would find mammothsin this place of seeping water."

"But the mammoths would not be herein this cold desert,” growled Longtusk, "if they had not
been pushed so far north by the Fireheads.”

Willow, the Dreamer, jumped into an abandoned hole. He picked up a pawful of mud and
began to suck at it, dobbering greedily, smearing hisface with the sicky black stuff. Unlike the
mastodonts, the wretched Dreamer had no keeper to care for him, and was probably in asbad a
condition as these starving mammoths.

Now the wind shifted. Asthe mastodonts scent reached him one of the Bull mammoths tirred,
raisng his muddy trunk to sniff the air. He turned, dowly, and spotted the Fireheads and their
meastodonts. He rumbled awarning.

The Bulls scattered, lumbering, trumpeting their darm. The Cows clustered, drawing their calves
inclose

But the Fireheads did not approach or threaten the mammoths. They began to unload the
mastodonts and to prepare a hearth.

Gradudly, thirgt began to overcome the mammoths caution. The Cows turned their attention
back to the seep holes, and quickly made use of the places vacated by the Bulls. After atime, some
of the Bulls came back, raising their tusks and braying athin defiance at the mastodonts.

Longtusk stepped to the edge of an abandoned hole. There was alittle seeping water, so thick



with clay it was black, but the hole was dl but dry.

He was aware that a Bull mammoth was approaching him. He did not turn that way; he held
himsdlf sill. But he could not ignore the great creature's stink, the weight of hisfootsteps, hismassive,
encroaching presence, the deep rumble that came to him through the ground.

"...Yousmdl of fa."

Longtusk turned.

Hefaced aBull: tdler, older than Longtusk, but gaunt, amost skeletal. Hisguard hair dangled,
coarse and lifeless. One of histusks had been broken, perhapsin afight; it terminated in acrude,
dripping ssump. The Bull stood listlesdy; white mucus dripped from his eyes. He must barely be able
to see, Longtusk redlized.

Longtusk's heart was suddenly hammering. Once the Bull's accent would have been familiar to
him—for it had been the language of Longtusk's Clan. Wasit possible...?

"l am not fat," said Longtusk. "But you are garving.”

The mammoth stepped back, growled and dapped histrunk on the ground. ™Y ou are fat and
ugly and complacent, and you stink of fire, you and these squat hairless dwarfs. Y ou have forgotten
what you are. Haven't you—L ongtusk?”

"...Rockheart?"

"I'm il twicethe Bull you are.” And Rockheart roared and lunged at Longtusk.

Longtusk ducked aside, and the Bull's tusks flashed uselessly through the air. Rockheart
growled, sumbling, the momentum of his lunge catching him off balance. Almost effortlesdy Longtusk
did hisown tusks around the Bull's, and he twisted Rockheart's head. The huge Bull, roaring, did
Sdewaysto the ground.

Longtusk placed hisfoot on Rockheart'stemple.

Herecdled how this Bull had once bested him, humiliating him in front of the bachelor herd. But
Longtusk had been amere cdf then, and Rockheart amature adult Bull. Now it was different: now it
was Longtusk who was in his prime, Longtusk who had been trained to keep his courage and to
fight—not just other Bullsin haf-playful dominance contests, but animas as savage as charging rhinos,
even hordes of scheming, clever Fireheads.

"I could crush your skull likeabird'segg,” he said softly.

"Thendoit," rumbled Rockheart. "Doit, you Firehead mongter.”

Firehead monster.

Isit true? Isthat what | have become?



Longtusk lifted hisfoot and stepped back.

As Rockheart, gaunt and weak, scrambled to his feet and roared out hisimpotent rage,
Longtusk walked away, saddened and horrified.

The Fireheads lingered close to the seep holesfor anight and aday.

Longtusk found it increasingly difficult to bear the noise of this nightmarish place: the clash of
tusks, the bleating of calves.

He said to Walks With Thunder, "Why do the Fireheads keep us here? What do they want?"

"Y ou know what they want," Thunder said wearily. "They want hearts and kidneys and livers
and bones, for fat to feed to their cubs. They prefer to take their mest fresh, from the newly dead.
And here, in this desolate place, they need only wait."

"So we are waiting for amammoth to die?’

"Why did you think, Longtusk?'

"These Fireheads believe themsdaves to be mighty hunters™ Longtusk said bitterly. "But it isn't
true. They are scavengers, like the hyenas, or the condors.”

Thunder did not reply.

Somehow, in his heart, he had dwaysimagined that his Family were still out there somewhere:
just over the horizon, alittle beyond the reach of acontact rumble, living on the steppe asthey dways
had. But he had denied the changesin the land he had seen al around him, never thought through their
impact on his Family. Now he faced the truth.

He recalled how so recently he had prided himself on his self-control, the fact that he was above
mundane concerns, beyond pain and love and hope. He tried to cling to that contral, to draw strength
fromit.

But the comfort was as dry and cold as the mammoths seep holes. And he couldn't get out of
his head the disgust and rage of Rockheart.

...The sun wheeled around the sky twice more before it happened.

Therewasaflurry of motion among the mammoths. The Fireheads, eating and dozing, stirred.

A mammoth Cow, barged away from awater hole, had falen to her knees. Her breath gurgled
in her chest. Other mammoths gathered around her briefly, touching her scalp and tongue with their
trunks. But they were weak themsalves, ground down by hunger and thirst, and had no help to offer
her. Soon she was | eft done, dumping deeper into the mud, asif mdting.

"Atlagt," rumbled Waks With Thunder brutaly.



With fast, efficient cries, aparty of Fireheads formed up, gathering their knives and axes and
spears, and set of f toward the Cow.

Drawn by ahideous curiogity, Longtusk followed.

The Fireheads reached the mammoth. They started to lay their ropes on the ground, ready to
pull her onto her back for gutting.

The mammoth raised her head, feebly and dowly, and her eyes opened, gummy with the milky
mucus.

The Fireheads stepped back, shouting their annoyance that she was not yet dead.

While the Fireheads argued, the Cow stared at L ongtusk. She spoke in a subterranean rumble
50 soft he could barely hear it. "Don't you recognize me, Longtusk? Has it been so long?"

Memories swam toward him, long-buried: acaf, abdl of fluffy brown fur, not even her guard
hairs grown, scampering, endlessly annoying...

A name,

"Splayfoot.” Splayfoot, hissgter.

"Y ou're back in time to Remember me," she said. "Y ou and your Firehead friends. Y ou were
going to bethe greatest hero of dl, Longtusk. Wasn't that your dream? But now | can smell the stink
of fireand meat on you. What happened to you?"

One of the hunters—Bareface—stepped forward. He had aspear in his paw, tipped by shining
quartz. He hefted it, preparing for athrust into her mouth, asingle stroke that would surely kill her.
Evidently the Fireheads, impatient, had decided to finish her off so they could get on with mining her
body for itsfat and marrow.

But thiswas Longtusk'sown sister. Hissster!

Longtusk trumpeted hisrage.

With asingle tusk sweep he knocked Bareface off hisfeet. The Firehead fell, howling, clutching
his leg; bone protruded white from abloody wound. Longtusk grabbed the spear with histrunk and
drove the quartz point deep into the mud.

Hewent to his sister and wrapped histrunk around hers. "Get up.”

"l can't. I'm sotired...”

"No! Only desth isthe end of possibility. By Kilukpuk'sdugs, up..." And he hauled her to her
feet by main force. She scrabbled at the mud, seeking afooting. Her legs were trembling, the muscles
S0 depleted they could barely support her weight.

But now another mammoth was here—Rockheart, dmost as gaunt and weakened. Nevertheess



he lumbered up to Splayfoot's other side, lending his support as Longtusk tried to steady her.

And, gartlingly, here was Willow, the squat little Dreamer. He jammed his shoulder under
Splayfoot's heavy rump and shoved as hard as he could. He seemed to be laughing as he, too, defied
the Fireheads.

The Fireheads were recovering from their shock at Longtusk's attack on Bareface. They were
reaching for weapons, more of the big spears and axes that could dice through a mammoth's hide.

But now Waks With Thunder charged at them, hisgait stiff and arthritic. He trumpeted, waving
his huge old tusks thisway and that, scattering the Fireheads. "Go, little grazer!"

And asthe water hole receded, and the motley party headed into an empty, unknown land,
Longtusk could hear Thunder'scdll. " Go, go, go!"

Part 3: Patriarch

Longtusk and the Truth

There are many stories about Longtusk (said Silverhair).

Thereisagory that Longtusk flew over theice, carrying his Clan to safety in aplace called a
nunatak.

Thereisagory that Longtusk dug his huge tusksinto the ground, as we do when we search for
water, only to find—not water—but warmth, coming out of bare rock, sufficient to drive back theice
and keep hisClan dive.

Thereisagory that he samped his mighty feet and made his refuge of rock and hest fly off into
the sky, carrying the mammoths with it, and the rock became the Sky Steppe, the last refuge of dll.
But Longtusk had to stay behind, here on Earth, to face his death...

Or perhaps Longtusk never died. Some say he returns, from out of the north, a hero cometo
save us when we face great danger. Perhaps it was he who brought our Family to the Idand, before
the searose and trapped us there. (But perhaps that was somebody el se, another hero whose name
we havelost, somebody inspired by Longtusk'slegend...)

How can dl the Stories be true?

Can any of them betrue?

Oh, Icebones, | understand. Y ou want to know. And, more than that, you want the storiesto
betrue. | wasjust likeyou asacaf!

Longtusk isawonderful hero. But well never know for sure. Y ou understand that, don't you?

..What do | think?



Widll, stories don't come out of thin air. Perhapstheresagrain of truth. Perhapsthere redly was
aLongtusk, and something like the stories really did happen, long ago.

Perhaps. Well never know.
If I could know one thing about Longtusk, though, it would bethis.

How hedied.

1

The Family
Under agray sunless sky, without shadows, every direction looked the same. Even theland was

contorted, confusing, the rock bare, littered here and there by gravel and loess, lifeless save for
scattered tussocks of grass.

Longtusk, trunk raised, studied the vast, empty landscape around them. There were no
Fireheads, heredized: no storage pits, no hearths, no huts, not even amastodont, none of itin his
vigonfor thefirg timefor haf hislifetime.

The Fireheads had filled and defined hisworld for so long. Their projects—predictable or
baffling, rewarding or distressng—had provided astructure to every waking moment, even when he
had defied them. Now the future seemed as blank and directionless as the land that stretched around
him.

Hefdt disoriented, like a caf who had been spun around until he was dizzy.

"l don't think they are coming after us." He dmost wished the Fireheads would follow him. At
least that was a threat he could understand.

But it seemed he would not be given that much help. And, for thefirst time since hiscaptureasa
caf, he had to learn to think for himsef.

"Of course not," Rockheart was saying. "They have no need to—save revenge, perhaps. And
those dwarfish pals of yours were making trouble.”

"They aren't dwarfs" said Longtusk. "They are mastodonts.”
"It doesn't matter," growled Rockheart. "Y ou won't be seeing them again.”
...Could that be true?

"Y ouretheleader of this strangelittle herd of ours, Longtusk,” Rockheart said sourly. "But |
strongly suggest we head north and east.”

“Why?



"Because we might find something to eat and drink. Although we may haveto fight for it." He
eyed Longtusk. "Y ou aren't in your Firehead camp now, being fed hay and water by your masters...”

Perhaps. But Longtusk didn't want to think about afuture in which he becamelike the
mammoths he had seen at the mud seep, fighting over dribbles of brackish mud, pushing away the
weak and old and young.

"North and east,” he said.

"North and esst.”

So they moved on.

After atimethey found a place where grass grew alittle more thickly. Longtusk pulled tufts of
the coarse grassinto his own mouth, and helped Splayfoot to feed. Her eyes half closed, Splayfoot
ground up the grass with dow, feeble movements of her jaw, but he could see her tongue was spotted
with black, and she was sucking at the grass as much as egting it.

Hesad, "She's very weak. She needs drink as much asfood.”

Rockheart growled, "There's no drink to be had here."

It struck Longtusk that Rockheart himself was barely in better condition than Splayfoot. But
where Splayfoot was subsiding toward death, Rockheart was still functioning, working. At the mud
seep he had even been prepared to chalenge Longtusk—and now here he was playing his part in this
unexpected journey, which looked asif it would prove long and difficult.

Hisrespect grew for thisindomitable, arrogant Bull.

Willow, too, was hungry and thirsty. There was no water here, and the little Dreamer couldn't
edt grass, like the mammoths. He prowled around the areauntil he found astunted dwarf willow,
clinging to the ground. He prized up its twisted branches and studied them, eventualy dropping them
with scorn.

Rockheart said, "What'sit doing?'

Longtusk replied, "It—he—islooking for long, Straight bits of wood. | expect he wants to make
aspear, maybe even afire. He might catch alemming or avole."

Rockheart snorted in disgust, indifferent.

Rockheart and Splayfoot soon stopped eating, evidently having taken their fill.

Longtusk had barely scratched the surface of his hunger. He had been used to much more
fodder than this at the Firehead settlement, and if he didn't take more he would soon be as scrawny
and ragged as the others—and ill-prepared for the winter to come, when the mammoths would have

to live off their stores of fat.

But to gorge himsdf was hardly away to gain trust. So he took care to eat no more than



Rockheart's shrunken stomach could manage.
Having fed as best they could, they moved on.
The sun was dready sinking in the sky when they reached thetrail.

It wasjust astrip of trampled land that cut across the gravel-littered rock barrens, passing
roughly east to west. Longtusk, ingtincts dulled by captivity, might not have seenit at dl. But
Rockheart turned confidently onto the trail and began to head esst.

Longtusk—supporting hissster, and occasiondly alowing Willow to ride on his
back—followed hislead.

They passed astand of forest. The treeswerefirs, till young but aready tall, growing fast and
densein agreen swathe that stretched to the south. The forest had grown so thickly, infact, that it had
dready overrun the old trail, and the mammoths had to divert north until the forest was behind them
and they were cutting across open land once more.

Longtusk said, "It'salong time since | was here. But | don't recall theland being like this"

"Things have changed here, Longtusk—within the lifetime of calvesalot younger than you or
me. | recall when thiswasal steppe, with grass, herbs, shrubs. Now look around: to the south you
have the spreading forest, and to the north the bare rock. No place left for the steppe, eh?

"And even where there is steppe—though you might not think it—the climate is wetter than it
used to be. Thereismore rain, more thick snow in the winter. Sometimes the land is waterlogged and
boggy. In the summer nothing can grow but grass and lichens, and in the winter we struggle to keep
out of snowdrifts so thick they cover our bellies. Theland isn't right for us any more. Deer and moose
can chew thetrees, and reindeer and musk oxen browse on lichen and moss, dull cloddish brutes...
but not us.

"But there are dtill afew places where the old steppe lingers, pockets of it here and there.”

"And that'swhere youretaking us."

"That's where the mammothslive, yes—if were lucky, friendly ones. That was the way we were
heading, when we reached the mud seep. But we were weak, and...

"There arefewer of usnow, and | suppose in the future there will be fewer Hill. But we pers<.
We have before."

"What do you mean?'

Rockheart eyed him. "Y ou've been away too long. Have you forgotten so much of your Cycle?"

Aswinter followed summer, so the Earth had greater seasons, spanning the Greet-Y ears. Inthe
long winters the ice would spread, freezing the land and the air, and the mammoths could fill the



expanding Steppe. Now it seemed the Earth's unwel come spring was returning, and the steppe was
overrun by forests and grass—and the mammoths had to retreat, waiting out the return of the cold, as
they had many times before.

It was atime of hardship. But it would pass. That was the teaching of the Cycle. Theice had
come and gone for more than two million years, and the mammoths had survived dl theintervas of
warmth in that immense stretch of time.

...But now Longtusk thought of the Fireheads: clustered around the mud seep, waiting for
mammothsto die,

There were no Fireheads in the Cycle. There had been no Fireheads in the world when last the
ice had retreated and advanced.

He had been away from hiskind along time, and he didn't presume to doubt Rockheart's
ancient wisdom. But his experience, he was redizing dowly, was wider than the old tusker's. He had
seen more of the world and its ways—and he had seen the Fireheads.

And he did not fed so confident that the future could be the same as the past.

He kept these thoughts to himsalf asthey pushed on.

Asnight closed in the clouds thickened, and the wind from the icecap was harsh. Longtusk and
Rockheart huddled close around Splayfoot, trying to shelter her and give her alittle of their own
sparse body heat; and Longtusk alowed the Dreamer to curl up under hisbelly fur.

Every so often Longtusk would rouse Splayfoot and force her to walk around. He knew that
there was a core of heat insde the body of each mammoth, aflicker of life and mind that must be fed
like the hearths of the Fireheads. If the cold penetrated too deep, if that flame of life was extinguished,
it could never beignited again.

Splayfoot responded passively, barely conscious.
In the morning they resumed their dogged walking, following Rockheart'strail.
But soon the light changed.

Longtusk raised histrunk, sniffing the air. He could smell moisture, rain or maybe snow, and the
wind was veering, coming now strongly from the east. Looking that way he saw black clouds
bubbling frothily.

Therewas athin honking, a soft flap of wingsfar above him. Birds, he saw dimly, perhaps
geese, fleaing from the east, away from the coming storm. He recalled what Waks With Thunder had
told him of the eastern lands, where the icecap pushed far to the south. And he recalled Thunder's
obscure, half-forgotten legends of aland embedded in the ice—a place that stayed warm enough to
keep off the snow, even in the depths of winter. The nunatak.



He wondered how far those birds had flown—all the way from the nunatak itself? But how
could such aplace exist?

The sform wasrising, and he put the speculation from hismind. But he memorized the way those
geese had flown, adding their track to the dynamic map of the landscape that he, like al mammoths,
carried in his head.

By mid-morning the storm had hit.

The sky became a sheet of scudding gray-black clouds, utterly hiding the sun. Thewind blew
from the east with relentlessferocity, and carried before it amix of snow, hail and rain, battering thelr
flesh hard enough to sting. Soon they were all soaked through, bedraggled, weary, their fur plastered
flat, lifting their feet from one deep muddy footprint into another.

Longtusk let Rockheart lead the way, and Willow followed Rockheart, clinging to hisbelly fur,
his smal round face hidden from the wind and rain. Longtusk plodded steadily after Rockheart, being
careful never to let the big tusker out of hissight, even though it meant he walked so close hewas
treading in Rockheart's thin, foul-smelling dung. And behind Longtusk came Splayfoot, still wesk,
bardly ableto see, clinging onto Longtusk'stail with her trunk like acaf following its mother, as
sheltered as he could manage.

But when the eye of the storm gpproached, the wind started to swirl around. Soon Longtusk,
disoriented, couldn't tell east from west, north from south—and couldn't even seethetrail. But
Rockheart led them confidently, probing at the muddy ground with histrunk, seeking bits of old dung
and the remnants of footprints, traces that marked the trail.

And it was while the ssorm was Hlill raging that they came upon the mammoths.

They looked like aclump of boulders, round and solid, plastered with soaked hair. Longtusk
saw those great heads rise, tusks dripping with water, and trunks lifted into the air, sniffing out the
approach of these strangers. There were afew greeting rumbles for Rockheart and Splayfoot, nothing
but suspicious glares for Longtusk.

There were perhaps fifteen of them—probably just asingle Family, adult Cows and older
caves. The Cowswere clustered around atall, gaunt old female, presumably the Matriarch, and the
caveswere sheltered under their belly hair and legs.

Longtusk could see no infants. Perhaps they were at the center of the group, out of hissight.

Rockheart lurched off thetrail and led them toward the mammoths. Longtusk hadn't even been
aware of the changesin the land around the trail. But now he saw grass, what looked like saxifrage,
even astand of dwarf willow clinging to therock. It was an idand of steppein this cold desert of rock
and glaciad debris, just as Rockheart had described.

Willow found ashalow water hole, some distance from the mammoths, and went that way.
Some of the mammoths watched him lethargically, too weak or weary to be concerned.



Rockheart and Splayfoot lumbered forward and were welcomed into the huddle with strokes of
trunk and deeper, contented rumbles. Longtusk hesitated, |eft outsde—outside, as he had been asa
mammoth among mastodonts, as he had been as amammoth at the cave of the Dreamers, and now
outsde even in this community of mammoths.

Longtusk dredged up memories of hislife with his Family, before that terrible separation. He
recalled how the adults seemed so tdl, their strength so huge, their command imposing, even their
stink powerful. Now these wretched, bedraggled creatures seemed diminished; none of them, not
even the old Matriarch at the center, wastaller than he was.

Light flared, noise roared. There was a sudden blaze to Longtusk's right, and the mammoths,
startled, trumpeted, clustered, tried to run.

It was lightning, he realized, abig blue bolt. It had struck out of thelow clouds and et fireto an
isolated spruce tree. The tree was burning, and the stink of smoke carried to his trunk—»but there was
no danger; aready the fire was being doused by the continuing rain.

The other mammoths had raised their trunks suspicioudy at Longtusk.

He hadn't reacted. It was only lightning, an isolated blaze; in his years with the Fireheads hed
learned that fire, if contained, was nothing to fear. But he redlized now that the others—even the
powerful Bull Rockheart—had shown their ingtinctive fear.

"...Hedid not run from thefire. He didn't even flinch."

"Look how fat heis, how tall. None of us growsfat these days.”

" See the burn on hisflank. The shape of aFirehead paw..."

"He camewith that little Dreamer.”

"He gtinks of fire. And of Fireheads. That iswhy he wasn't afraid.”

"Heist natural...”

But now the gaunt older Cow he had tagged as the Matriarch broke out of the group.
Cautioudly, ears spread and trunk raised, she approached him. Her hair was dicked down and
blackened by therain.

It had been so long, so very long. But till, there was something in the set of her head, her
cariage—

Something that tugged at his heart.

Hesitantly, she reached out with her trunk and probed hisface, eyes, mouth, and dug into his
hair.

He knew that touch; the yearsfdll away.



"] thought you were goneto the aurora,” she said softly.
"Dol amdl of fire?'

"Whatever has become of you, the rain haswashed it away. All | can smell isyou, Longtusk.”
She stepped forward and twined her trunk around his.

Through the rain, he could taste the sweet, milky scent of her breath.

"Come." Milkbreath pulled him back to the group, where the huddle was reforming. The other
mammoths grumbled and snorted, but Milkbreath trumpeted her anger. "Heismy son, and heis
returned. Gather around him."

Sowly, they complied. And asthe day descended into night and the storm continued to rage,
dow, inquisitive trunks nuzzled at his mouth and face.

Hefdt asurge of warm exhilaration. After dl histravels and troubles he was home, home again.

But, even in this moment of warmth, he noticed that therewere no smal cavesat hisfedt, here
at the center of the huddle—no infantsat dl, in fact.

Even as he greeted his mother, that stark fact dug deep into hismind, infecting it with worry.

2

The Decision

The storm blew itsdlf out.

The next day was clear and cold, the sky blue and tall. The water that had poured so
enthusiagticaly from the sky soaked into the ground, quickly, crudly. But the grassy turf was ill
waterlogged, and drinking water was easy to find. The mammoths wandered apart, feeding and
defecating, shaking the moisture out of their fur.

The spruce that had been struck by lightning was blackened and broken, itsruin still smoking.

Longtusk stayed closeto hissster, and, with his mother's help, encouraged her to eat and drink.
Sowly her eyesgrew less cloudy.

His mother's attentiveness, asif hewas dill acaf, filled aneed in him he hadn't recognized for a
long time. He answered as fully as he could dl the questions he was asked about hislife snce he had
been gplit from the Family, and dowly the suspicion of the otherswore away. And when hetold of the
loss of hiscaf and mate, the suspicion Sarted to turn at last to sympathy.

But there were few here who knew him.

Skyhump, the Matriarch of the Family when he had been born, was long dead now—in fact



there had been another Matriarch since, his mother's elder siter, killed by afdl into akettle hole, and
his mother had succeeded her.

And there was awhole new generation, born since he had | eft.

TherewasaBull caf, for ingtance, caled Threetusk—for the third, spindly ivory spird that
jutted out of hisright tusk socket—who seemed fascinated by Longtusk. He would follow Longtusk
around, asking him endless questions about the warrior mastodonts like Jaw Like Rock, and he
would raise histusksto Longtusk'sin hafhearted chalenge.

Longtusk redlized that Threetusk wasjust how he had been at that age: restless, unhappy with
the company of his mother and the other Cows of the Family—not yet ready to join abachelor herd,
but eager to try.

But things were different now. There was no sign of abachelor herd anywhere nearby for
Threetusk to join. Perhaps there was a herd somewhere in this huge land, in another idand of
nourishing steppe. But how was ajuvenile like Thregtusk, lacking knowledge of the land, to find his
way therein one piece? And if he could not find a herd, what would become of him?...

The Family moved dowly over their patch of steppe, eating sparingly, drinking what they could
find. After thefirst couple of daysit was obvious their movements were restricted, and Longtusk took
to wandering away from the rest, trying to understand the changed landscape.

He struck out south and east and west.

Each direction he traveled, the complex steppe vegetation soon dwindled out to be replaced by
cold desert, or dense coniferous forests, or bland plains of grass. And to the north, of course, there
was only the protesting shriek of theice asit continued its millennid retrest.

And, hard as he listened, he heard no signs of other mammoths.

HisFamily wasisolated in thisidand of steppe. Other mammoths, Families and bachelor herds,
must a so be restricted to steppe patches and water holes and other places where they could survive.
And the nearest of thoseidands might be many days walk from the others.

Thisisolation mattered. It made the mammothsfragile, exposed. Anillness, abad winter, even a
snglefdl of heavy snow could take them al, with no placeto run.

Asthey munched &t their herbs and grass the others didn't seem aware of their isolation, the
danger it posed for them.

And they didn't seem aware of the strangest thing of all: there were no young calves here—no
squirming bundles of orange fur, wrestling each other or searching for their mothers milk and tripping
over ther trunks.

Longtusk felt a profound sense of unease. And, when he spotted anew skein of geese flapping
out of the east, it was an unease that coaesced into a new determination.

He plucked up the courage to speak to his mother.



"Therewas a Gathering,” he said. "When | wasacaf. Just beforel got logt.”
"Y es. Thewhole Clan wasthere."
"| saw Pinkface, the Matriarch of Matriarchs. Isshe till dive?'

Milkbreath's trunk tugged at aresistant clump of grass. "There have been several Gatherings
snceyou werelog."

Longtusk said dowly, "That isn't an answer.”

Milkbreath turned to face him, and he was aware of a gtiffening among the other Cows close by,
his aunts and great-aunts.

He persgted. "When wasthe last Gathering?'
"Many years ago. It isn't so easy to travel any more, Longtusk. Especialy for the calves and—"
"At the Gathering, the last one. Were there more mammoths—or less?”

Milkbresth snorted her disapprova. ™Y ou don't need to feed me my grassablade at atime,
Longtusk. | can seethe drift of your questions.”

Rockheart was at hisside. "Y ou shouldn't question the Matriarch. It isn't the way things are
done. Not here."

Milkbreath rumbled, "It'sdl right, Rockheart. His education was never finished. Timesare hard,
Longtusk. The Matriarch of Matriarchs gave us our ingtructions at the last Gathering. She could
foresee the coming changesin the world, the worsening of the wesather.”

"The collapse of the steppeinto these little idands?”

"Y es. Even that. She knew that Gatherings would be difficult or impossble for along time. She
knew there would be fewer of us next year, and fewer till the next after that. But we have endured
such changes before, many times, asthe ice has come and gone. And we have dways survived. It will
be hard, but our bodies know the way. That's the teaching of the Cycle."

"And what about the Fireheads? Did she spesk of them?”

"Of course she spoke of the Fireheads, Longtusk. Fireheads come when we are weak and
dying. They cut our corpses open for our bones and hearts..."

"But," he said, "there are no Fireheads in the Cycle. Maybe the Fireheads weren't here when the
ice last retreated.”

"What doesit matter?"

"What I'm saying isthat things are different now. The Fireheads are anew threat we haven't
faced before..."



But the Matriarch continued to quote the Cycle. "When | die, | belong to the wolves—or the
Fireheads. We must accept the Fireheads, as we accept the warming, and smply endure. In the
future, al will be asit was, and there will be great Gatherings again.”

Longtusk tried another gpproach. "When was the last time you heard from the Matriarch of
Matriarchs?"

Rockheart growled, "Longtusk—"

"Thelast Gathering?'

".Yes"

"Then sheis probably dead.”

Some of the Cows rumbled and trumpeted in dismay.

"And shewaswrong," said Longtusk grimly.

Rockheart tusked the ground, rumbling hischdlenge. "Do | haveto fight you to shut you up?'

Longtusk ignored him. "I have seen the Fireheads. | have seen what they do. They wait for
mammothsto die. If the mammoths take too long, they finish them off with their spears... The
Matriarch of Matriarchs was right that the mammoths have endured warming before, and recovered.
But thisis not the past. The Fireheads make everything different—"

Rockheart's blow was amere swipe at histusks, aloud ivory clatter that echoed over the
seppe. He said grimly, "Y ou have forgotten your Cycle. The Matriarch has given her orders, and
we will follow."

Longtusk eyed Rockheart. He recalled how easily he had defested this old tusker before—and
yet here he was again, prepared to confront him, and Longtusk knew he could beat Rockheart down
agan, just aseedly.

But that wasn't the way to succeed. Not today.

And he couldn't keep his peace, either, even though helonged to. He didn't want to be different!
He only wanted to be one of the Family... All he had to do was stay slent.

But that wasn't the right path, either.

He summoned up the inner strength he had found during those long dark monthsin the Firehead
camp, after the death of Neck Like Spruce and his calf.

Hesaid, "We cannot survive here, Matriarch. Thislittle paich of steppeistoo smal. Look
around. Y ou arethin, hdf-gtarved. A smple accident could kill us al—aflash flood, alightning strike
like the one which struck down that spruce.

"And some day the Fireheads will come here. They will—I know them! And—"



Thistime, Rockheart's blow wasto histemple, and pain rang through his skull. He staggered
Sdeways. He felt warm blood trickle down hisflesh.

The Matriarch faced him, shifting from one foot to the other, distressed. "End this, Longtusk."
"Mother—Matriarch—where are your calves?"

Rockheart's tusks came crashing down on his. Hisivory splintered, agonizingly, asif atooth had
broken, and thetip of hisright tusk cracked off and fell to the ground.

"By Kilukpuk's black heart, fight," Rockheart rumbled.

"What makes you so wise?' Milkbreath said, upset, angry. "What makes you different? How do
you see what others don't? How do you know what we must do?!

Longtusk, bleeding, aching, could see Rockheart prepare for another blow, but he knew he must
not respond—not even brace himself.

"...Thecavesaredead.” It was Splayfoot, hissster.
Rockheart hesitated.

Gaunt, weakened, Splayfoot came limping toward Longtusk. "The youngest died last winter,
when there was no water to be had. That's your answer, Longtusk. He is different, Matriarch. He has
seen things none of us can imagine. And we must listen. | would have died with the others at that
drying mud seep—as would you, Rockheart—if not for Longtusk.”

The Matriarch rumbled sadly, "Even when we have met Bulls, even when we have mated, our
bodies have not borne calves. It is the wisdom of the body. If thereistoo little food and water the
body knows that calves should not come."

"For how long?" Longtusk asked. "L ook around you. How long before you all grow too old to
concelve?' Heglared a them wildly, and trumpeted his chalenge. "Which of you will bethelast to die
here, done?!

Rockheart, growling, prepared another lunge at Longtusk, but the Matriarch stopped him.
Anguished, angry, she rumbled, "What would you have me do?"

Longtusk said, "There may beaway. A placeto go. Beyond the reach of theice—and even of
the Fireheads." Shuddering, trying to ignore the pain of histemple and broken tusk, he looked to the
ead,, thinking of the geese,

Rockheart roared his disgust. "And must we follow you, Firehead monster? Shal we call you
Patriarch? There has never been such an animd. Not in dl the long years of the Cycle—"

"Heisright," Splayfoot indsted. "The spring blizzardskill our caves. Theice storms of the
autumn kill those who are heavy with next year's calves. None of us can bear the heat of summer.
And when the seeps and water holesice over in the winter, too thickly for usto break through, we
fight each other for the water, to the death... We can't stay here. Heisright.”



Threetusk came pushing between them, his spindly extratusk coated with mud. He looked up at
Longtusk with trunk raised. "Take me! Oh, take me!"

The arguments continued, for the rest of that day and into the night, and even beyond that.

The day was bright and clear and cold. The sun was surrounded by agreat hao of light that
arced above the horizon, bright yellow against amuddy purple sky. It wasasign of the icecap,
Longtusk knew.

It was an invitation—and achalenge.

He drew adeep breath through histrunk, and the cleanness of the air filled him with exhilaration.
"Itistime" herumbled, loud enough for dl to hear.

And the mammoths began to prepare for the separation.

The Family wasto be plit in two by Longtusk's project: calf separated from parent, sibling from
sbling. And, though it was never stated, a deep truth was understood by al here—that the sundered
Family would never be reunited, for those who waked with Longtusk into the cold mists of the east
would never come back thisway.

Willow pulled on dl hisdothing, stuffed hisjacket and hat and boots with grassfor insulation
againg the cold, and collected together histools and strips of dried meat. Once he had understood
that Longtusk was planning to move on, the Dreamer had been making his own preparations. He had
made himsalf smpletools, spears and stone axes, and he disappeared for days at atime, returning
with the fruits of his hunting: small mammals, rabbits and voles. He ate the flesh or dried it, stored the
bones as raw materia for tools, and used the skin, dried and scraped, to make himsdlf new clothing.

Soon he had become as hedlthy and equipped as Longtusk could recall—much better than
during histime as a cresture of the Fireheads. It dismayed L ongtusk to think that he, and the
meastodonts, had received so much better treatment at the paws of the Fireheads than Willow, their
closecousn.

He sought out his mother, the Matriarch.

She wrapped her trunk in hisand reached out to ruffle the topknot of fur on his head, just as she
had when he was a calf—even though he had grown so tall she now had to reach high up to do so.
"Such ashort time,” she said. "I've only just found you, and now we are to be parted again. And this
time—"

"I know."

"Maybewell both beright,” she said. "Perhapsthereredly isawarm idand of steppefloatingin
theicecap. And maybe the Fireheads and the weather will spare those who stay here, and we will
flourish again. That way therewill be plenty of mammothsin the future to argue about who was right
and wrong. Won't it be wonderful ?*

"Mother—"



She dipped her trunk into his mouth. "No more talking. Go."
Go, little grazer. Was he destined dways to flee, to move on from those who cared for him?

Thistime, he promised himsdlf grimly, thistimeisthelast, whatever the outcome. Wherever |
finish up will be my home—and my grave.

They gathered together: Longtusk, Rockheart, Splayfoot, the bold Bull caf Threetusk, and two
young Cows. Just six of them, three Bulls and three Cows, to chalenge the icecap—six mammoths,
and Willow, the Dreamer.

Asthey stood in adismd huddle at the fringe of the Family, the whole venture seemed
impossible to Longtusk, aosurd.

But here was Rockheart, the last to pledge his commitment to the trek: ™Y ou won't get through a
day without me to show you the way, you overfed milk-tusk." Longtusk's spirit rose as he looked at
the huge tusker—gaunt and bony, but agreat dab of strength and determination and wisdom.

Now Rockheart raised histrunk. "Y ou taste that?*

"Sdt water. Blown fromthe sea..”

"Yes," said Rockheart. "But it comes from both north and south.”

The mammoths would cross the land bridge between Asaand Americamuch too closetoits
centra line for Longtusk to be able to see the encroaching oceans to north and south. But sight isthe
least of amammoth's senses, and, on this bright clear day, Longtusk could taste the traces of salt
spray intheair, hear the rush of wind over the ocean, sense the crash of breakers on thetwin

shordines.

The neck of land they had to cross seemed fragile to him, easily sundered, and he wondered
again about the wisdom of what they were attempting.

But thiswas no timefor doubt.
"From the old land to the new," he said boldly.
"From old to new," Rockheart rumbled.

Longtusk began to march to the east. He could fed the powerful footsteps of the others asthey
followed him.

It had begun.

3
TheTrek



To show hisown determination he choseto lead, that first day.

But at the start of the second day, without aword, he quietly deferred to Rockheart, Ietting the
old tusker, with his superior ingtincts and understanding of the country, go first. That decision paid off
many times—especidly after the mammoth trails petered out, and the land became increasingly
broken and unpredictable.

Willow preferred to walk during the day; it kept him strong and dert. But the mammoths,
needing little deep, would walk through much of the night, and then Willow would ride on Longtusk's
back, muttering his strange dreams. The other mammoths watched in suspicious amazement, unable to
understand how a mammoth could alow such asguat little cresture onto his back.

There were animals here: musk oxen, horses, bison, even camels, passing in great herds on the
horizon. They glimpsed some carnivores—wolves, lions, a saber-tooth cat that sent a shudder of
recognition through Longtusk, and a short-faced besr, fat and ugly, which came lumbering from a
limestone cave. The predators watched them pass, silently speculating after the manner of their kind,
seeking weakness among potential prey.

They saw no other mammoths, no Fireheads, no Dreamers.

They paused to rest and feed in an isolated idand of steppe vegetation: amosaic of grass with
flowering plants and herbs like marsh marigolds, harebells and golden saxifrage, and sparse treeslike
ground willow, few reaching higher than amammoth's belly hair.

At Longtusk'sfeet, asmall face peered out of aburrow. It wasacollared lemming. Thelittle
rodent, seeing that the mammoths meant him no harm, crawled out of his burrow and began to nibble
at the base of an Arctic lupine.

Longtusk redlized sadly that, like the mammoths, the vanishing steppe was the lemmings only
true home. But the lemming's mind, though sharp, wastoo smal for him to discusstheissue.

Mammoth and lemming briefly regarded each other. Then the lemming ducked benesth the
ground once more.

A few more days walking brought them to a more mountainous region. To the north there was
the sharp tang of icein the air, and when he looked that way Longtusk saw asmall, isolated icecap, a
gleaming dome that nestled among the mountains. It was shrinking as the world warmed; it might once
have been part of amuch more extensive formation.

Then they cameto a place where the traveling became much more difficult. Longtusk, asthe
strongest, took the lead.

The land here was cut through by deep channéls. These gouges ran from north to south, and so
acrosstheir eastward path. Longtusk found himself having to climb down crumbling dopesinto the
beds of the channels, and then up ridges on the far side, over and over. The channels seemed to have
been cut right down to the rock, and there was only thin soil and scanty vegetation, broken by dunes
of coarse sand and ridges of gravel. There was little water to be had, for the soil was shalow. But



there was thicker growth on the top of the ridges—some of which, surrounded by the deep valeys,
had smooth outlines, like the bodies of fish.

Standing on top of such aridge, cropping the sparse grass wearily, Longtusk looked about at
the strange pattern of the land. 1t was like a dried-up river bed, he thought, atracery of runnelsand
ridgesin mud, cutting across each other so they were braided like hair, gouged out and worn smooth
by running water.

But thiswas broader than any river valley he had ever seen. And most of the top soil and loose
rock had been torn away, right down to the bedrock. If ariver had ever run hereit must have been
wider and far more powerful than any he had encountered before.

To the north the bedrock rose, great shoulders of hard volcanic rock pushing up to either side of
this channeled plain. He saw that the rocky shoulders came together in anarrow cleft. 1ce gleamed
white there, blocking the cleft. But it was from that cleft that these strange deep channels seemed to
run.

When heraised histrunk that way he could smell water: fresh water, avast body of it, beyond
that cleft in the rock.

The mammoths discussed this briefly. Theice wedge was less than aday'swak away, and if
there was water to be had the detour was surely worth the investment of their time. And besides,
Longtusk admitted to himself, he was piqued by curiogity; he would like to know the story of this
distorted, damaged land.

They followed one of the wider channelstoward theice plug, their musclesworking steadily as
theland rose.

At last Longtusk topped aridge of rock, and he was able to look beyond the cleft and its plug of
ice

Therewas alake here. It was broad and placid, and it lay in anatura hollow intheland. The
water was fringed by rock and ice: the plug of ice that barred it from the damaged lands to the south,
and by the shrinking icecap which lay at its northern end.

The mammoths walked cautioudy down to the lake's gravel-strewn fringe. The water wasice
cold, but they sucked it into their trunks gratefully. Threetusk and the young Cows splashed out into
the water, playfully blowing trunkfuls of it over each other. After atimethey loped clumsily out of the
water, their bresth steaming, their outer fur crackling with frost.

Willow, too, made the best of the water. He threw off hisfurs and scampered, squat and naked,
into thelake. He cried out at the cold, but immersed himsalf and scrubbed at the thick hair on hisbelly
and head with bits of soft stone, getting rid of the insectsthat liked to make their homesthere.

There seemed to belittle vegetation in this placid pool. But there were signs of life by the shore,
holes dug by rabbits and voles and lemmingsin thelong grass that fringed the water's edge. And birds
whedled overhead, ducks and gulls.

"...But thereare no fish here" said Rockheart. " Strange.”



"But no fish could reach this place," Longtusk said thoughtfully.

At the [ake's northern shore, the ice gave directly onto the lake, making acliff that gleamed
white. There was a constant scrape and groan from all acrosstheice cliff, and Longtusk could see
icebergs, small idands of blue-whiteice, drifting away from the cliff. The lake water looked black
beside the blinding white of theice.

It was obvious that the ice was flowing from its mountain fastness, with hideous downess, down
toward the lake. And where the ice met the water the icebergs were calving off, great fragments of the
disntegrating ice shedt.

Infact, Longtusk saw, the lake had been created by the melting of the ice sheet asit crumbled
into thishollow in the rock.

"Thislakeisjust ahuge meltwater pond,” Longtusk said, redizing. "It isfed by melting ice. There
are no fish here, because there is no way for afish to get here. And the water is kept from draining
away by that—" The plug of ice in the rocky cleft on the lake's southern side. "'Fed by meltwater
from the north, trapped by the ice plug to the south, thisbowl in theland will gradudly fill up—"

"Until," Rockheart growled, "that chunk of ice givesway."

"Yes. And then thelake will empty itself acrosstheland, al a once—and wash away the ol
and vegetation, scouring down to the bedrock.”

Rockheart rumbled. "Like Kilukpuk's mighty tears.”

"Y es. No wonder theland is so damaged. But then the ice plug forms again, and the lake begins
tofill once more."

Rockheart grunted. "If that's true, we're lucky. Werein no danger here.”
"What do you mean?'
"The water has someway to rise beforeit tops that ice dam.”

"You'reright. Well belong gone by then." Good for Rockheart, Longtusk thought: practical as
aways, focusing on the most important issue—the mammoths sefety.

They left thelake, caling to the others.

A few more days and he could sense the broadening of the land to north and south, and he
knew they had passed the narrowest point of this neck of Earth that stretched between the continents.

Thus, the mammothswaked from Asato America

Soon after that he could see the icecap.



It wasaline of light, straight and pure white, dl aong the eastern horizon, asif etched there by
the ingenious paw of a Firehead. He could hear the growl and scrape as the ice flowed over the rocky
land, gouging and destroying, the mighty cracks asthe iceitsalf split and crumbled, and the steedy
roar of the blunt katabatic winds which spilled from its chill domed heart.

It was afrozen sheet that covered haf acontinent, pushing far to the south, much farther south
than in theland they had fled, on the far sde of the land bridge. And it was this monster of ice that
they must chalenge before they reached safety.

Hetried to maintain the pace and enthusiasm of hislittle group. But asthey drew closer he could
fed hisown footsteps drag, asif theicecap itself was drawing out his strength, just asit sucked the
moisturefromtheair.

They reached land that had clearly been uncovered only recently by theice.

The rock was scoured clean, laced here and there with low dunes of glacid till and sand. Only
lichen grew here: patches of yellow and green, bordered by black, dowly eroding the surfaces of the
rock. Thelichen might be extremely ancient; it took ten years for anew colony to becomevisibleto
the eye. He wondered what dow encrusting dreams these vegetabl e colonists shared, what dow cold
memories of the surging ice they stored.

The land became steadily more treacherous. They worked their way past moraines, heaps of
rubble |eft by the retreating ice. The rubble was of dl sizes, from gritty sand to boulderslarger than a
mammoth. The moraineswere cut through by meltwater riversthat varied unpredictably from trickles
to mighty, surging flows, and the rubble hegps were ungtable, liable to dump and collapse a any time.

Asthey pressed farther, agreat wind rose, katabatic, pouring directly off theice sheet and into
their faces. It wasahard time. There waslittle to eat or drink and every step required amgjor effort,
but they perasted. And Longtusk was careful to encourage his chargesto gather as much strength as
possible, for he knew that only harder days, if anything, lay ahead of them all.

At last they encountered theiceitsdlf.

They reached the nose of aglacier. It wasawall of ice, cracked and dirty and forbidding.
Blocks of broken ice, calved off the glacier like miniature icebergs, lay unmelting on rock that was
rust-red, brown and black. Tornado-like columns of ice crystals spun across the barren rock in the
wind, whipping up small lumps of sandstone that flew through the air, peppering the mammoths' hides.

Thiswasthe terminus of ahugeriver of icethat poured, invisbly dowly, from the vast cap that
dill lay to the eadt.

The mammoths paused to gather breath, hunted without success for food, and then began the
ascent.

Longtusk picked hisway onto the great ice river, stepping cautioudy over a shattered, chaotic
plain of deeply crevassed blueice. The glacier wasariver of raw white, its glare hurting his eyes,
shining under the sky's clean blue. He could see the glacier's source, high above him, at thelip of the
ice sheet itsdlf. Where he could he chose paths free of crevasses and broken surfaces, but he could
usudly find easier ground near the glacier's edges, hugging the orange rock of the valey down which



the glacier poured.

It was difficult going. Sometimes |oose snow was whipped up by the wind and driven over the
surface, obscuring everything around him up to shoulder height. But, above the snow, the sky wasa
deep blue.

At last theice benesth his feet leveled out, and he realized he had reached a plateau.
It wasthelip of the ice shest.

Hewas standing on asea of gleaming ice, which shonein every direction he looked, white, blue
and green. Theicereceded to infinity, flat white under blue Sky—Dbut perhaps his poor eyes could
make out a shalow dome shape astheice rose, sweeping away from him toward the east.

It was utterly slent and till, without life of any kind, the only sound the snort of histrunk, the
only motion the fog of hisbresth.

He turned, ponderoudy, and looked back the way he had come.

This edge of theice was marked by mountains, heavily eroded and al but buried, and he could
see how the glacier spilled between the pesks toward the lower ground. Though locked into the dow
passage of time, the glacier was very obvioudy adynamic river of ice. Huge pardle bands flowed
neetly down the valey's contours. The bands marked the merging of tributaries, smaller iceriversthat
flowed into the main stream, each of them keeping their characteristic color given them by the rock
particles they had ground up and carried. Where the glacier reached the lower land it Spread out,
cracking, making the jumbled surface of crevasses he had struggled to cross.

Everything flowed down from here, down to the west and the lower ground, asif he had climbed
to theroof of the world. He was cold, exhausted, hungry, and thirsty; and he was still not confident of
surviving thisimmense venture. But, sanding here, looking down on the greet frozen magjesty of the
icecap and itsrivers, hefet exhilarated, privileged.

He turned to face the east, ready to go on.

He stepped forward experimentally. Theice was unforgivingly cold, seeming to suck hisbody
heat out through the thick callused pads on his feet. It was harder than any rock he had
encountered—abut it was not smooth. It was choppy, rippled, like the surface of alake under the
wind. But the ripples were frozen in place, and the footing was, surprisngly, quite secure, thanksto
those scalloped ripples.

Thereisnothing to eat here, he thought dryly. Thereisno shelter, and if | stay too long | will
surely freeze to death. But at least | won't dip and fall.

He began to walk, and the others followed him. He could fed theicgsflow in hisbelly, adeep
disturbing subsonic murmur asit poured with immense downesstoward the lip.

The cap was one of astring of great domes of ice that littered the northern hemisphere of the



planet. Asits center the icecap was kilometers thick, as humans would have measured it, and the
bedrock beneath—ground free of life and locked in darkness—was crushed downward through
many meters.

The domewasfed by fresh fals of snow on its upper surface. The new snow crushed the softer
layers beneath, forcing out the air and turning them into hard blueice. The collapsing center forced ice
at therimto flow down to lower dtitudes, in theform of glaciersthat gouged their way through river
valeys and, where the ice met open water, they floated off to form immense shelves.

Theicewaslike ahuge, subsding mass of soft white dung, flattening and flowing, continualy
replenished from above.

The glaciers flow was enormoudy dow—perhaps advancing by a mere mammoth footstep
every year. But theicecap was neverthel ess shrinking. Less snow was faling on the icecap than it was
losing toitsglaciers and ice shelves. The cgp wasinevitably disintegrating, though it would take an
immense time to disappesr.

At firg, under blue skies, it was exhilarating to be here. But even from the start the icecap was
not without its dangers.

Once, Longtusk waked over aplace were theice had frozen into athin crust that seemedtolie
on deeper snow. When he took a step the surface settled abruptly. He fell—not far, just enough to
gartle him. And then the crust around him continued to collapse, the cracks spreading for many paces
asthe surface settled. The crunching, crackling noise of theice seemed to circle him. It was eerig, like
the actions of aliving thing in this place where nothing could live, and he was glad to pass onto firmer
ice

...Even the light was strange.

Sometimes, when the sun was low in the sky, there were rings and arcs surrounding it,
glimmering in the sky, and even faseimages of the sun to ether Sde of it, or nestling on the horizon. It
was like the blurred multiple images L ongtusk would sometimes see when his eyeswere
wind-battered and filled with tears, so that he had to peer a the world through alens of water.

When the nights were clear they were blue, as the moonlight was reflected from theice. Even
when there was no Moon, and only stars shone, the nights would still be bright and blue, so
powerfully did the ice capture and reflect even the stars trickle of light.

On thethird day the sky clouded over, and awhite mist descended.

Thelight grew bright but soft, the details of the Sky and even theice under hisfeet hazing. Soon
the horizon was invisible and the sky wasjoined seamlesdy to the ground, asif he waswaking ingde
some huge hollowed-out gull's egg. Thelight was very bright, enough to hurt his eyes, and gray-white
floaters drifted like birds across his vison. There was no shadow, no relief, no texture. He could
make out the line of mammoths behind him, robust stocky forms laboring acrosstheice, their heads
wreathed in steam. They were the only objects he could seein the whole world, asif they were dl
floating in clouds, disengaged from the Earth.

But the mist thickened further till. In this sourceless, shadowless light, even footprints were



nothing but thin tracings of blue-white against the greater white of the washed-out world, al but
impossible to see with his sore and watering eyes.

They endured aday and anight in the mist: anight they spent in utter darkness, huddled together
againg thewind, trying to ignore their own mounting hunger and thirst and the cold of the huge
thickness of ice beneath their feet, which threatened to suck every scrap of warmth from their bodies.

Doubts assailed Longtusk, suspended herein thisharsh fog of ice crystals and mist. How could
he have imagined that he could lead a party on such an imposs ble undertaking? He had only a
fragment of legend to inspire him—only hismemory of theflight of the birdsto guide him. And in this
white-out fog, even his acute mammoth senses were baffled by the clamor of wind and the creak of
ice under hisfeet.

They weredl in disiress, Longtusk realized, for mammoths were not built to endure such long
treks over such inhospitable terrain without food and water. It was obvious that the journey was
taking aheavy toll on poor Splayfoot; she was sinking once more into that ominous
half-consciousness from which he feared, one day, she might not have the strength to climb out.

And Rockheart too was suffering. He was more gaunt and bony than ever, his eyes milky and
sore, histusks protruding from the planes of hisface likeicicles. He had never looked older. But he
wasn't feeble yet, as he proved as he propelled Splayfoot forward with amighty shove of hisforehead
a her rump.

They continued. They had, after dl, no choice.

At ladt, after another half day, the mist cleared as suddenly asit had descended. Theworld
emerged again, reduced to dementas: aflat white surface under a blue dome, nothing but white and
blue and flatness, an empty, stripped-bare land across which the mammoths toiled.

...But the landscape was not quite empty.

The Dreamer Willow walked alittle way away from the mammoths, blinking in the sudden glare.
He peered into the east, and he pulled a trip of rabbit skin around his eyesto protect them from the
un'sglare.

Then he came running to Longtusk, jabbering in his gutturd, incomprehensible language, and
pointed to the eastern horizon.

Longtusk squinted that way. He could see nothing but a blur where the ice merged with the sky.
But that meant little; Willow's eyes, like a Firehead's, were those of a predator, much sharper than
any mammoth's

Neverthdess he felt encouraged, and they pulled forward with increased enthusiasm.

They smdled it beforethey saw it.

"..Water," said Splayfoot, wondering. "It smellsamost warm."

Rockheart, wheezing, walking stiffly, had raised his great scarred trunk. "Growing things. And



something ese, something sour. Sulfur, perhaps.”

Willow was growing increasingly agitated. His bow legs working, he ran ahead of the mammoths
and then back, urging them forward.

And then Longtusk saw it.

The mountains, protruding from the ice, seemed to float between blue sky and whiteice.
Gray-black scree, shattered by frost, tumbled over pure white glaciers—and, etched sharply against
the black mountains, he saw pale green stripesthat could only be vegetation.

It was the nunatak.

Heartened, trumpeting with excitement, he hurried forward.

Under hisfest, rock began to push out of theice and itsthin covering of snow. The exposed
rock was rust brown, the color of acaf'shair. It waslittered with loose snow, which was blown by
the prevailing wind into white stresks.

For atime waking became alittle easier. But thelong, steady climb up the shalow rise added to
their efforts, and soon they were al bresthing hard, the young Cows trumpeting their dismay.

After atimethe land began to descend once more. Longtusk found himsalf walking down a
broad, widening valey that curved between rounded, icebound hills. The smooth curving profiles of
the hillswere bardly visible, the blue-white of the ice againgt the duller white of the sky. But hereand
there the land was sprinkled with fragments of black rock. The rock made it easier to see the shape of
the land around him: the sweep of the valey floor, the tight rounded profiles of the hills.

He cameto apiece of the black rock, lying in his path. He nudged it cautioudy with hisfoot. It
was frothy, jet black, and sharp-edged—surely sharp enough to cut through the skin of an incautious
mammoth's foot or trunk. He trumpeted awarning.

Now they |eft the hills behind and the valley flattened out into awide plain. There was more rock
here, he saw: dark fragments scattered acrossthe plain, haf buried by theice. Here and there the
fragments were piled up in low unstable heaps. It was asif some giant creature had burst from the
land itself, scattering these lumps of rock far and wide.

Now the plain of broken rocks gave way to abroader area, smooth flat ice largely free of the
rock lumps. Longtusk guessed they were approaching afrozen lake; rock lumpsthat fell here must
have sunk to the bottom of the water and were now hidden beneath theice layers.

Cautioudy they skirted the lake, sticking to the shore.

But the land here was no longer flat. It was broken by vast bowls, like immense footprints—not
of ice, Longtusk redized, but carved out of therock itself, and coated by thin layers of ice and snow.
The mammoths were forced to wend their way carefully between these craters, calling to each other
when they were out of sight of one another.



Longtusk wondered what savage force had managed to punch these great woundsin the
ground. Thiswas, he thought, a strange place indeed, shaped by forces he couldn't even guess at.

At last he came to a place where the ground was bare of snow and ice. He walked forward
waily.

The ground was warm.

He walked over agummy brown-gray mud that clung to his footpads; here and thereit was
streaked orange, yellow, black. The mud was littered with shallow pools of water and rivulets which
ran over sticky layers of gray scum. Where snow lay on the ground, he could see how it was melting
into the hot pools and streams, folding over in huge complex swathes.

In places the water was so hot it actudly boiled, the steam stained a muddy gray by particles of
dirt, and there was a sour, claustrophobic stink of sulfur. The steam, curling into the air, formed
towers of billows and swirls, pointlessy beautiful. In fact it rose so high it blocked out the sun, likea
cloud that reached from the ground to the air, and Longtusk shivered in the cold, reduced light.

Hefound a place some way from the steaming, active areas. He tasted the water. It was
hot—not unpleasantly so—and it tasted sour, acidic. He spat it out.

Nearby was aplace where it wasn't water that boiled but mud, gray-brown and thick. The mud
had built itsdf achimney, thick-walled, that rose halfway to hisbely like some monstrous trunk. The
steam here was laced with dark gray dust that plastered itsdf over the walls of the fumarole. The
water had bubbled with a high rushing noise, but the durping mud made a degper growling sound, like
the agitated rumbling of old Bull mammoths arguing over some obscure point of pride.

...And therewaslife here.

Lichen and moss clung to the bare rock, and grass, brown and flattened, struggled to survivein
swathes over ground streaked yellow by sulfur. The plants were coated with layers of ice—frosted
out of the steaming, moisture-laden air—as if the plants themsalves were made of ice crysas.

Curioudly he reached down and plucked some of the frozen scrub. The ice crumbled away,
reveding thin, brittle plant materid within; he crushed it with histrunk until it was soft enough to cram
into his mouth. 1t was thin on histongue, but nourishing.

His heart pulsed with hope and vindication. It was aharsh, unnatura place, he thought, aplace
of steamy claustrophobic heat and rushing noisein the middle of the stillness of this perpetua winter—
but this was the nunatak, just as Thunder'slegend had promised. He trumpeted in triumph—

But somebody was cdling.

Rockheart had falen. The Cows had clustered around him, while Threetusk and Willow stood
to one side, awkward, distressed.

Longtusk hurried down the dope.



Rockheart had dumped to hisknees, and histrunk drooped on the muddy ground. His breath
wasaréttle.

"Rockheart! What happened? Why did you fall?"

Hisrumbled reply was as oft as a caf's mewling. "We madeit, milk-tusk, didn't we? By
Kilukpuk's dugs, you wereright..."

And Longtusk saw it. Rockheart—understanding that Longtusk would need his experience,
knowing he was too week for the trip—had come anyway, burning up the last of his energy. He had
driven the others on until they had reached thisidand of rocky safety.

And now he could rest et last.

Convulsed by guilt, Longtusk picked up Rockheart's trunk. "Rockheart! Y ou mustn't—not now

But it wastoo late. Rockheart's last breath bubbled out of hislungs, and he dumped to the warm

rock, lifeess.

Longtusk trumpeted his grief, and his voice echoed from the rocky walls of the nunatak.

4
The Nunatak

It was afine bright spring morning, one of the first after thelong winter. The nunatak was a bowl
of black rock and green life under a blue-white sky.

Everywhere mammoths grazed.

Longtusk wasworking on hisfavorite patch of willow, which grew in thelee of apile of
sharp-edged volcanic boulders. The adults knew he favored this spot, and left the miniature forest for
him.

But the calves were another matter.
The calf cdled Saxifrage was playing with her mother, Horsetail, Longtusk's niece. Horsetall lay

on her sde, her trunk flopping, while Saxifrage tried to clamber onto her flank, pulling hersdlf up by
grasping the long furs of her mother's belly.

When she spotted Longtusk, Saxifrage gave up her game, jumped off and approached the old
tusker.

But her attention was distracted by alength of broken tusk, snapped off by some young maein
an over-vigorous fight. Perhaps she had never come across such athing before. She picked it up and
began to ingpect it. She grabbed it with her trunk, turned it over, and rubbed it against the underside



of her trunk, making arasping sound againgt the rough skin there. She put it in her mouth, chewed it
carefully, and turned it over with her tongue. Then shethrew it intheair and let it fal to the ground
severd times, listening intently to the way it rattled on the ground. At last shewalked over it and
touched it delicately with the tender soles of her hind feet.

Longtusk was entranced.

He couldn't help contrast the calf's deep physica exploration of the unfamiliar object with the
way aFirehead cub would study something new—just looking at it. For amammoth calf, the look of
something was only the most superficid aspect of it: the beginning of getting to know the object, not
theend.

Longtusk rumbled softly. Even after so long in the nunatak, such behaviors fill charmed and
fascinated him. He'd spent too much of hislife awvay from his own kind, he thought sadly, and that had
left scars on his soul that would never, surely, be healed. He wondered if there was anything more
important in the world than to watch anew-born caf with her mother, lapping at a stream with her
tongue, too young even to know how to use her trunk to suck up water...

Now Saxifrage recaled he was there. She abandoned the tusk fragment and ran to him, dashing
under hisbdly.

Hetried to turn, but hislegs were tiff as tree-trunks nowadays, his grest tusks so heavy they
made hishead droop if he wasn't careful; and in his rheumy vision the caf wasjust ablur of
orange-brown fur, running around hisfeet and under hisgrizzled belly hair.

Asthe caf made another pass he looped down histrunk, grabbed her around the waist and
lifted her high in the air, ignoring the protests from his neck muscles. She trumpeted her ddlight, athin
noisejust a the edge of hishearing.

He set her down before him once more, and she stepped through the forest of his curling tusks.
Her caf fur was orange, bright againgt his own guard hairs, blackened and gray with age.

She sad, "Longtusk, I'm going to be your mate.”

He snorted. "I'd beimpressed if | hadn't heard you say the same thing to that old buffer
Thregtusk yesterday."

"l didn't! Anyway | didn't mean it. Why do they cal him Threetusk? He only hastwo tusks, abig
oneand that spindly little one.”

"Well, that'salong story,” said Longtusk. "Y ou see, long ago—Ilong before you were born, even
before Threetusk became the leader of the bachelor herd, in fact—he got in an argument with one of
his sons, called Barktrunk—"

"Why was he called that?"

"It doesn't matter."”

"Whereis Barktrunk? | never met him."



"Well, he died. That was before you were born too. But that's another story. Y ou see, thefirst
time Barktrunk came into musth—"

"What does musth mean?"

Longtusk growled. "Ask your mother. Now, where was | ? Barktrunk. Now Barktrunk did
some digging—just over there, where those rocks are piled up—and he found anew spring of water,
and he said we should dl drink it at once. He wanted to show us how important and clever he was,
you see. Especidly the Cows."

"Why the Cows?'

"Ask your mother! Anyway—what was | saying?—yes, the water. But Thregtusk, hisfather,
came over and tasted alittle of the water, just on thetip of histrunk, and he said no, thiswater has
too much sulfur. He said so to everybody, right in front of Barktrunk.”

"| bet Barktrunk didn't like that."

"Hedidn't. And they got into afight. Now in those days Threetusk was big and strong, not the
broken-down grass-sucking old wreck heis now, and you can tell him | said so. It should have been
easy for Threetusk to win. But there was an accident. Barktrunk came a him like this'—he feinted
stiffly—"but Threetusk dodged, and knocked his head like this'—a deft sdeways swipe, but dower
than aglacier, he thought sourly—"and that was when it happened. Thregtusk got one of histusks
stuck in acleft in the rock. Just over there. When he was trying to get free the tusk broke off. Maybe
that was one of the bits of it you were playing with just now. And then—"

But Saxifrage was running around in circles, trying to catch her own tail. Longtusk rumbled
softly; he had logt hisaudience again.

"You ligento Longtusk," said Horsetail, Saxifrage's mother, who had come lumbering up.
Named for thelong graceful hairsthat streamed across her rump, this daughter of Splayfoot wasthe
Matriarch now—she had been since Splayfoot's death, some years ago, when his sister's proud heart,
srained by her disma experiences, had at last failed her. Horsetail pulled her caf under her belly fur,
where Saxifrage began to hunt for anipple. "I'm sorry, Petriarch,” she said respectfully. "Everybody
knows you need time to work on those willow leaves these days."

"Not that much time" he growled. "And | do wish—"
"Try not to bite, Saxifragel"
| dowish you'd listen to me, he thought.

But, thinking back, he was sure he had ignored almost dl of what everybody had had to say to
him, back when he was a caf—even Waks With Thunder, probably.

Remarkable to think that the last time he saw him, Thunder had actualy been younger than
Longtusk was now. How on Earth had he got so old? Where had the years gone? And...

And he was maundering again, and now the calf was nipping a histoes.



Saxifrage said, "Longtusk is going to mate with me when I'm old enough.”
Horsetail rumbled her embarrassment, flgpping her smdl ears.

Longtusk said, "I'm flattered, Saxifrage. But you'll have to find someone closer to your own age,
that'sal."

"Why? Mother saysyou're agreat hero and will go on forever, like the rocks of the nunatak.”

Again Horsetail harrumphed her embarrassment.

"Y our mother'sright about most of that,” said Longtusk wryly. "But—not forever. Look.” He
knedled down before the calf, ignoring warning stabs of pain from his knees, and opened his mouith.
"What'sin here?'

Saxifrage probed with her trunk at histeeth and huge black tongue. "Grass. A bit of old twig
stick under your tongue—"

"My teeth, caf," he growled. "Fed my teeth.”

Shereached in, and he felt the soft tip of her trunk run over the upper surfaces of hislong lower
teeth.

He said, "Can you fed how worn they are? That's because of al the grass and herbs and twigs
I've eaten.”

"Everybody's teeth get worn down,” said Saxifrage, wrinkling her trunk. ™Y ou just grow more.
My mother says—"

"But," said Longtusk heavily, "I've gotten so old | don't have more teeth to grow. Thisismy last
set. Soon they will be too worn to eat with. And then...”

The calf looked confused and distressed. He reached out and stroked the topknot of her scalp
with histrunk.

Shesad, "Will you at least try to keep from dying until I'm big enough? | wouldn't have thought
that was too much to ask."

Longtusk eyed Horsetail; that was one of her favorite admonitions, he knew. "All right,” he said.
"Il try. Just for you."

"Now comeon,” said Horsetall, tugging a her cdf'strunk. "Timefor adrink. And you redly
mustn't bother the Patriarch so much.”

"l told you," he said. " She wasn't bothering me. And don't call me Patriarch. I'm just an old fool
of aBull. That Patriarch business waslong ago..."

But Horsetail was leading her calf to a stream which bubbled from the rocks; agroup of
mammoths was dready clustered there, their loosening winter coatsrising in acloud around them.



"Whatever you say, Patriarch.”
Longtusk growled.

Now therewas atug at his belly furs. He turned, wondering which caf was troubling his repose
NOw.

It wasthe old Dreamer, Willow. Standing there in his much-patched skins, with grass crudely
suffed into his coat and hat, Willow was aged, bent dmost double, his small face amass of wrinkles.
But, with agnarled paw, he il stroked Longtusk'strunk, just as he had when they'd first met as calf
and cub.

And Longtusk knew what he wanted.

Longtusk turned dowly, sniffing the air. After dl these years he had learned to disregard the

pervading stink of sulfur which polluted the air around this nunatak. There waslittle wind, and though
there was afrosty sharpnessto the air, there was no sign that the weather was set to change.

Allindl, it wasafineday for their annua trek.

Rumbling softly, with Willow limping at hissde, Longtusk set off.

Longtusk climbed a shdlow rise, away from the glen where the mammothsfed. At first he
walked on soil or rock, but soon his feet were pressing down on ice and loose snow.

The going got harder, the dope stegpening.

At first Willow was able to keep up, limping aongside the mammoth with one paw wrapped in
Longtusk's belly hair. But soon hiswheezing exhaustion was obvious.

They paused for breath. Longtusk turned, looking back over the nunatak and the life sheltered
there.

From afar, the mammoths were adow drift of dark points over afield of tan grasses.
Occagondly thelong guard hairs of amature Bull would catch the light, glimmering brightly. Thelr
movements were dow, calm, dense, their attitudes full of attention. They were massive, contemplative,
wise beautiful, he thought, wonderful beautiful animals.

The nunatak was everything he could have hoped for, that fateful day when hetook hisleave of
hisown Family. But till—

But gtill, how brief life had been. Like adream, or the blossoming of a spring flower on the
steppe—a splash of color, aburst of hope, and then...

Willow stroked histrunk absently, bringing him back.

He'd been maundering again. Morbid old fool.



With considerable effort on both their parts, Willow managed to clamber onto his back.
Longtusk couldn't help but recall the liquid grace with which Crocus, the Firehead cub, had once
flowed onto his back, how they had run and pranced together.

With adeep rumble he turned away and headed up the cold, forbidding dope. His breath
steamed, and hisaging limbstired quickly.

The old Dreamer was dready snoring gently.

Soon Longtusk neared the crest of aridge. The snow thinned out, and he found himsalf walking
on rock that was bare or covered only by a scattering of snow. Theland flattened out, and he stood
atop the ridge, breathing hard.

Hewas standing on therim of acrater.

He stepped forward cautioudy. It was agreat bowl, cut into the Earth, like the imprint of an
immensefoot. The rim curved around the huge dip in the land to close on itself, anest circle.

The crater wall, coated with snow and ice, was scul pted to smoothness by thewind, like the
sweep of agiant sand dune. The shadows were subtle and soft, white shading to blue-gray—save a
therimitsalf, where alayer of bare brown rock was exposed. The winds off theice sheet kept this
curving ridge swept clear of new snow falls, so that ice could not form. He let his eye be drawn to the
crater'sfar sde, where there had been an avalanche, and the smooth snow surface was marked by
great ripples descending toward the crater's base.

Thefloor of the crater was surprisingly flat. He knew there was alake down there. In the brief
summer it would melt, turning into aplacid pond of blue-gray water, cupped by the crater, visited by
birds—in fact, the geese who had guided him here to the nunatak. If a mammoth were down there
now, walking across that frozen surface, she would look no larger than agrain of sand, dwarfed by
thisimmense Structure of rock and ice,

Longtusk raised histrunk and trumpeted, high and thin. His voice echoed from the iced-over
walls of the crater, and pedled out over the frozen lands around the nunatak.

Willow dtirred on his back, grumbling, and subsided back to deep, clinging to Longtusk's fur
inginctively.

Longtusk walked alittle farther around the crater's rim. He cameto abroad ridgein the
icebound land, leading away from the crater. He walked thisway now, feding for thefirm placesin
the piled-up snow.

Soon he saw what he was looking for. It was a splash of coal-black darkness, vivid againgt the
snow that surrounded it. Thiswas another crater, but little more than ten or fifteen paceswide. And
further craterslay beyond, dark splashes on the snow, asif some wounded, rocky giant had limped
thisway.

Helet himsdlf dide over crunching rubbleinto the smal crater. The rock waswarm under his
thick footpads. Where snow fell from his coat it melted quickly, and steam wisped up around him.
The rock here was fragmented, crumbled. It was jet black, sharp-edged, and the fragments he picked



up had tiny bubbles blown into them, like the bones of amammoth's skull.

This crater did not have a neat rounded form, no cupped lake in its base. The walls here were
just crude piles of frothy black rock. In places he could seeflat plates of rock which lay over drained
hollows, like the remnants of broken eggs. Everything was sharp-edged, new. Thissmal crater was
obvioudy much younger than its giant cousin nearby. Perhaps these small frothy rocks, frozen
fragments of the Earth's chthonic blood, were the youngest rocksin the world.

And yet evenin thisnew raw place, therewaslife.

He picked up aloose rock. He tasted maoss and green lichen, struggling to inhabit this
unpromising lump: sparse, nothing but dark green flecksthat clung to the porous stuff—but it was
here. And these first colonists would break up the hard cooling rock, making asand in which plants
could grow. Perhaps one day thiswould be abowl of greenery within which mammoths and other
animascould survive.

He came up here once a year—but aways with Willow as his sole companion. Mammoths are
creatures of the plains, and the members of hislittle Clan were suspicious of this place of hillsand ice.
And there wasn't agreat dedl to eat up here. But Longtusk embraced the stark, silent beauty of this
place.

For he knew that these craters were asign of Earth's bounty—the gift that had created this
idand of life and safety, here at the heart of the forbidding icecap.

One night—many years ago—the mammoths had seen, on the fringe of their nunatak, a great
gush of smoke and fire which had towered up to the clouds. The mammoths had been terrified—all
but Longtusk, who had been fascinated. For at last he understood.

Over most of the world, the heat which drove life came from the sun. But here, far to the planet's
north, that heat was insufficient. Even water froze here, making the icecapsthat tifled the land.

Instead, here in the nunatak, the heat came from the Earth itsdlf.

In some placesit dribbled dowly from the ground, in boiling springs and mud pools. And in
some placesthe heat gathered until it burst through the Earth's skin like agorged parasite.

That was the meaning of the great eruption of fire and smoke they had seen. That waswhy the
land was littered by enormous blocks of black rock, hurled there by explosions.

And the craters—even the biggest of them—were surely the wounds left in the Earth by those
giant explosions, like scarsleft by burst blisters. In thissmal crater he could actudly see where
smdller bubbles had formed and partialy collapsed, leaving ahard skin over voids drained of rock
that had been so hot it had flowed like water.

It was the Earth's heat which had shaped this strange landscape, and it was the Earth's heat
which cradled and sustained the nunatak.



Heleft the smal craters behind and began a short climb to another summit.

Soon he was breathing hard. But he'd been climbing up here every spring since they'd first
arrived, and he was determined that this would not be the year he wasfindly defeated.

He reached the summit. Thisrocky height, windswept bare of ice like the crater rim, was one of
the highest pointsin the nunatak, so high it seemed he could see the curve of the Earth itslf.

All around the nunatak wasice.

Theicecap was abroad, vast dome of blue-white, blanketing the land. The ice was smooth and
empty, asif inviting afootstep. Nothing moved there, no animals or plantslived, and he was
suspended in utter silence, broken not even by the cry of abird.

Mountains protruded from the ice sheet like buried creatures straining to emerge, their profiles
softened by the overlying snow. The mountains—a chain of which this nunatak was amember—were
brown and black, startling and stark against the white of theice. Their shadows, pooled at their bases,
glowed blue-white.

Over the years Longtusk had come to know the ice and its changing moods. He had learned that
it was not without texture; it was rich with achill, minimal beauty. There were low dunes and ridges,
carved criss-cross by thewind, so that theice was acomplex carpet of blue-white traceries, full of
irrelevant beauty. In placesit had dumped into dipsin the crushed land benegth, and there were
ridges, long and straight, that caught the low light so that they shone abright yelow, vivid againgtice.
Here and there he could see spindrift, clouds of ice crystals whipped up by the wind and hovering
above the ground, enchantingly beautiful.

Theicewasacdm fla seaof light, white and blue and yelow, that led his gaze to the horizon.
Theice had a beauty and softnessthat belied itslethal nature, he knew; for nothing lived there, nothing
outside the favored nunatak.

But much had changed in the years—by Kilukpuk's dugs, it had been forty years or more—that
he had been climbing this peak.

To thewest he looked back the way they had come on their epic trek, so long ago: back across
the fragile neck of land that connected the two landmasses. On the land bridge's northern side there
was avadt, glimmering expanse of water, dark againgt theice. It was where he recalled the
ice-dammed lake had been.

But that 1ake had grown immeasurably—it was o large now it must have become an inlet of the
great northern ocean itsdf.

|ce was melting into the oceans and the seallevel wasrising, asif the whole ocean were no more
than a steppe pond, brimming with spring water. And the ocean was, little by little, flooding the land.

Meanwhile, on the southern horizon, there was brown and green againgt theice white: atide of
warmth and life that had approached relentlesdy, year by year. The exposed |and formed a broad



dark corridor that led off to the south—and into the new land, the huge, unknown continent that lay
there—a passageway between two giant, shrinking ice sheets.

The world was remaking itself—the land reborn from the ice, the sea covering the land—all in
hislifetime. It was ahuge, remarkable process, sunning in scae.

And he knew that the changes he saw around him would one day have great Sgnificancefor his
little Clan.

He had long stepped back from hisrole as Patriarch. There had never before been aPeatriarch in
al the Cycleslong history, and he had never believed there should be onefor longer than strictly

necessay.

So hewas no longer aleader of the Clan. Still, he had traveled farther and seen more than any
of the mammoths here on the nunatak.

And he knew that this nunatak would not dways remain arefuge.

Sometimes he wished he had someoneto discuss dl thiswith. Somebody like Rockheart, or
Walks With Thunder—even Jaw Like Rock.

But they were dl gone, long gone. And Longtusk, aways the outsider, now isolated by age, was
forced to rely on nothing but his own experience and wisdom.

...Willow, on his back, was growing agitated. He was muttering something in his
incomprehensible, guttural tongue. He leaned forward, over Longtusk's scalp, and pointed far to the
west.

Longtusk raised histrunk, but could smell nothing on the dry air but the cold prickle of ice. He
squinted, feding the wrinkles gather around his eye sockets.

On the far horizon, he saw something new.

It was aline scratched acrosstheice. It ended in acomplex knot, dark and massive yet dwarfed
by the icecap. And athin thread rose up from that knot of activity, Straight and true.

It wastoo far away to smdll. But it was unmistakable. 1t was smoke: smoke from afire. And
thelinethat cut acrosstheicewasatrail, arrowing directly toward the nunatak.

On his back, Willow was whimpering hisdarm—aswell he might, Longtusk thought.

For the Ssgnswere unmistakable. After dl these years, the Fireheads were coming.

Asthe sun sank deeper in the sky, the light on theice grew softer, low and diffuse. Blue-gray
shadows pooled in hollows, like aliquid gathering. It was stunning, beautiful. But Longtusk knew that

thisyear he could not stay to see the sunset.

The nunatak's long dream of peace was, so quickly, coming to an end.



Heturned and, with elaborate care, began his descent from the summit.

"We have no choice but to abandon the nunatak.” He looked down at the Family—the fat,
complacent Cows, their playful calves, dl gazing up a him, trunks raised to sniff hismood. "We have
been safe here. The nunatak has served uswell. But now it isarefuge no more. And we must go.”

"You'rebeing ridiculous," Horsetall said severely. "Y ou're frightening the calves.™

"They should be frightened,” he said. "They arein danger. Mortd danger. The Fireheadsareon
the western horizon. | could seetheir trail, and their fire. They will overrun this place, endaveyou,
ultimately kill you. And your calves." He eyed them. Do you understand? Do you understand any of
this?'

The Cows rumbled questions. "Where should we go?' "Thereisnowheredse!" "Who is he to
say what Cows should do? HeisaBull. And he's old. Why, if I—"

He had expected arguments, and he got them. It was just asit had been when he had argued
with Milkbreeth, his own mother, trying to convince her that the flight in search of the nunatak was

necessary.
Hewastoo old for this.

One more effort, Longtusk. Then you can rest. Think of Rockheart. He had kept going, despite
thefailure of hishuge body. He pulled his shoulders square and lifted histusks, il largeand
sweeping, so heavy they made his neck muscles pull.

Horsetall, the Matriarch, said sadly, "I'm trying to understand, Longtusk. | truly am. But you
must help me. How can they come here? We are protected by theice.”

"But theiceisreceding.”
"Wherewould we fleg?"

"Y ou must go south and east. At first you will crosstheice'—arumbling of fear and
discontent—"just as your grandmothersdid. Just as | did. But then you will reach a corridor. A
passage through the i ce sheets, to the warmer lands beyond, that has opened up in the years we have
lived here. It won't be easy—"

"But Longtusk, why? Why would the Fireheads come here? On thisrock, we are few. Even if
these Fireheads are the savage predators you describe, why would they go to such efforts, risk their
own lives, just to reach us?"

Now Threetusk, dominant Bull of the bachelor herd, loped toward Longtusk. He said grimly,
"Perhaps the Fireheads come because there is no room for them in the old lands. Perhapsthey are
seeking mammoths here because there are none left where they come from.”

There was agenera bray of horror.



"Or perhaps," Longtusk said sadly, "it isme."

Horsetail rumbled, "What do you mean?"

"1 defied her," he said, unwel come old memories swimming to the surface of hismind.
"Who?'

"The most powerful Firehead of them al. She thought | was hers, you see. And yet | defied

her...

Heknew it was hard for them to understand. All thiswas ancient history to the other mammoths,
an exotic legend of times and places and creatures they had never known—maybe just another of
Longtusk'stall stories, like histales of she-cats and rhinos and Fireheads with caps of mammoth-ivory
beads...

It was not their fault. He had wanted to bring his Clan to a safe place, and these generations of
fat, complacent mammoths were what he had dreamed of seeing. It wasn't their fault that he had
succeeded too well—that their lives of comfort and security had prepared them so badly for the
ordeal ahead.

But he recalled Crocus.

He recalled how she had hunted down the Firehead who had killed her father. He knew she
would not have forgotten, or forgiven.

Aslong as hewas alive, nobody was safe here.

Horsetail and Threetusk approached him and spoke quietly so the others couldn't hear.

Horsetall said, "Y ou aren't the only one who has seen the corridor to the south. But it isharsh,
and we don't know how long it is, or what lies at its end. Perhapsit is cold and barren al the way to
the South Pole.”

"When we set off for the nunatak,” he said evenly, "we didn't know how far that was either. We
went anyway. You know, Thregtusk—you're the only oneleft who does. Y ou will have to show them

how to survive."

Horsetall said severdly, "We have old, and sickly, and calves. Many of uswill not survive such a
trek."

"Nevertheessit must be made."
"And you?"' asked the Matriarch. "Do you believe you could wak through the corridor?”
"Of course not." He brayed his amusement. "I probably wouldn't last aday. But I'm not going.”

Threetusk said, "What?'



Briefly, briskly, he stroked their trunks. "1 know the Fireheads. Y ou don't. And | have thought
deeply on their nature. And thisiswhat | have concluded. Listen closely, now..."

Saxifrage watched this, fascinated, the rumbling phrases washing over her.

Later, boldly, she stepped forward from under her mother's belly and tugged her trunk. "What
did he say? What did he say?'

But Horsetall, grave and slent, would not reply.

They filed past him, down the doping rock face and onto theice, bundles of confusion, fear and
resentment—much of it directed at him, for even though the smoke columns from the Fireheads
hearths were now visiblefor al to see, they Hill found it impossible to believe they represented the
danger heinssted.

Nonetheless, they were his Clan. He wanted to grab them all, taste each one with histrunk. For
he knew he would not see them again, not asingle one of them.

But he held himsdlf back. It was best they did not think of him, for theice and the dismal
corridor to the south would give them more than enough to occupy their minds.

And besides, he still had company: the little Dreamer, Willow. He had tried to push the
Dreamer, gently, off the rock and after the column of mammoths. But Willow had dapped histrunk
and dug hisold, bent fingersin Longtusk's fur, hisintentions clear.

Company, then. And ajob to complete.

Longtusk waited until the long column of mammoths had shrunk to afine scratch againgt the huge
white expanse of theice.

And then he turned away: toward the west, and the Fireheads.

5

TheCorridor

It was, Threetusk decided later, an epic to match any in the long history of the mammoths.

But it was astory he could never bear to tell: astory of suffering and loss and endless
endurance, ablurred time he recdled only with pain.

It was difficult even from the beginning. Away from the warmth of the nunatak, the hard, ridged
icewas cold and unyielding under their feet—crueler even than he recalled from the origind trek so
long ago. Where snow drifted the going was even harder.



Theland itsdf was unsettling. The mammoths could hear the deep groaning of theice asit
flowed down from its highest pointsto the low land and the sea. A human would have heard only the
occasiona crack and grind, perhapsfelt a degp shudder. To the mammoths, the agonized roar of the
ice was loud and continuous, aconstant reminder that thiswas an unstable land, aplace of change
and danger.

And—of course—there was nothing to eat or drink, here on theice. They had barely traveled
half aday before they had used up the reserves of water they carried in their throats, and the calves
were crying for the warm rocks they had left behind.

But they kept on.
After aday and anight, they cameto ahigh point, and they were able to see the way south.
To thel€ft theice was a shallow dome, its surface bright and seductively smooth. To theright,

theicelay thick over amountain range. Black jagged peaks thrust out of the white, defiant, and
glaciers striped with dirt reached down to the ice sheet like the trunks of immense embedded animals.

And the two great ice sheets were separated by anarrow band of land—colorless, barren, a
dripe of lifdessgray cutting through blue-white.

It was the corridor.

They found aglacier, atongue of ice that led them down from the icecap to the barren strip of
land. The climb down the glacier was more difficult than Threetusk had imagined—especidly when
they got to the lower dopes, and the glacier, spilling onto the rock, spread out and cracked, forming
immense crevasses that blocked their path.

Nevertheessthey perssted, until they reached the land itself.

Horsetail stood by Threetusk, frost on her face, her bresth billowing in acloud around her. They
gazed south at the corridor that faced them.

They stood on bare rock, sprinkled with alittle loose stone, gravel and rock. There were deep
furrows gouged into the land, asif by huge claws. Here and there, againgt the ice cliffs that bounded
the corridor, there were pools of trapped metwater, glimmering. Little grew here: only scattered
clumpsof yelow grass, asingle low willow, clutching the ground.

A wind blew in their faces, raisng dust devilsthat whirled and spat hard gray sand into their
eyes. Saxifrage, the calf, plucked a a spindly grass blade without enthusiasm, bleating her discomfort.

Threetusk said, "It's asif the land has been scraped bare of everything—even the soil—down to
the bedrock. There may be water, but little to eat.”

"The caves are probably too fat, as Longtusk dways says," Horsetall said briskly. "Well let
them rest anight. Thereis some shelter, herein the lee of the glacier. Then, in the morning—"

"Wegoon."



"Yan

Longtusk had asingle intention: not to alow the Fireheads to complete their journey, in pursuit of
his mammoths, across the land bridge. And he believed he knew how to do it, where he must go to
achieveit.

With Willow on his back snoring softly, Longtusk, with stiff arthritic limbs, picked his cautious
way down off the nunatak rocks. Hetook afind, regretful step off the warmth of the black rock, and
let hisfootpads settle on hard ice.

It would begin as aretracing of the gresat trek which had brought him here.
...But everything was different now.

Theicewas, in places, dick with athin layer of liquid water, making it dippery and treacherous,
so that he had to choose his steps with care. And there seemed to have been afresh frost overnight;
ice crystals sparkled like tiny eyes on the blue surface of the hard older ice.

The nunatak receded behind him, becoming ahard black cone of rock, diminishing. It was asif
he was leaving behind hislife: hisambiguous position in the smal society of the Clan, hisprickly
relationships with Threetusk, Horsetail and the others, the endless complexity of love and birth and
death. Not for much longer would he have to carry around his heavy load of pain and lossand

memoary.
Hislife had reduced, at lat, to its essence.

Soon—much sooner than he had expected—he found himsdf clambering down asnub of ice
and onto bare rock.

Hewalked cautioudy over rock that had been chiseled and scoured by theretreating ice.
Beyond the edge of the cap itsdlf theice still clung in patches. But it was obviousthat theice's
shrinking had proceeded apace.

Hefound arun-off stream. It bubbled over shallow mud, cloudy with rock flour. He walked into
the brook. It barely lapped over histoes. He drank trunkfuls of the chill, sterile meltweter; it filled his
belly and throat.

Thewater had cut miniature valeysin theflat surface of the mud. The gouges cut across each
other, their muddy walls eroded away, so that the incised mud was braided with shallow clefts. Here
and there apatch of ground stuck out of the stream, perhaps sheltered by alump of rock. Thesetiny
idands were shaped like teardrops, their walls eroded by the continuing flow, and grasses, thin and
yellow, clung to their surfaces. Longtusk found himsdlf intrigued by the unexpected complexity of this
scrap of landscape. Like so much of the world, it was intricate, beautiful—but meaningless, for there
were no eyes but histo seeit.

He moved on. Hisfeet left shalow cratersin the mud; downstream of where he had stood the
water, bubbling, began to carve anew pattern of channels.



Soon he reached anew kind of landscape. It was an open forest, with evergreen trees growing
inisolated clumps, and swathes of grassin between.

Helet down Willow. With brisk efficiency, the Dreamer built and set smple traps of sharpened
sticksand snew.

One of thetraps quickly yielded asmall rabbit. The Dreamer skinned it, cooked it over asmall
fire, ateit with every expression of enjoyment—and then, in the warmth of the afternoon, helay down
and began to snore loudly.

Longtusk explored.

The treeswere spruce, fir and pines, growing hedthy, sraight and tal. Farther to the south he
saw hardwoods, oak and elm and ash. There was sagebrush abundant in the grassy patches between
thetrees. The air was too warm for Longtusk and he sought out snow and loose ice to chew and
swalow and rub into hisfur; the mdting snow in hisbelly cooled him, and bits of ice trgpped in hisfur
evaporated dowly, acting like swest.

It was not long before he detected the thin scent of water: agreat body of it, not much farther to
the west. Birds whedled overhead, some of them gulls. And that water smell wastinged with the
sharpness of sdlt.

It was the meltwater lake he had seen from the nunatak's summit: still dammed by its plug of ice,
now joined to the ocean, grown immeasurably since he had passed by on hisorigind trek to the
nunatak. And it was his destination.

Hewalked back into the forest, through the shade of the young, proud trees. He saw spoor, of
horses and bison and other animals. Perhaps the warmth, and the abundance of life here, had
something to do with the nearness of that body of water.

But it was no place for mammoths, and the other creatures of the steppe. He felt a huge sadness,
for aworld was evaporating.

After anight'srest, they moved on.

The Clan walked between divergent wals of ice.

The twin icecaps were lines of white on the horizon. Sometimes they were too far away to
see—but they could always be heard, groaning asif in pain at their endless collapse and crumbling.

Thewind gathered strength, ways coming from the south, howling in their faces, asif daring
them to progress. Evenif it wastheice that had made this place barren, it wasthe wind that kept it
s0; any soil which formed was whipped away in acloud of dust, and only the hardiest plants could
find root and cling to the rock.



The ground changed congtantly. Where soil and dirt collected in hollows, protected from the
wind, the surface was boggy and clinging. At timesthey had to crossidands of ice, |ft behind by the
retreating icecaps and yet to melt. Worse, there were Stretches of stagnant ice covered over by athin
crust of detritus, acrust which could conced pits and crevasses where the underlying ice had melted
and drained away.

The going became harder ill.

Now they seemed to be descending a shdlow dope, asif the whole land inclined to the south.
The rock was cut through by valleys—some no more than narrow gullies, and some respectably large
channdls. Sometimes there were torrents of water, gushing down one valley or another, often carving
anew course atogether. Threetusk didn't understand where these sudden floods came from; perhaps
some dam of ice had burgt, or ariver valey'swall had been breached.

Where they could, the mammoths followed the broader valleys. But more often than not the
valeys cut acrosstheir path, and they were forced to spend energy climbing over sharp-crested
ridges.

Soon dl the mammoths were exhausted, and several were weakening. They had plenty to drink
now, but never enough to eet. Still the wind blew, harsh and fierce.

And then thefirst caf died.

HewasaBull, smal and playful, younger than Saxifrage. He smply fell one day, his papery flesh
showing the bones benegath, his eyes round and terrified.

"l have no milk!" hismother wailed. "It's my fault. | have no milk to givehim..."

"Wehaveto leave him," Threetusk said grimly to the Matriarch.

"l know," said Horsetail. "But after thisit will be harder to keep them together. Already the
Cowswith small calveswant to strike out aone, to find pasture they don't need to share with the
others

"That's naturd. It's what mothersdo."

"We must wait until the calf dies" she said. "His mother needs to Remember him. And then we
goon."

IIY$II

After that, more deaths followed: caves, the old, and one mature Bull whose leg was crushed in
afdl.

Each day the sun climbed lower in the sky. Threetusk knew the summer was ending, and if they
couldn't feed and water in preparation for the cold to come, winter would kill them &l as surdly asany
Firehead would.

And dill the mammothswalked on into the teeth of the unrelenting wind, leaving atrail of their



dead on the unmarked land.

The land began to riss—gently at firdt, then more steeply. The grass-covered soil grew thin, until
a lagt ashoulder of rock protruded, bare and forbidding. Still Longtusk climbed, the air growing
colder. He stepped with caution up the steepening s opes, avoiding heaps of sharp, frost-shattered
scree.

He recalled this place from the trek. He had reached the range of low, glacier-eroded hillswhich
marked the southern border of the ice-melt lake. And as he climbed, the land opened up around him,
and he saw the great ice dam before him, lodged in its cleft in the hillsde—till containing its mass of
meltwater, after al theseyears.

To hisright, to the north, he saw the lake itsef—much bigger than he recaled, ashining sheet of
gray-blue water stretching to a perfectly sharp horizon. There wasice scattered on it, floes and dushy
melt and even afew eroded-smooth icebergs. But the icecap which had first crested thislake was
much receded now.

The water lapped at a shalow shore of gravel and bare rock, and he saw birds, coons and
ducks, swimming among reeds. There were gulls nesting in the steeper cliffs below him. And he could
smdll thetang of salt, much more strongly now. The northern ocean, which ran al the way to the pole
itself, must have broken in on thislake, turning it into an immense pool of brine, an inlet of the ocean
itslf.

To hisleft—to the south of the hills—the land swept away. It was arough plain, marked here
and there by the sky-blue glimmer of pools and the glaring bone-white of old ice. Far away he could
see aflowing dark patch, clouded by dust, that might be horses or bison. If he listened closdly he
could hear the thunder of hooves, fed the heavy stamp of that moving ocean of meat.

But thisblanket of life—grown much thicker since the last time he passed here—did not conced
the deeper rocky truth of thislandscape. He could see how the land was folded, wrinkled, cut deeply
by channels and gorges. Most of these channels were dry, though thin ribbons of water gleamed in
some of them. They flowed south, away from the |ake-ocean behind him, and in placesthey cut
across each other, braided like tangled hair.

It was aland shaped by running water—just like the muddy rivulet where he had drunk. But no
rivulet had made this land, not even agreet river; only the mightiest of floods could have shaped this
Immense panorama.

He turned back and forth, trunk raised, sniffing the air, understanding the land.

He knew what he must do here. And he knew, at last, how he would die.

He st off for theice dam itsalf.

" .. Threstusk."



He paused, lifting bleary, wind-scarred eyes. The wind had eased, for the first time in—how
long?

Heraised histrunk and looked back at the column of mammoths, wearily trudging in his
footsteps. They had been walking over arocky plateau that had been even more barren and
unforgiving than the rest of the corridor. Had they lost anyone else since he last counted? But he
couldn't even recall the names of those who had falen...

Horsetail was pulling at histrunk. He saw how thin she had become, the bones of her skull
pushing through tangled fur.

But shewas saying, "Threstusk—smell."

Wearily heraised histrunk and sniffed the air.

There was water, and grass, and the dung of many animals.

They blundered forward.

They cameto aridge. He stepped forward cautioudly.

Theland fell away before him, asteep wall of tumbled rocks. To hisleft, awaterfal thundered.
It was glacier melt: the ghost of snowsthat might have fallen a Greet-Y ear ago, now surging into the
land below.

And that land, he saw, was green.

Poals glimmered in thelight of the low sun. He saw clouds of birds over some of the pools, so
far away they might have been insects. The land around the pools, laced by gleaming streams, was
steppe: coarse grass, herbs, lichen, moss, stunted trees.

And there were animds here, he saw dimly: horses, what looked like cames—and, stalking a
stray camel, apack of what appeared to be giant wolves.

"Wemadeit," he said, wondering. "The end of the corridor. We had to battle through the breath
of Kilukpuk hersdlf. But we madeit. We haveto tdl Longtusk—tell him hewasright.”

Horsetail looked at him sadly. "Where Longtusk has gone, | don't think even a contact rumble
would reach him." She sniffed at the ground, probing with her trunk. "We need to find away down
from here..."

Threetusk looked back, troubled. The journey had been so hard that it had been sometime
snce he had thought of the defiant old tusker they had |eft behind.

What had become of Longtusk?



The Tearsof Kilukpuk

Cautioudy, Longtusk waked forward onto the ice dam. In placestheice, melting, had formed
shallow pools, some of these were crusted over, and more than once a careless step plunged hisfoot
into cold, gritty water.

He reached the center of thiswall of ice, where it was thinnest—and weakest.
Theicedam wasald.

Onitsdry southern sideits upper surface was gritty and dirty, in placesworn to agrayish sheen
by years of rain. Its northern side had been hollowed out by lapping water, so that agresat lip of ice
hung over along, concave wal. Theice under thelip gleamed white and blue, and moreice,
half-melted and refrozen, gushed over thelip to dangle in the air, caught in mid-flow, elaborateicicles
gligening.

He could fed the groan of thisthinning dam under the weight of the water—aweight that must
be risng, inexorably, asthe sealeve rose, spilling into the lake. Theice dam settled, seeking comfort,
like aworking mastodont |aboring under some bone-cracking load. But there wasllittle comfort to be
hed.

Instability—yes, he thought; that was the key.

A memory drifted into hismind: how Jaw Like Rock had taken that foolish keeper—what was
his name? Spindle?—riding on his back standing up. Jaw had stopped dead, and stood square on the
broken ground. Spindle had tried to keep his balance, but without Jaw's ass stance he was helpless,
and he had fdlen.

It had been funny, comical, crue—and relevant. For the water of the lake was poised high
above the lower land, contained only by thisfragile dam, just asthe keeper's weight had been
suspended over Jaw.

Strange, he hadn't thought of old Jaw for years...
"...Baitho! Baitho!"

Fireheads were approaching Longtusk, stepping onto the narrow rim of thisworn ice dam. And
onewascdlingto himinathin, high voice.

On hisback Willow hissed, full of hatred and fear.

Longtusk could see them now. There was aknot of Firehead hunterswith their thick,
well-worked clothing thrown open, exposing naked skin to the warmth of the air. Most of them had
held back on the rocky ridge. But two Fireheads were coming forward to meet him, treading carefully
over theice dam, holding each others paws.

And beyond the Fireheads, snaking back to the west, there was a column of mastodonts.
Longtusk could hear the low rumbles of their squat, boulder-like bodies, fed the soft pound of their
big broad feet on bare rock.



Ignoring the Fireheads, he sent out adeep contact rumble. "Mastodonts. | am Longtusk.”
Replies came as dow pulses of degp sound, washing through the air.

"Longtusk. None here knows you."

"That istrue. We are young and strong, and you must be old and weak."

"But we know of you."

The voiceswere colored by therich, peculiar accent of the mastodonts, brought with them all
the way from the thick forests of their own deep past.

"WaksWith Thunder," Longtusk caled. "Is hewith you?'
"Walks With Thunder has goneto the aurora.”

"It was amegnificent Remembering.”

"Hedied wel..."

He growled, and alittle more sadness crowded into hisweary heart. But perhapsthat wasdl he
could have hoped for, after so long.

"Longtusk. There arelegends of your courage and strength, of your mighty tusks. My nameis
Shoulder Of Bedrock. Perhaps you have heard of my prowess asawarrior. | would welcome
sharpening my tuskson yours..."

Herumbled, "1 regret | have not heard of you, Shoulder of Bedrock, though | have no doubt
your fame has spread far. | would welcome a contest with you. But | fear it must wait until we meet in
theaurora”

The mastodonts rumbled their disappointmen.

"Until theaurora,” they called.

"Until theaurora...”

The two Fireheads approached him. One wore a coat of thick mammoth hide, to which much
black-brown fur ill clung, and it—no, he—wore ahat of bone from which smoke curled into the air.
And the other, smdler, dighter, wore a coat that gleamed with the blue-white of mammoth ivory.

The male was Smokehat, of course. The Shaman's face was a wegther-beaten, wizened mask,
etched deep by resentment and hatred. The Shaman's tunic was made of an oddly shaped, dmost
hairless piece of hide. It had two broad holes, aflap of skin sewn over what looked like the root of a
trunk, and its hair had been burned away in patches, exposing skin that was pink and scarred...

It was a face, Longtusk realized—the face of amammoth, pulled off the skull, the trunk cut
away and stretched out so that empty eye holes gaped. And not just any face: that swathe of



purple-pink hairless scarring was unmistakable. Thiswas aremnant of Pinkface, the Matriarch of
Matriarchs.

Thisone bruta trophy, brandished by Smokehat, told him al he needed to know about the fate
of the mammothsin the old land to the west.

And with the Shaman was Crocus, Matriarch of the Fireheads, the only Firehead in dl history to
ride awoolly mammoth. Her hair blew freein the dight wind—once fiery yellow, now amass of
stringy gray, dry and broken. Longtusk felt atouch of sadness.

Therewas asharp pain at his cheek, agush of warm blood. He looked down in disbdlief.

Smokehat's goad, long and bone-tipped, was splashed with Longtusk's blood. The Shaman had
dapped him asif hewere an unruly caf.

"Baitho!" On your knees...

Longtusk reached down with histrunk, plucked the goad from the Shaman's paw, and hurled it
far into the dammed lake.

The Shaman was furious. He waved a bony fist in Longtusk's face with impotent anger.

But now a stream of golden fluid arced from over Longtusk's head and neetly landed on the
Shaman's bone hat. Smokehat, Startled, stood stock till. The burning embersin his hat started to hiss,
and thick yelow fluid trickled down hisface.

Therewas abdlow of gutturd triumph from Longtusk's back. It was Willow, of course. With
surprising skill, he was urinating into the Shaman's hat.

The Shaman, howling with rage, dragged the hat from his head and threw it to the ground. He
jumped up and down on it, smashing the bones and scattering the embers. But then he yelped in
pai n—yperhaps he had trodden on aburning coa or ashard of bone—and he fled, limping and yelling,
acrid urinetrickling over hisbare scalp.

Crocus covered her face with her paws, her shoulders shaking. Longtusk recalled this strange
behavior. Shewaslaughing.

Now shelooked up a him, blue eyes made only alittle rheumy by age, sartlingly familiar. She
reached out and buried her fingersin thelong fur dangling from histrunk. She made cooing noises,
like amother bird, and he rumbled his contentment. The years evaporated, and he was agrowing calf,
she acub freezing to degth in the snow, avibrant young femal e riding his back with unprecedented
«ill.

But her face was amask of wrinkles, and he saw bitterness etched there: bitterness and
disappointment and anger. Her life—the demands of leadership, the hard choices she had had to
make—all of it had soured her.

And her coat was grotesque.



He recadled the smple tooth necklace she had worn when he first found her. But now, asif it had
grown out of that necklace like some monstrous fungus, her coat, draped down to the ground, was
sewn with many thousands of beads. There were strings of them across her forehead and in agresat
sheet that followed her hair down her back; there were rows and whorls sewn into the pands at front
and back; there were more strings that dangled from her forelegs and belly to the ground, like thelong
hairs of amammoath.

And every one of the beads was of mammoth ivory.

Within her suit she shone, blue-whitelike theice. But Longtusk felt sure that not al the
mammoths who had sacrificed their tusks for this monstrosity had gone to the aurora Great-Y ears
before, abandoning their bonesto the silt of ariver bank. If the Fireheads had ever respected the
mammoths, it waslong ago. This coat was athing of excess, not beauty: asymbol of power, not

respect.

The Crocus he had known would never have worn such a monstrosity. Perhapsthe girl he had
known had died at the moment her father fell to the Whiteskins arrow, al those years ago. Perhaps
what had lived on was another creature: the body dive, the spirit flown to the aurora.

Now she dug beneath her coat and pulled out a double loop of thick plaited rope. She held it
toward him, cooing.

It was ahobble.

It was a hated thing, a symboal of hislong submission, and he redized he had been right: she had
pursued the mammoths over such immense distances so that she could regain her dominance over
him.

Helifted histusks and roared, and his voice echoed from the curving dam of ice.

Crocuslooked up a him, her eyes hardening. Perhaps she intended to call her huntersto put him
down, to end once and for dl the life of this unruly mammoth.

But it didn't matter. For she didn't know, couldn't know, that hislife was dready over.

He stamped hisfoot. Theice cracked.

The surface of theiceimmediately crumbled, cracking in greet sheets around them. He felt
himsdf fdl, hislegs snking into deeper loose materia beneath.

Willow tumbled off hisback and landed in the soft ice. Crocusfell to her knees, her heavy bead
suit weighing her down, old and bewildered.

Longtusk shook himsdlf free of the looseice and continued to stamp, here at the dam'’s
narrowest and weakest point.

Compared to the forces here—the weight of water, the power of this huge ice dam—even the



strength of a powerful Bull mammoth was as nothing, of course. But what was important was how he
applied that strength—for, like Spindle riding the back of Jaw Like Rock, theice dam was unstable,
overloaded by the brimming lake.

And he heard the dam groan.

Worn thin by years of erosion, aready under immense pressure from the weight of the water it
contained, stress cracks began to spread through its weakening structure, and Longtusk, in the deep
senses of his bones, felt the rhythm of those cracks, and changed his slamping to speed their
propagation.

There wereripples on the lake. Birdswere taking to the air, alarmed.

And on the other side, water began to gush out of the dam's dirty, eroded face—just afine
Spray at firgt, noisy rather than voluminous; but soon the cracks from which it emerged were widening,
thewater flow increasing.

Willow got to hisfeet, and he reached out with ahairy paw to help Crocus. Crocus hesitated,
then took it in her own paw. Then the two of them grabbed onto Longtusk's belly fur.

And so the three of them were locked together, Longtusk redized—L ongtusk, Willow and
Crocus, mammoth, Dreamer and Firehead—Iocked together at the end of their lives, just as had once
been foreseen by a Dreamer female, long, long ago.

Hewondered if they understood what he had done.
The center of the dam collgpsed.

Huge dabs and boulders of ice arced into the air, followed by a powerful torrent of water.
Suddenly the air wasfilled with noise: the roar of the water, the shriek of tortured ice. The dam was
high, and the first blockstook along timeto fal to the green land bel ow, fanning out amid aspray of
rumbling, frothing, gray-blue water. Longtusk thought he saw a deer there, immense antlers protruding
proudly from his head, looking up in utter bewilderment at the strange rain descending on him.

Thefirgt ice blocks hit the ground, exploding into fragments and gouging out deep earth-brown
craters. But the craterslasted only a heartbeat, for when the waters splashed over the earth the land
turned to shapeless mud and washed away.

The deer had vanished. He had been thefirst to die today. He would not be the last, Longtusk
knew.

The dam, once broken, was crumbling quickly. Gray-brown water cut down through the
unresisting ice like a stone knife dicing through the flesh of amammoth. And as the breach widened,
s0 the gush of water extended, deepening and broadening. But its violence did not diminish, for the
great mass of water pressed againgt the dam with an eagerness born of centuries of containment. It
shot through the breach horizontaly, darkening the land before falling in ashattering rain.

Willow was tugging at Longtusk's fur and pointing back the way they had come, toward the
rocky hillside.



The Dreamer wasright. It would be safer if they returned there, away from the collapsing ice
dam itsdf.

Longtusk turned and began to make his cautious way back aong the shuddering dam. The
wholeice surface was cracking and unstable now. Crocus was whimpering with fear, and the
Dreamer put his strong arm around her, in thislast extreme helping this distant cousin to safety. Low
and squat, Willow seemed to find it easier to stand on the dam's shaking surface than the taller, more
elegant Firehead.

Above the rush of water, the scream of the cracking ice, Longtusk heard aremote, thin trumpet.
It was a mastodont. He looked back, and saw that the mastodonts and their Firehead keepers had
fled to the safety of the land, and were fanning out over the hillside there. He couldn't seeif the
Shaman was among them. He didn't suppose it mattered; with Crocus gone, so was hisgridy power.

He hoped the mastodonts would survive, and find freedom.

At last the three of them scrambled onto the rocky hillside. It felt scarcely less unsteady than the
ice, so powerfully did the gushing water shakeit.

Helooked over the flooding land to the south. New rivers surged adong the dry old valeys, like
blood surging through amammoth's veins. Already the ridges of soil and gravel, dowly and painfully
colonized by the plants, were being overwhelmed and swept away.

But now the ice dam collgpsed further. Immense blocks, blocks the size of icebergs, calved off
the eroded walls and fell grandly to the battered land—and the flooding reached a new intensity.

A wall of gray water surged from the huge breach, ariver trying to empty a sea. This new mighty
flow smply overwhelmed the puny canyons and valeys hit by thefirgt flooding, drowning them asiif
they had never been. A great bank of mist and fog rolled outward from the breached dam, looming up
to the sky as swirling clouds.

Beyond the advancing wave front, bizarrely, the sun still shone, and theland was aplacid
blanket of folded earth peppered with trees. Longtusk saw aherd of bison, ablack lake of muscle
and fur. They looked up from their feeding at the wall of water that advanced on them, towering
higher than the tallest trees.

The herd was gonein an ingtant, thousands of lives snuffed out astheir world turned from placid
green to crushing black.

And ill thewater came, that front of gray advancing without pity over the green, sporeading out
over theland in agreat fan from the breached dam, asif trying to emulate the seafrom which it had
emerged.

...Now, though, the flow began to diminish, and the water surging over the land began to drain
away. Longtusk saw that the breached dam had, if briefly, reformed; dabs of ice and boulders,
presumably torn from the basin of the trapped lake, had jammed themselvesinto the breach,
stemming the flow, which bubbled and roared itsfrugtration at this blockage.

Astheflood waters subsided, draining into shallow pools and river valeys, the drowned land



emerged, glisgening.
It was unrecognizable.

Where before there had been green, now there was only the red-brown and black of the
bedrock. Under the dam, where the water had fallen to the ground, a great pit had been dug out,
gouged asif by someimmense mammoth tusk, aready flooded with water and littered with ice
blocks. It was not that the surface of the land had been washed away, afew trees uprooted—all of it,
al the animals and trees and grass and the soil that had sustained them had been scoured clean off,
down to the bony bedrock, and then the bedrock itself broken and blasted away. Even the hills had
been reshaped, he saw, their flanks eroded and cut away. It was asiif aface had been flensed,
scraped clean of hair and skin and flesh down to the skull.

Mighty riversflowed through the new channels, and in folds of the land lakes glimmered—huge
expanses, lakes that would have taken daysto walk around. It was a new landscape, anew world
that hadn't existed heartbeats before. But he knew therewas no life in those rivers and lakes, no
plants or fish, not even insects hovering over their surfaces. Thiswasaworld of water and rock.

And now there was anew explosion of shattered rock and crushed ice. The temporary dam had
faled. Thewater legped through and engulfed the land anew, immediately overcoming the lakes and
riversthat had formed and gleamed so briefly, aworld made and unmade as he watched.

Surely thismighty flood would not rest until it had gouged itsway acrossthis narrow neck of
land to reach the brother ocean to the south, sundering the continents, cutting off the new lands from
theold.

And with the Fireheads trapped in the old world, the mammoths would be safe in the new.

But such smal caculations scarcely seemed important. Longtusk felt the shuddering of the planet
in his bones, adeep, wild disturbance. The Earth was reshaping itsdf around him, the seaasserting its
mighty fluid dominance over the land. Before such mighty forces hislife was aflicker, no more
sgnificant than droplet of spume thrown up as the water surged through the broken dam.

...And yet he lived, herealized, wondering. They still stood here—the three of them, Willow,
Crocus and himsdlf, the Firehead and the Dreamer till clutching his soaked fur.

For aheartbeat he wondered if they might, after dl, live through this.

But now Crocus cried out, pointing.

The hillsde they stood on was crumbling. Its surface was cracking, falling away into the
gray-brown torrent that gushed below. And the exposed gray-black rock was crumbling too,
exploding outward, great shards of it being hurled horizontaly by the power of the water. Itslower
dopes must have been undercut by the flood.

Theland itsdlf was disappearing out from under him, faster than any of them could run.

Soitistime, he thought.



Willow plucked at his ears. He bent his head, and the Dreamer did proudly onto his back.
Another story was ending here, thought Longtusk: this squat, aged Dreamer was probably the last of
hiskind, thelast in al the world, and with his degth his ancestors long, patient Dreams would end
forever.

Crocus was weeping. She was frightened, like the cub he had once found in the snow, lost and
freezing and bewildered. Shelooked up at Longtusk, seeking comfort.

Hewrapped histrunk around her. She curled up in the shelter of his powerful muscles, pulling
hislong thick fur around her. She closed her eyes, asif degping.

...Theland disappeared with asoft implosion, startlingly quickly, and there was nothing under his
feet.

Hewasfalling, the Dreamer'slegslocked around his neck, Crocus cradled in histrunk. Theair
gushed around him, laden with noise and moisture.

He could hear the rush of water beneath him, smell its triumphant brine stink as the sea burst
across this narrow neck of land, sundering continent from continent.

Isthishow it fedsto die? Isthishow it fedlsto be born?
Defiantly he lifted hismighty tusks. Milkbreath! Thunder! Spruce!

And then—

v

The Cousins

It was later—much later—before Threetusk truly understood what had happened. And, ashe
grew older yet, the Strange events of those day's plagued his mind more and more.

Hefound her cropping grass with the painful, dow care of the old.
"You look terrible," said Saxifrage, as she dwaysdid.

"And, Matriarch or not, you're just as uppity aswhen you wereacaf and | could lift you inthe
arwithmy trunk."

She snorted with contempt. "Liketo seeyou try it now." But she reached up and nuzzled her
trunk tip into his mouth.

Her flavor wasthin, stae, old—yet ddicioudy familiar to Threetusk. They had sired four calves
together. Threetusk had known other mates, of course—and o, he knew, had Saxifrage—but none
of his couplings had given him such warm joy asthose with her. And (he knew, though she would
never say s0) shefelt the same way about him.



But Saxifrage was aMatriarch now, and her Family stood close by her: daughters and
granddaughters and nieces, calves playing at the feet of their mothers, happy, well-fed and innocent.

Evenin this huge and empty new land, birth and life and desth had followed their usua round for
the mammoths, and Threetusk found the world increasingly crowded by unfamiliar faces. Sometimes
he was gtartled to discover just how old he was: when hetried to kned in the water of aspring, for
ingtance, and hisknees lanced with arthritic pain; or when he grumbled about the smoothness of his
teeth—and then recalled they were the last he would ever grow.

He settled in beside her, and pulled at the grass. "I've been thinking,” he said. "We're the only
oneswho recdl it al. The crossing. The only oneswho were there. To these youngsters, all of
it—Longtusk, the refuge, the corridor—is asremote asa story in the Cycle.”

"It dready isinthe Cycle"

"Yes" hesaid. "Andif | knew Longtusk held bury hishead in amud seep rather than hear some
of thelegendsthat are growing up around him."

"But he was ahero... Y ou know, you never told me the last thing Longtusk said to you. That
day when he announced we had to |eave the nunatak, and he took aside you and my mother,
Horsetal."

"I've been thinking," he said again.

Sherumbled, irritated at his evasion. "Bad habit for your age.”

"About ice and land bridges and corridors... You see, it isn't o easy to reach thisnew land of
ours. Firgt you haveto crossthe land bridge, and you have to get through theice corridor. Y ou have
to timeit just right; most of the time one or other of them will be closed, by seaor ice—"

"So what?'

"So it'sdifficult, but not impossible, for othersto make the crossing. Although for now we're
protected by the ocean, there might come atime in the future when the land bridge opens again, and

they come pouring across...”

Saxifrage shivered, evidently as disturbed as he was by the notion that the Fireheads might come
scouring down thisinnocent country, burning and hunting and building and changing.

"It won't happenin our time," Saxifrage sad. "And—"

But they were interrupted by athin trumpeting on the fringe of the gathering. It sounded likea
calf—abeadly frightened calf.

"Circle!"
Saxifrage's Family immediatdy formed adefensive ring around their Matriarch.

Impatiently Saxifrage pushed her way out of the ring, determined to see what was going on.



Threetusk followed in her wake.

A caf sood in the protection of her mother'slegs, agitated, till squealing with fright. 1t was
immediately obviouswhy she was distressed.

The Family was standing at the edge of an open, grassy flood plain. A forest bounded the
southern sde of the plain. And something had emerged from the fringe of treeson the far side of the
clearing.

It might have been amammoth—it was about the size of ahealthy adult Bull, Threetusk
supposed—nhut it was almost hairless. Its skin was dark brown and heavily wrinkled, and it sprouted
patches of wiry black hair. Its head was strangely smal, and its trunk was short and inflexible.

And it had four short, straight tusks, one pair in the upper jaw, onein the lower.
It was staring at the herd of mammoths, clearly as surprised and darmed as they were.

"It'sacaf of Probos," said Saxifrage, wondering. "A cousin of the mammoths—Ilike Longtusk's
meastodonts. There have been rumors of creatures like us herer distant Sghtings, contact rumblesdimly
heard. But..."

A young Bull mammoth had goneto chdlenge the strange animal.

Threetusk struggled to hear their encounter. "His language is strange. | can bardly understand
him. Gomphothere. Hiskind are called gomphotheres. We are cousins. But we have been apart a

long, long time—"

Saxifrage grabbed histrunk. "Threetusk, don't you see? Thisis proof. Y our ideas about the
bridge and the corridor opening and closing must be right. The way must have opened in the past
and let through that gomphothere thing—or his ancestors anyhow. And if the way opened in the pat,
it will surely open again in the future. Oh, Threetusk, you wereright. It won't happen in our lifetimes.
But the Fireheads are coming.” She shuddered. "And then what will become of us?'

"...We shouldn't call them Fireheads" he said dowly.
"What?'

"That'swhat Longtusk said to Horsetail and me. On that last day." He closed hiseyesand
thought of Longtusk. It was asif the years peeled away like winter fur.

We know their true name. They are already in the Cycle. Driven by emptiness inside, they
will never stop until they have covered the Earth, and no animal is left alive but them—heap
upon heap of them, with their painted faces and their tools and their weapons. They are the
demons we use to scare our calves; they are the nemesis of the mammoths. They are the Lost...

Saxifrage said, "Some day in the future the ice will return, and the steppe will spread acrossthe
planet once more. It will be aworld made for mammoths. But will there be any mammoths|eft diveto
*eit?'



The young mammoth's tusks clashed with the gomphothere's, asharp, preciseivory sound. The
gomphothere trumpeted and disappeared into the forest.

Epilogue

On thisworld, asingle large ocean spans much of the northern hemisphere. There are many
smaller lakes and seas confined within circular craters, connected by rivers and canals. Much of the
land is covered by dark green forest and by broad, sweeping grasdands and steppe.

But iceisgathering at the poles. The oceans and lakes are crawling back into great underground
aquifers. Soon the air will Sart to snow ouit.

The grip of theice persisted for billions of years before being loosened, it seemed forever. And
yet it comesagan.

Thisisthe Sky Steppe.
ThisisMars.

Thetimeisthree thousand years after the birth of Christ. Andin al thisworld there is no human
to hear the cdls of the mammoths.

Afterword

The picture drawn here of the processes which led to the extinction of the mammoths and other
Ice Agefaunaislargely based on the careful studies of Gary Haynes and others, see Haynes
Mammoths, Mastodons and Elephants (Cambridge University Press, 1991) and Peter Ward's The
Call of Distant Mammoths (Copernicus, 1997). Details of human cultura involvement with
mammoths may be found in Mammoths by Adrian Lister and Paul Bahn (Macmillan, 1994). A fine
reference on human Ice Age culture is Bahn's Journey Through the Ice Age (Weldenfdd &
Nicolson, 1994). A good reference on the strange world of the Ice Age, with itsland bridgesand ice
corridors, is After The Ice Age by E.C. Pidou (University of Chicago Press, 1991).

Theideaof humans taming mammoths or mastodontsin such ancient timesis speculative but not
impossible. We have records that € ephants have been tamed since 2000 B.C. inthe Indus Vdley and
China, and used in war since 1100 B.C.

A vauable source on Neanderthas and their culture is James Shreeve's The Neanderthal
Enigma (Penguin, 1995). It's sadly unlikely that any Neanderthas survived aslate asthe period in
which thisbook is set. But hominid fossls are hard to find, and much of Beringiais now submerged
by the ocean...

Any errors, omissons or misinterpretations are of course my responsibility.

Stephen Baxter
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