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Chapter One — The Chase
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The sun was little more than a pale smear on the horizon when Ka-Ruk crept through the grass, his breath steaming in the icy dawn air.

He moved low and silent, his bare feet hard and calloused against the frozen earth, the weight of his stone-tipped spear balanced in his hand. The world around him was alive with sound: the faint snorts and shifting hooves of the bison herd below, the whisper of the wind as it combed through the tall grass, the distant cry of a hunting eagle circling far above.

Ka-Ruk’s heart pounded, a steady drumbeat in his chest.

This was his chance.

His proving.

Ahead, the herd grazed on frost-tipped grasses — massive creatures, each one more powerful than the men of his small clan. They milled and huffed, their breath rising in thick clouds as they chewed and shifted.

At the edge of the herd stood his quarry: a great old bull, its hide scarred from years of fighting, its head heavy with horn.

If Ka-Ruk could bring down that bull...

He risked a glance back.

Osha, his older brother, crouched a few paces behind him, his own spear ready. His eyes burned with the fierce pride of the Dawn Clan.

Behind Osha, Tura — Ka-Ruk’s chosen mate — knelt with her bow already strung, her gaze sharp and steady.

Osha caught his eye and gave the faintest of nods.

Ka-Ruk returned it.

It was time.

They moved as one through the grass, closing the last few paces between themselves and the edge of the herd.

Ka-Ruk’s muscles coiled, every nerve alive as he crept closer to the bull.

Closer.

Closer still.

He could hear the animal’s heavy breathing now, see the frost clinging to the tips of its shaggy beard.

His spear hand tightened.

And then—

A sudden clatter of stones behind him.

A faint cry.

The herd froze for a heartbeat, then erupted into chaos.

The earth shook as the bison thundered forward in a stampede of horn and muscle.

Ka-Ruk sprang to his feet, his breath catching in his throat.

No!

He roared, driving his legs forward, chasing the old bull as it broke from the herd.

His blood roared in his ears, his breath came in hot, ragged gasps.

This was his proving.

His chance to show the clan he was a hunter.

He couldn’t let it go.

The bull veered toward the treeline, but Ka-Ruk stayed close, feet pounding the frozen earth, spear raised high.

With a guttural cry, he hurled the spear.

It flew straight and true, the sharp flint point driving deep into the bull’s ribs.

The beast bellowed in pain, staggering, crimson spraying across the white frost.

Ka-Ruk didn’t stop.

He tore another spear from his sling and gave chase, closing in as the bull faltered, its breath now coming in great heaving clouds.

The smell of blood filled the air.

Today, he thought grimly as his legs carried him forward.

Today, he would prove himself.

And bring the dawn home.
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Chapter Two — The Kill
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The bull crashed through a stand of scrub pine at the edge of the plain, bellowing, leaving a trail of blood and broken branches in its wake.

Ka-Ruk followed, his breath burning in his lungs, his legs pumping like pistons as he gripped his second spear tight in his hand.

Ahead, the old bull staggered but refused to fall. Its massive head shook from side to side, its dark eyes wild with pain and rage. The spear in its ribs quivered with every labored step, but still the creature pressed on.

Ka-Ruk could feel his brother Osha and Tura behind him now, closing in, their feet drumming the frozen ground.

But this was his hunt.

His kill.

The bull spun suddenly, head lowered, pawing the earth in defiance.

Ka-Ruk skidded to a halt, his heart hammering. The beast stood its ground now, steam pouring from its nostrils as it fixed him with a deadly glare.

One last charge.

One final stand.

Ka-Ruk gritted his teeth and raised his spear.

Osha shouted something behind him — a warning, maybe, or a cheer — but Ka-Ruk didn’t hear.

The world narrowed to this moment, to this creature, to the test between them.

The bull lunged, hooves churning the frozen earth, horns lowered to gore.

Ka-Ruk didn’t flinch.

He sprinted forward, matching the charge with his own roar, his bare feet finding purchase in the snow, his muscles coiled like a spring.

The distance between them vanished in an instant.

At the last moment, Ka-Ruk dropped to one knee, sliding beneath the bull’s sweeping horns.

With a savage cry, he drove his spear up and into the creature’s chest.

The flint tip bit deep, and for a heartbeat, time seemed to stop.

The bull shuddered, a great rumbling groan escaping its throat.

Then it toppled forward, crashing into the earth with a thunderous impact that shook the ground beneath him.

Silence followed, broken only by Ka-Ruk’s ragged breathing and the faint creak of the spear haft as it shifted in the beast’s flesh.

Osha arrived seconds later, skidding to a stop beside him.

“You mad fool,” Osha panted, his eyes wide with shock. “You ran right into it.”

Ka-Ruk stayed on his knees, staring at the fallen bull.

Then, slowly, a fierce smile spread across his face.

“Yes,” he said, his voice rough. “But it’s mine.”

Osha barked a laugh and clapped him on the back, shaking his head in disbelief.

Behind them, Tura approached, her bow lowered, her sharp eyes bright with something Ka-Ruk couldn’t quite name.

Pride, maybe. Or something more.

Ka-Ruk rose to his feet, planted one foot on the bull’s massive shoulder, and raised his bloodied hands to the sky.

Above them, the sun finally broke over the ridge in a blaze of gold.

The dawn belonged to him now.
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Chapter Three — The Return
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Ka-Ruk walked at the head of the small hunting party, his shoulders square and his chin high.

Behind him, Osha and Tura carried the heavy burden of the bull’s choicest cuts, lashed to a stout pole. The rest of the carcass would be left to scavengers and spirits — but the heart of the kill, the proof of his courage and skill, would feed the clan tonight.

The air was crisp and alive with the scent of pine and snow. His hands still bore the sticky, dark stains of the bull’s blood, and he didn’t care. It felt like a mark of honor.

As the sun climbed higher, the faint column of smoke from the clan’s fires appeared beyond the next ridge.

Ka-Ruk allowed himself a rare smile.

By the time they entered the clearing where the Dawn Clan’s shelters stood, the others had already begun to notice.

Children stopped playing and ran to fetch their mothers. The elders emerged from their hides and leaned on their staffs, squinting in the pale light.

A low murmur rippled through the clan as the three hunters strode into camp.

Ka-Ruk felt the eyes of every man, woman, and child on him as he stopped before the central fire pit.

Hefting the bull’s massive heart high above his head, he bellowed:

“Meat for the Dawn Clan! Blood of the old bull!”

A cheer went up, wild and fierce.

Even the elders nodded their approval as the women rushed forward to take the meat and begin preparing it.

Ka-Ruk’s chest swelled with pride as Osha clapped him hard on the shoulder.

“You did it, brother,” Osha said with a toothy grin. “The clan sees you now.”

But even as Ka-Ruk basked in the clan’s approval, his eyes caught something else — someone else — at the edge of the clearing.

Bren, son of the chief hunter.

Bren’s arms were crossed over his chest, and his narrow eyes burned with something darker than envy.

Ka-Ruk held his gaze, refusing to look away, even as the cheers died down and the work of butchering and preparing the feast began.

That night, the air was filled with the scent of roasted meat and woodsmoke.

The bull’s hide was stretched at the edge of the fire, its thick pelt a prize in itself.

Ka-Ruk sat among his people, Tura at his side, the clan’s stories and songs washing over him like a river.

One of the elders stood and raised his arms, calling for silence.

“This day,” the old man intoned, his voice cracking but strong, “Ka-Ruk of the Dawn Clan has proven himself a hunter. The bull is his. The honor is his. He feeds us tonight.”

Another cheer erupted, and Ka-Ruk nodded solemnly in acceptance.

But even then, he could feel Bren’s gaze on him — sharp, heavy, and full of challenge.

Later, as the fire burned low and the clan began to drift to their shelters, Tura
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