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PROLOGUE: THE BONE Valley

The valley floor was littered with bones.

Kella had seen death before—a hunter gored by a mammoth, an infant who did not wake, an elder who simply stopped breathing in the long winter—but never like this. Never so many at once.

The herd had stampeded. She could see it in the churned earth, the broken trees, the way the largest skeletons lay tangled together as if they had fallen mid-run. Something had terrified them. Something had driven thirty mammoths over the cliff's edge.

Kella's father, Torr, knelt beside the largest skull. He was the tribe's best hunter, a man who had faced down cave lions and lived. But his hands trembled as he touched the ancient bone.

"This is our fault," he whispered.

Kella was only twelve summers old. She did not understand. "How? We weren't even here."

Torr looked up at her, and his eyes held something she had never seen before—fear. Not fear of the valley, or the bones, or the spirits that might linger here. Fear of her.

"The herd was running from something," Torr said slowly. "Something they had never seen before. Something that felt wrong in their bones."

Kella waited.

Torr stood. He did not look at her. "Three nights ago, you screamed in your sleep. You said the ground was burning. You said the animals were crying."

Kella remembered. It had been a dream—terrible and vivid, the kind that left her shaking long after waking. "It was just a dream."

"Was it?" Torr pointed at the bones. "Thirty mammoths died that same night. At that same hour."

The wind blew through the valley, carrying the smell of old death. Kella wrapped her arms around herself.

She did not ask what her father was suggesting. She was too afraid of the answer.

But she would learn. They all would learn.

The age of the Kin was coming, whether the world was ready or not.
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CHAPTER 1: THE TWINS

Kella gave birth in the spring, when the ice was finally breaking on the river and the first green shoots pushed through the thawing ground.

It was the hardest birth the tribe had ever witnessed. The healer, old Marta, worked through the night, her hands covered in blood, her face grim. The women sang the birth songs, but their voices trembled.

When the sun finally rose, two cries split the air—not one, but two.

Twins.

Marta placed them in Kella's trembling arms, a girl and a boy. The girl had eyes the color of river stones. The boy had a shock of dark hair that stood straight up.

"They are strong," Marta said. "They both survived. It is a miracle."

Kella was too exhausted to speak. But as she held her children, she felt something strange—a warmth that spread from the babies into her chest, healing the torn places inside her, easing the pain. By evening, she was able to sit up and eat.

No one noticed the miracle. No one except Marta, who kept her eyes on the twins and said nothing.

The girl they named Luma, for the light in her eyes. The boy they named Ash, for the fire in his hair.
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CHAPTER 2: THE LISTENING Boy

By the time they could walk, Ash knew things he should not know.

He knew when his mother was sad before she showed it. He knew which berries were safe to eat just by touching them. He knew when the ground beneath the cave was shifting, warning the tribe to move their sleeping furs before a small collapse buried them.

"Lucky boy," the hunters said, when Ash pointed at a cracking rock and saved a child from being crushed.

"Observant child," the women said, when Ash picked the perfect herbs for Marta's medicines without being taught.

But Ash was neither lucky nor observant. He was listening.

The world spoke to him. Not in words—nothing so simple. The earth murmured in vibrations. Stone hummed with memory. Water sang with the stories of where it had been and where it was going.

He tried to explain it to Luma once, when they were alone by the river.

"Close your eyes," he said. "Put your hand on that rock. What do you feel?"

Luma obeyed. Her brow furrowed. "It's... warm. From the sun."

"No, not that. Deeper. What does it remember?"

Luma's eyes stayed closed. Her breathing slowed. Then her eyes flew open. "A storm! A big storm, years ago. Lightning hit the rock. I felt it—the pain, the heat, the cracking."

Ash nodded. "That's what I hear all the time. Everything. All at once."

Luma stared at him. "Doesn't it drive you crazy?"

Ash considered the question. He was only seven, but he had already learned to filter, to push the loudest voices to the front and let the whispers fade. "Sometimes. But mostly... it's beautiful. The world is so full of stories, Luma. Every rock. Every tree. Every bone in the ground."

Luma looked at the rock beneath her hand with new eyes. "Teach me to listen better."

So Ash tried. But Luma's gift was different. She could not hear the earth. She could only hear the creatures that walked upon it.

Chapter 3: The Girl Who Talked to Wolves

The wolf came in winter, when food was scarce and tempers short.

It was a young male, driven from his pack by a stronger rival. He was thin, desperate, and brave enough to approach the cave where humans slept.

The hunters saw him first. They grabbed their spears and shouted, ready to drive him away or kill him for meat. But Luma stepped in front of them.

"Wait."

She did not know why she spoke. The word came from somewhere deeper than thought. She walked toward the wolf, her bare feet silent on the snow.

"Girl, get back!" her father shouted.

But Luma kept walking.

The wolf watched her approach. His lips curled, showing yellow teeth. A growl rumbled in his chest.

Luma stopped three paces away. She looked into his eyes.

And something passed between them.

Later, she would try to explain it to Ash. It's like falling into a river, she said. His feelings are the water, and I'm swimming in them. I feel his hunger. His loneliness. His hope that I might help, even though he knows I probably won't.

That day, standing in the snow, Luma felt all of those things. And she sent something back—a feeling of warmth, of safety, of friend.

The wolf's growl stopped. His tail, which had been tucked between his legs, gave the smallest wag.

Luma sat down in the snow. The wolf crept forward, sniffed her hand, then lay down with his head in her lap.

Behind her, the hunters lowered their spears.

Torr walked forward slowly, his face unreadable. "How did you do that?"

Luma looked up at her father. "I don't know. I just... talked to him."

"You talked to a wolf."

"He talked back."

Torr stared at his daughter for a long moment. Then he looked at Ash, who had come to stand beside his sister. He remembered the boy's warnings about falling rocks, his impossible knowledge of plants, his habit of pressing his ear to the ground and going still for hours.

Torr had fought cave lions and survived blizzards and outrun mammoths. But in that moment, looking at his strange, wonderful children, he was more afraid than he had ever been.

Because he understood now.

The dreams that had haunted Kella before the twins were born. The mammoth stampede that killed thirty. The way the animals had grown restless in recent moons, as if they sensed something coming.

The old stories were true. The shamans had spoken of a time when humans would change, when some would be born with the old magic, the power to speak to the world and have it answer.

That time was now.

And Torr had no idea whether it would save his people or destroy them.

Chapter 4: The Healer and the Hunter

Old Marta died that spring, passing into the spirit world on the same night that a boy named Tor broke his leg falling from a cliff.

The tribe gathered around the injured boy, helpless. Marta had been their only healer. Without her, Tor would die—slowly, painfully, as the leg rotted and the fever took him.

Ash sat with the boy while the adults argued. He placed his hands on the swollen, twisted leg and listened.

The bone spoke to him. Broken, it said. Two pieces. Need to be together. Need to be still.

The flesh spoke next. Angry. Hot. Poison coming.

And deeper, in the blood itself, Ash heard something else—a whisper of what would help. A plant with yellow flowers and pointed leaves. It grew by the waterfall, half a day's journey away.

Ash stood up and walked to the arguing adults.

"I need the yellow flowers from the waterfall," he said. "The ones with the pointy leaves. Tor will die without them."

The hunters stared at him.

"How do you know that?" his father demanded.

"The leg told me."

Torr's face went pale. The other hunters exchanged glances. Some looked afraid. Others looked angry.

But one woman stepped forward. Her name was Sera, and she had lost a brother to a broken leg when she was young. She remembered the helplessness, the waiting, the death.

"I'll go," she said. "Even if the boy is wrong, what do we lose? A day of walking. If he's right, we save a life."

Torr nodded slowly. "Go. Take two hunters with you. Run fast."

Sera ran. She returned the next morning with an armful of yellow flowers.

Ash showed the women how to crush the flowers into a paste. They spread it on Tor's leg and bound the break with straight sticks.

By evening, the swelling had stopped growing. By the next morning, it had begun to shrink. Within a moon, Tor was walking with a limp, but walking nonetheless.

The tribe celebrated. They feasted and sang and thanked the spirits for sparing the boy.

But in the shadows, some watched Ash with different eyes.

"If he can heal," a hunter named Grell muttered to his friends, "what else can he do? What if he decides to hurt instead?"

Grell was a small man with a large grudge. He had never liked Torr's family. He had never liked anyone who drew attention away from
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