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Chapter 1: Before the Dawn

Sa-La crouched at the edge of the river, the cold mud squeezing between her toes as she filled the clan’s water vessel. All around her, mist clung to the ground, hiding the sharp stones and ancient bones that lined the banks. The valley was quiet—too quiet. Even the birds seemed to be holding their breath.

Behind her, the women of the River People moved in silence, their heads bent low. Every dawn, fewer voices laughed; every evening, more fires burned for the missing. Last moon, three young women vanished. This moon, two more. The old ones whispered of curses, but Sa-La knew better.

It was the Cliff-Dwellers.
They came at night, slipping through the rocks above like wolves in the dark, taking what was not theirs. The elders argued for patience, for peace, but Sa-La’s heart burned with anger. She was the chief’s daughter, but no longer a child. She would not wait for help that never came.
She straightened as a twig snapped across the river. Her eyes darted to the cliffs—a shadow moved, too fast to be wind. Sa-La hefted her spear and motioned the other women back.

“Go! Take the little ones—now!”

The River women scattered toward the trees, clutching children to their chests. Sa-La alone remained on the bank, her muscles tense as a drawn bow. Another shadow flickered among the rocks, then another. Too many. She braced her feet in the mud, heart pounding.

From the darkness, a low whistle sounded—a warning, or a signal. Three men slipped from the shadows, stone clubs in hand, faces painted with soot and ash. Cliff-Dwellers. Raiders.

“Leave us!” Sa-La shouted, voice steady. “There is no honor in this!”

The biggest raider only smiled, his teeth flashing.
“There is only hunger. Give us what we need, and no one is hurt.”
Sa-La gripped her spear tighter. “You take and take. The river will run red before you steal from us again.”

The men circled her, confident, sure in their numbers. But Sa-La was ready. As the leader lunged, she darted aside, jabbing her spear into his side. He howled in pain, and the other two rushed her.

She fought with every ounce of strength, the spear an extension of her anger and fear. But numbers mattered. Rough hands grabbed her arms, forcing her to the ground. Her world spun as they dragged her across the stones toward the cliffs, her cries echoing in the morning mist.

As the valley swallowed her screams, Sa-La swore a silent oath:
She would return. She would fight.
And the Cliff-Dwellers would learn that a River woman is never truly alone.

Chapter 2: Shadows in the Cliffs

Gorn crouched at the mouth of the high cave, watching the raiding party climb the rocky path below. His breath came slow and even, but his stomach twisted with unease. The night’s chill still clung to the stone, but dawn was brightening the valley, lighting the path that led from river to cliff.

He recognized the three men returning, one limping and bloody, another grinning like he’d just brought down a mammoth. Between them, their captive fought and cursed—a River woman, wild and unbroken, even with her arms bound.

Gorn stepped aside as the men passed, dragging the girl into the shadows of the cave. The rest of the tribe gathered, their faces eager and hungry for news.

“Chief Doruk!” called the leader, holding Sa-La by the hair. “We bring you the strongest of the River’s daughters!”

Doruk, tall and grim, sat beside the fire, his face half-hidden in darkness. He eyed the captive, his gaze lingering on her defiance.

“This one will not break,” Doruk said, voice like stone grinding against stone. “But she will remind the River clan what happens when they defy us.”

Gorn watched Sa-La stand tall, even as blood dripped from her cheek. Her glare was steady, her voice unbroken.
“I am Sa-La. My people will come for me. You will answer for this.”
Some of the Cliff-Dweller women looked away, shame clouding their eyes. Gorn’s own mother, Old Tira, whispered a blessing for the captive’s spirit. But most of the tribe cheered, celebrating the success.

Gorn lingered at the edge of the crowd, eyes fixed on Sa-La. He saw not an enemy, but a person—fierce, proud, and afraid. He thought of his own sisters, taken seasons ago by a rival clan and never seen again. Was this the price of survival?

As the tribe feasted, Gorn slipped away, his thoughts a storm.
He crept to the back of the cave, where Sa-La sat chained beside a dying fire. Her eyes found his in the darkness.
“Are you here to gloat?” she spat.

He shook his head. “I... I am sorry. Not all here wanted this.”

She studied him, cautious but curious. “Then why do you stay silent?”

Gorn swallowed, his words a whisper. “Because I am afraid. But maybe it is time someone was not.”

A pause hung between them, heavy as stone. Outside, the tribe sang and laughed, their voices echoing off the cliff walls.

Gorn looked at Sa-La, and for the first time, wondered if courage meant more than just surviving.

Chapter 3: The Oath of the River

The river ran cold and swift, its waters hiding tears and secrets as the sun climbed higher. Back on the riverbank, the River clan gathered in a circle, their faces tight with fear and anger. Old Mother Asha stood at the center, her gray hair wild, her eyes blazing like fire in the morning light.

“She was taken!” cried one of the women, holding her bruised arm. “Sa-La fought like the mountain lion, but they were too many!”

The chief, Sa-La’s father, bowed his head. His fists clenched and unclenched. “We cannot lose more. The Cliff-Dwellers grow bolder—if we do nothing, we are finished.”

Mother Asha’s voice rang out sharp and clear. “The time for hiding is over. If they steal our daughters, we take back our future. The spirits of the river are with us.”

The clan murmured agreement, anger giving them courage. The chief looked to the gathered hunters and warriors, then to the frightened faces of mothers and children.
“Tonight, we take the mountain path. We follow their tracks to the cliffs. But we do not go as raiders—we go as family, to bring home our own.”
Mother Asha knelt beside the river, dipping her hand into the icy water. She marked each warrior’s brow with a line of river-mud, a blessing for courage and clarity.

“We do not fight for revenge,” she intoned. “We fight for Sa-La, for every daughter taken, and for the days when fear no longer rules this valley.”

As dusk approached, the River clan prepared—sharpening spears, weaving slings, gathering herbs for wounds that would surely come. Even the youngest and oldest offered what they could: a stone for luck, a whispered prayer, a basket of dried meat.

The sun slipped behind the cliffs, turning the sky the color of blood. The warriors moved out in silence, shadows among the trees, following Sa-La’s trail.

Far above, in the cold stone cave, Sa-La sat awake, her heart pounding with hope and dread. She thought of her people and the river’s song—strong, unbroken, and always flowing home.

And as the first stars appeared over the valley, the River clan’s oath carried on the wind:
“We will not leave our own behind.”

Chapter 4: Beneath the Same Sky

Night fell heavy over the cliffs, the only light a scatter of stars and the orange glow of distant fires. Sa-La sat huddled near the cave’s entrance, her wrists rubbed raw by leather bindings. Despite her pain and exhaustion, her spirit held strong.

Inside, the Cliff-Dwellers’ feast had dwindled to hushed voices and uneasy laughter. Gorn lingered near the shadows, glancing often at Sa-La, torn between duty and conscience. Each time he looked, he found her watching the stars—never her captors.

He crossed the cave, crouching beside her, careful not to alarm the sentries dozing nearby.

“You should eat,” he whispered, offering a strip of dried meat.

Sa-La shook her head. “I have no appetite. My people will come. You know that, don’t you?”

Gorn’s hand trembled as he set the food beside her. “I know. I—I don’t want more blood spilled.”

She met his gaze, fierce and unflinching. “Then help me. Let me go before the killing begins.”

Gorn looked away, shame burning his cheeks. “If I free you, they’ll turn on me. I’ll lose everything.”

“Sometimes,” Sa-La whispered, “we must risk everything for what is right.”

Their eyes locked—wariness giving way to understanding. Somewhere deep in the cave, an elder began a low, mournful song, the sound echoing through stone and bone. Sa-La listened, her thoughts drifting to the river and her family’s promise.

Outside, a pebble skittered down the rocks. Both tensed. Sa-La’s heart leapt—had her clan come already?

But it was only the wind, sighing through the cliffs, carrying a distant promise of hope.

Gorn stood, torn by fear and the seed of courage Sa-La had planted in his heart. He hesitated, then slipped her a sharpened stone, hidden in his palm.

“For when the time is right,” he murmured, then faded back into the darkness.

Sa-La clutched the stone, hope sparking anew. She waited, counting her breaths, the river’s song in her mind.

Far below, the River clan crept ever closer, silent as shadows, carrying the oath of their people on their lips and vengeance in their hearts.

And above it all, the same sky watched—ancient, silent, and waiting for the dawn.

Chapter 5: The River Rises

The night air above the cliffs was thick with tension. Far below, the River clan moved in ghostly silence, slipping through brush and boulder, their faces streaked with mud and resolve. Old Mother Asha led the way, her eyes sharp as flint in the dark.

In the Cliff-Dwellers’ cave, Gorn lay restless among his sleeping kin. He listened to the uneasy silence, thinking of Sa-La’s words and the sharpened stone he’d given her. He knew, somehow, that tonight would change everything.

Sa-La, heart hammering, worked quietly at her bindings. The stone Gorn had given her was small but keen; she sawed at the leather thongs with steady, desperate patience. Each scrape and snap sent a thrill of fear and hope through her veins.

Suddenly, shouts rang out from the mouth of the cave. A Cliff-Dweller sentry stumbled inside, clutching a bloody arm. “The River clan! They’re here! They come with fire and spears!”

Chaos exploded in the cave. Warriors sprang up, scrambling for weapons
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