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Chapter 1

Kael crouched at the river’s edge, the cool morning pressing gently against his bare skin. Wisps of fog hovered above the water, swirling and vanishing as the first beams of sunlight reached over the tall pine trees. The river was alive with sound—soft burbles, the plunk of stones, and the distant cry of a waterbird startled from its perch.

Kael held his breath, every sense tuned to the movements beneath the surface. His spear was ready, its flint point sharpened just the day before by his father. He was determined to prove himself this morning—not only to his clan, but to himself. He was no longer a child. He could feel the change in his bones, the way his muscles tensed with anticipation rather than fear.

A shadow flickered in the water. Kael moved slowly, inching the spear over the glinting shape below. Time stretched thin. In a single motion, he thrust the spear downward. The water exploded in a brief, violent splash, and then there it was—a fat, silver fish writhing on the end of the shaft.

Kael grinned, holding his catch aloft for the sun to see. “You see that?” he whispered, glancing back toward the camp. “Maybe today they’ll let me join the hunt.”

Beyond the trees, smoke curled above the cluster of hide tents. The voices of his clan mingled with the river’s music: women laughing as they pounded roots, children squabbling over scraps of flint, elders humming low songs that seemed older than the stones themselves. For a moment, Kael felt a rare sense of belonging—a place in this ancient, ever-changing world.

He made his way up the slope, fish still twitching, the cool grass brushing his ankles. At the edge of the camp, his younger sister Tali met him, her dark eyes wide with admiration.

“You caught it?” she breathed, reaching out to touch the gleaming scales.

Kael nodded. “First of the day.”

She grinned and darted back to their mother, Yara, who was already tending the morning fire. Yara looked up, her face marked by the wind and sun but soft with pride. “You have a good hand, Kael. Your father will be pleased.”

Kael felt a flush of pride as he set the fish on a flat stone by the fire. He could hear his father’s voice across the camp, deep and commanding as he spoke to the other hunters. The men were already sharpening spears, checking stone blades, and fastening leather slings across their shoulders.

Just as Kael was about to join them, a distant howl broke the rhythm of the morning. The clan fell silent. Kael’s heart thudded. It was not the howl of a wolf, but something deeper—a signal from the lookout, sentinels posted along the high bluff above the river.

Yara’s expression darkened. She reached for Tali and drew her close. “Stay here,” she whispered.

Kael’s father, Roan, appeared at his side, a heavy hand on his shoulder. “You, too, Kael. Guard your sister.”

“But—” Kael started, frustration knotting his stomach.

Roan shook his head. “Every hand is needed, but not every fight is for the young. Watch, learn, and remember. The clan endures because we hold together.”

The hunters fanned out toward the river’s edge, weapons at the ready. Kael crouched beside his mother and sister, the spear tight in his hands, uncertainty warring with excitement. He scanned the woods, searching for the source of the danger.

The morning no longer felt safe. The river’s song had shifted, and Kael realized how quickly everything could change—how a moment of peace could become a test of survival.

In that breathless hush, Kael promised himself: whatever happened, he would be ready.

Chapter 2

The alarm call still echoed through the trees, its urgency tightening every muscle in Kael’s body. He knelt in the grass with Tali and his mother, his spear poised for whatever threat might break from the brush. In the tense silence, he could hear the hunters moving along the riverbank, careful and disciplined, just as Roan had taught them.

A figure emerged from the woods—a young scout named Jorek, breathing hard, eyes wide with fear. “Strangers,” he gasped, pointing back up the ridge. “A group. Five, maybe more. They carry spears and wear furs not of our people.”

Murmurs rippled through the camp. Kael felt his mother’s grip tighten on his arm. His father Roan barked swift commands, sending the hunters to the perimeter, while others began to gather the children and elders near the center of camp.

Yara drew Kael and Tali closer. “Stay quiet. Stay low.”

Kael’s heart hammered. He peered between the trunks, searching for any sign of movement. The clan had survived harsh winters and wild beasts, but strangers were something else. Stories of raids and stolen fire circled around the evening hearths. Kael had always wondered if those tales were true. Now, they were no longer stories.

Minutes dragged on, stretched thin by fear. Then, shapes appeared at the edge of the trees: men draped in thick, unfamiliar pelts, their faces painted in streaks of red and black. Their leader stepped forward, raising a spear as a sign of strength.

Roan advanced to meet them, flanked by two of the strongest hunters. Words were exchanged—sharp and guarded, in a language that Kael could almost understand but not quite. The tension was thick as river mud.

After a few moments, Roan gestured to the others and the strangers lowered their weapons. The leader spoke again, more softly this time, pointing to the sky and then to his mouth. Kael realized with a jolt: the strangers were hungry, seeking shelter or food.

The clan elders conferred in hushed tones. Yara murmured to Kael, “Sometimes, a full stomach is worth more than a sharp spear.”

Roan made his decision. He motioned for the strangers to sit at the edge of camp while food was brought—roots, dried meat, the fish Kael had caught. Tali watched in wide-eyed silence as the strangers ate, their hunger plain for all to see.

Kael studied the visitors, curious despite his fear. One of them, not much older than himself, caught his gaze and nodded. Kael nodded back, wondering what it would be like to be so far from home, depending on the kindness—or mercy—of another clan.

As the sun climbed higher, the threat faded into an uneasy peace. Roan returned to his family, exhaustion and worry etched into his features. “We watch them. We learn. Trust is slow. But today, we show them the Stone River way.”

Kael looked at the strangers—no longer just faceless threats, but people with empty bellies and tired eyes. For the first time, he understood that survival in this land meant more than hunting and fighting. It meant knowing when to stand firm and when to extend an open hand.

That night, as the clan gathered around the fire, Kael sat beside his father, listening to the elders’ low voices and the river’s endless song. The world had grown bigger, more dangerous, but also more mysterious. He gripped his spear and watched the flames dance, a new resolve kindling inside him.

Tomorrow would bring its own challenges. Kael was ready to face them—all the Stone River Clan at his side.

Chapter 3

The strangers remained on the outskirts of camp through the night, sleeping in a tight huddle beneath borrowed furs. Though the initial tension had faded, a cautious watch was kept. Kael was restless, his sleep fitful. He dreamed of painted faces and shadowy figures slipping through the trees.

At dawn, the Stone River Clan woke to a heavy fog pressing close to the earth, muffling every sound. Kael rose early and found his father Roan already pacing the camp, casting long glances toward the strangers’ shelter.

By the communal fire, the elders met, whispering about what the presence of outsiders might mean. Some argued for hospitality, others for suspicion. The memory of old raids and lost kin haunted their words.

Kael watched as the youngest of the strangers, the boy who had nodded at him the day before, stood at the river, awkwardly mimicking the way Kael had speared fish. The boy’s attempts sent ripples through the water but yielded nothing. Kael felt a tug of empathy. Hunger was a language that needed no words.

Quietly, Kael approached, holding his own spear. The stranger stiffened, but Kael only nodded toward the water, showing how to move slowly, how to wait for the perfect moment. He demonstrated, catching a small fish and handing it over.

The boy grinned, his painted face splitting into a grateful, lopsided smile. He mimed thanks, patting his chest. “Garo,” he said softly, thumping his own chest again.

Kael touched his own chest in reply. “Kael.”

A fragile bridge of trust formed between them, small but real.

Back at camp, Roan and the elders observed the boys’ exchange. Roan’s stern expression softened just a little. He called Kael over as the clan prepared their morning meal.

“Your eyes are open, son,” Roan said quietly. “That’s good. We must watch, and we must learn. Sometimes a stranger brings trouble. But sometimes, he brings news.”

As the mist began to lift
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