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Chapter 1: The Lake’s Secret

Wind raced across the empty salt plain, hissing over stones and the bones of forgotten beasts. Tovi crouched at the water’s edge, breath clouding in the pale dawn. Her fingers, stained with ochre and charcoal, traced symbols in the thin film of water left by the vanishing lake—a fish, a hand, a sun rising between two hills.

Behind her, the Salt People’s camp clung to the rocky outcrop. Families huddled under skins; smoke rose from last night’s fire. The chief’s voice, sharp with worry, carried over the plain as he quarreled with the elders about dwindling food and whether to move on before hunger turned to death.

But Tovi’s world was quiet here, apart from her clan’s fear. She closed her eyes and listened: the whistle of cranes overhead, the soft scrape of her own foot on salt. A pang of sadness twisted her heart—the lake was the clan’s life, but each year the water shrank, leaving only shimmering flats and bitter mud.

As she studied the ground, Tovi noticed something odd. A chain of black stones curved out of the salt and pointed toward the hills. Curiosity, her oldest companion, nudged her to follow. She crept away from the others, scanning for the tracks of wolves—or Ren, the chief’s son, who always seemed to appear when she least wanted him.

The trail led her to a low bluff with a cave mouth half-hidden by tumbleweed. It was a place she’d never seen before, though she’d ranged farther than any girl in the clan. A prickle ran down her spine. Her grandmother’s tales warned: “Caves are the mouths of spirits. Enter only with need—or great courage.”

Tovi steadied her breath, tucked her wild hair behind her ears, and lit a reed torch from her pouch. The flame flickered to life, painting the stone with wavering gold. She ducked inside.

The cave’s air was cool and smelled of dust and old fire. Walls shimmered with images: mammoths charging, hunters with spears, spirals and handprints in red and black. Deeper inside, Tovi found a hollow filled with strange objects—bones carved with marks she didn’t know, and a bowl so smooth it seemed like water turned to stone. Within the bowl was a powder—yellow, bright as dawn. Beside it, a bundle of reeds tied with sinew.

A thrill of discovery surged through her, but a warning voice echoed in her mind: Some secrets should never be unearthed.

Suddenly, footsteps crunched outside. Tovi’s heart hammered. She snuffed her torch and pressed against the wall as Ren called out.

“Tovi! Chief says we break camp at first light. Where are you?”

She waited, silent, until his footsteps faded. Only then did she emerge, bowl and reeds hidden beneath her cloak. She returned to the edge of camp as the sky brightened, knowing she’d crossed a threshold she could never uncross.

That night, while the clan argued over whether to follow the herds or risk the long trek east, Tovi sat alone, tracing the spiral patterns she’d seen on the cave wall into the salt. She glanced at the secret bowl, feeling both hope and fear. Was this the answer to her people’s hunger, or the beginning of a greater danger?

A rumble of thunder rolled over the salt plain. Tovi looked toward the cave, her heart full of questions, and knew her real journey was just beginning.

Chapter 2: The Bitter Path

The Salt People moved before sunrise, following the cracked, white plain eastward as the wind swept away all sign of their camp. Every family carried what little they owned: bone-tipped spears, smoked fish wrapped in hides, and bundles of hope growing thinner with each hungry day. The youngest rode on their mothers’ backs. The elders leaned on sticks and whispered prayers.

Tovi walked near the back, her precious find hidden beneath her fur cloak. The stone bowl pressed cold against her ribs, the bundle of ancient reeds knotted tight with sinew. She felt the weight of it—not just its mass, but the responsibility she’d taken on without asking anyone’s leave.

Ren walked up beside her, jaw set. “You’re quiet, Tovi. What did you see at the lake?”

She kept her gaze on the endless salt. “Only feathers and old bones. There’s nothing left for us here.”

Ren snorted. “You always see what others do not. Be careful what you bring back from the dead places.”

Tovi bristled, but said nothing. He wouldn’t believe her if she told him. The secret was hers for now.

The march was long. By noon, the sun baked the salt to a blinding glare. Children wept for water, and even the chief—Ren’s father—limped with exhaustion. They stopped only when the first low hills rose from the plain, scrubby and brown.

That night, as the clan rested, Tovi slipped away to a shallow ravine. She knelt, uncovered the bowl, and inspected the yellow powder in its hollow. Was it paint? Food? Medicine? Or something lost to time?

She tried dipping a reed in water and mixing it with the powder. The result was a bright golden paste, brighter than any ochre she’d ever found. She remembered the cave painting of the figure holding fire aloft—a sign, perhaps, that this gift was meant to bring light.

Tovi drew a spiral on a nearby rock, just as she’d seen in the cave. It shimmered even in the dim starlight. Was this magic, or just color?

Behind her, footsteps crunched. She whirled, hiding the bowl.

It was the chief’s old mother, stooped and silent. Her eyes, sharp despite the years, lingered on Tovi’s secret.

“Girl,” she rasped, “the ancestors watch us now. Use your gifts wisely. Sometimes, the spirits answer with a riddle, not a gift.”

Tovi nodded, heart thudding. She cleaned her hands and hid the bowl once more.

In the morning, the spiral glowed like a new sun on the rock. Some in the clan called it a blessing. Others, seeing the golden mark, whispered of curses.

As the Salt People pressed onward, leaving the lake behind, Tovi felt a strange certainty burning in her chest. Whatever secrets the salt plain held, she would face them—not just for herself, but for her people.

Far ahead, storm clouds gathered, and the salt plain’s old silence was broken by the first distant cry of wolves.

Chapter 3: The Wolf’s Shadow

The storm broke as the clan trekked across the rising hills, the first drops turning salt dust to slippery paste. Men cursed the mud that clung to their feet. Children whimpered beneath furs soaked through. Tovi glanced often at the horizon, where blue-black clouds rolled low, hiding whatever beasts or spirits might watch them from afar.

By midday, the Salt People sheltered beneath a stand of twisted juniper. The elders argued over which way to travel: south toward the lowlands and their bitter lakes, or east, where stories told of forests and prey. Ren pressed for the south—he trusted what he knew. The chief listened, uncertain.

Tovi sat apart, the stone bowl hidden close. The golden spiral she’d painted last night still glimmered on her rock, drawing curious glances and whispers. Some said it was a sign of the ancestors’ favor. Others muttered that Tovi meddled too much in mysteries better left alone.

A shrill cry shattered the argument. One of the herders, a boy named Nari, raced from the scrub, breathless and terrified. “Wolves!” he gasped. “Many—big and black, with eyes like fire!”

The chief barked orders. Hunters readied spears. Women gathered the youngest behind a ring of baskets and hides.

Ren approached Tovi, his face tight with fear. “If you have real magic, use it now. Or stay out of the way.”

Tovi’s mind raced. She remembered the bowl, the powder, the paintings of beasts and fire in the ancient cave. Was it foolishness, or hope, to try? She had no weapon but what she carried—and the strange, golden spiral.

As the wolves broke from the brush—six, seven, more, big and hungry—Tovi scooped powder from the bowl, mixing it with rainwater and smearing it across a flat stone near the camp. She painted the sun, bold and bright, as the animals circled closer.

She stood, heart pounding, and lifted the stone so the wolves saw the shining mark. As thunder cracked overhead, the painted sun glimmered—brighter than any fire. For a heartbeat, the wolves slowed, hackles raised.

Then, impossibly, the lead wolf lowered its head, whining. The pack, uncertain, backed away. Rain washed down in sheets, the gold running in rivulets, but the wolves retreated—vanishing into the wild as suddenly as they’d come.

For a long moment, no one moved. Then Nari cried, “She drove them off! Tovi’s sun did it!”

Some cheered, others only stared. The chief’s old mother nodded slowly. “Sometimes, girl, the spirits answer.”

Ren watched, torn between relief and something like envy.

That night, as the clan huddled in their meager shelter, Tovi’s spiral sun glowed faintly on the rock, a promise and a warning. Her secret had become the clan’s hope—but also their fear.

She wrapped herself in her cloak, heart both light and heavy, and listened to the rain, the wind, and the distant, uneasy howl of the wolves.

Tomorrow, she knew, the true test of her gift—and her place in the clan—would begin.

Chapter 4: The Ancestors’ Mark

Dawn was slow to break, shrouded by clouds and a lingering, restless wind. The Salt People gathered around the remnants of their camp, some with gratitude, others with wary glances cast toward Tovi. The golden sun she had painted still shimmered faintly on the wet stone, the only brightness in the gray morning.

The chief called the clan together. “We have seen something strange—wolves, driven off by a mark of light. What do the ancestors say?” He looked to his mother, who nodded toward Tovi.

With every eye on her, Tovi stepped forward, clutching the empty stone bowl. Her voice trembled only a little. “I found this in a cave where the lake is dying. There were paintings there—signs of beasts, men, and fire. I do not know if it is magic, but I think our people painted these marks long before us. Maybe they are a gift. Maybe a warning.”

Ren stepped beside her, arms folded. “She risked all our lives by painting with a thing she did not understand. But she also saved us. What if the wolves come back? Or something worse?”

The clan argued—some praising Tovi, some
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