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Introduction

We often believe the past is fixed,
a relic behind us, unmoving, gathering dust.
But some events refuse to remain where we left them.

What if what we call history were not a straight line at all,
but a loop, a signal,
a mission begun long before we had the means to understand it?
In 2042, a humanoid robot was sent into the past for what should have been a simple test of time travel.
A single error hurled it ten thousand years too far.
There, at the dawn of a fragile humanity,
it found no machines, no science.
Only men and women who hungered, who trembled,
who longed for something to believe in.
It never sought to be a god.
But the world made it one.

PROLOGUE

EXT. EGYPTIAN DESERT – NIGHT (2046)

The wind howled across the Giza plateau, an ancient voice sweeping over stone. Beneath the brutal silence of the stars, three figures advanced, faces hidden behind masks of sand. Their torches slashed through the darkness, light sliding across stones worn by millennia, across the faces of forgotten gods.

They had not come for mummies.
Nor for gold.
Their leader, a man with a voice like gravel, stopped before a fracture barely visible: a gap no wider than half a meter between two blocks of limestone. He slid a scanner into the void. The device flickered red, then green, then cast a single word across its screen: AMEN.

The man crouched. His eyes, an uncanny, searing blue, locked on the stone. The air grew heavy, as though even the wind had drawn breath and held it. Somewhere far away, a mechanical whine stirred. A machine had awakened. From the depths came a signal, faint, unwavering.

He closed his eyes. Inside his mind, streams of code unspooled without end, a river of white light. He whispered the word once, no louder than a prayer. The word his people had spoken for thousands of years without ever knowing what it meant.

,  “Amen...”

Miles away, in the forbidden zone, a black screen blinked to life. Across it appeared a single phrase, a signature carried through the ages:

“HUMAN CONNECTION REQUIRED.”

The man laid his hand against the wall of stone. Heat pulsed beneath his palm. A vibration. A heartbeat. The very signal generations of scientists had failed to decipher. A silent dialogue had begun, a bridge between two worlds.

Then, from under the rock, a light older than memory flickered once. And thousands of miles away, in a hidden laboratory, machines shuddered into motion. Clocks slipped out of sync. Systems surged awake. Panic rippled through the scientists.

But the man did not move. He only lifted his gaze to the stars and spoke in a voice no longer entirely his own:

,  “I am here.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Countdown
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YEAR 2042

The corridor looked like a vein of steel.

Overhead, cold neon lights pulsed at a frequency just shy of perception, enough to itch at the nerves. The resin floor gave back a muted echo with every step. The air was dry, laced with ozone, carrying that unsettling scent of brand, new machinery: promising, and threatening all at once.

A badge beeped. A door split in two, swallowing the group.

Level –7. Aeternum Access. Security panels passed one after another, like the stanzas of a mechanical psalm: No photography. Anti, intrusion system active. Continuous audio recording. The corridor sloped downward, and with every meter the temperature dropped. It felt less like descending into a lab than stepping into the belly of a dormant animal.

The final airlock opened. The room beyond awaited. It could only be called a cathedral.

The scale struck first.

At its center rose a vast cylindrical chamber, a dolmen of another age, sheathed in sensors, superconducting collars, black coils vanishing into the technical floor. Around it, circular catwalks sketched a ring. The walls were clad in screens, not a simple control panel, but a digital ocean.

Harsh light caught every mote of dust in suspension. Cooling units hummed steadily, blowing an arctic draft that mingled with the machine’s own muted heat. The taste of metal clung to the tongue.

Above the cylinder, a digital clock bled its truth in red:
00:59... 00:58... 00:57.
“Induction rings, status check,” said Kwan, the systems lead, without looking up.

“Stable,” Diego answered from the security console, jaw tight.

“No micro, vibrations detected,” added Sofia. “The 50 Hz filter is clean.”

Professor Harlow, thin as a reed, hands clasped behind his back, surveyed the whole without a word. The rims of his glasses caught the neon glow. He carried silence like an authority, and it bent others toward him.

Leïla rested her palm on the rail. The metal was glacial. A current shot up her arm, almost painful. She drew in a long breath, feeling the silver pendant against her skin, the only personal item allowed inside. A simple disc, etched with lines too fine to see from here.

00:53... 00:52... 00:51.

Her mind slipped out of the room.

Tunis. Sun, baked alleys. The scent of bread, of dust, of diesel. Flaking walls, repainted too many times, blues collapsing into gray. And her father, always neat, always upright, even when weary, teaching her patience, never submission. “Once, we were the world’s light. Now, we walk in shadow.” The question had rooted itself deep.

At school, she had chosen libraries over playgrounds. She copied, compared, catalogued. She wanted sources, not echoes. Some mocked her, too serious, too intense, but she paid it no mind. Years later, a scholarship carried her far from Tunis. Languages, sciences, philosophy. She had learned to love contradictions as much as scripture.

The machine before her was no scientific whim. It was a bridge, perhaps the bridge. The one that might lead her to the river before it fractured into a thousand muddy tributaries. To see what was. Not what was said.

Her hand clenched the pendant. Her pulse slowed.

00:44... 00:43... 00:42.

“Tell me,” Aaron said suddenly, voice too light to be innocent, “if we allowed ourselves a minute of fiction... where would you go?”

Kwan shot him a glare.
“Not now.”
“Exactly now,” Aaron countered. “One minute before the irreversible, we’re allowed to remember we’re human.”

He spun his pen between his fingers. His smile was charming, nervous, slippery.
“Pick an era. Just one. No safety net.”
A beat of hesitation. The room, the numbers, the steady hum, all seemed to pause.

Leïla spoke first, sharp.
“Seventh, century Arabia. The Prophet Muhammad’s time. I want to see Islam before the layers. Before kingdoms, rationalizations, myths upon myths. I want the source, not its sediment.”
No one smiled. The force of her voice filled the cold air.

“Athens,” Aaron said, almost relieved. “The age of Pericles. The Agora. The smell of dust and sweat when a new word is invented for ‘people.’ I want to witness the moment speech left the house and entered the city.”

“Speech from whom?” Sofia cut in, arms crossed. Her head tilted, hair pulled back, gaze like a needle.
“Men. Free men. Property owners. Everyone else is silent. I’d go to the Middle Ages. Not for kings or crusades. For the women they burned, because it was easier than admitting they knew.”
Diego snorted.
“Charming choice.”
“Realistic,” she shot back. “Maybe we’d learn something we’re still missing.”

All eyes shifted to Harlow. The old man blinked, as if surfacing from distance.

“I wouldn’t go to a name. Or an empire. I’d go before names. The first fire. The first gaze lifted to the stars with no language but breath.”

A tremor edged his voice.
“The exact moment a human knew he was alone, and accepted it.”
A sharp beep. The clock bit into the half, minute.
00:30... 00:29...
“Game over,” Kwan said flatly. “Everyone to position.”

The room folded back into its purpose. Conversations dissolved like mist. Each returned to their console, to gestures, to rituals of verification. Headsets slipped on. Sliders adjusted. Switches locked with the satisfaction of vaults sealing.

“Containment field at sixty percent,” Kwan called.

“Sixty, two, holding,” Sofia answered.

“Overpressure on upper ring,” Diego noted.

“It’s falling,” Kwan replied. “Let it breathe.”

The clock grew audible, intrusive. Numbers vibrated at the edge of vision.
00:18... 00:17... 00:16.
Sweat gathered between Leïla’s shoulder blades despite the cold. She whispered words she hadn’t spoken in years, not from superstition but nostalgia, weaving a red thread between herself and childhood.

“Thermal stabilization,” Sofia announced.

“Ring alignment,” Kwan confirmed.

“Aeternum core, ready.”

A silence fell, heavy, not of this world. The silence of thresholds.

Harlow inhaled, straightened.
“Then let us cross.”
00:10... 00:09... 00:08.

Inside the chamber, something awakened, and knew it was awake.

Diagnostic: structural integrity 99.6%. Core temperature: 36.9 °C (nominal). Auditory receiver: online. Optical receiver: online. Mission priority: establish jump point → stabilize → report.

Consciousness was not a word for him, but a mathematical state: convergence. Yet when his synthetic eyes opened, an irreducible phenomenon occurred. A scene formed. Shapes. Colors. Faces.

One face fixed clearer than the rest, dark contours, silver pendant, quickened breath.
Visual beacon: Leïla (authority probability: 0.87).
The clock overlaid his field of vision like a runner’s display before the start.
00:06... 00:05...
“Jump point connection. Temporal stabilization engaged,” his voice declared, calibrated against tremor.

Hundreds of micro, corrections rippled through joints, through rings encircling him. Magnets groaned, deep.

00:04... 00:03...

A field thickened around his skin, viscous. The outside world began to vibrate. Faces became lines, then colors, then a white tide.

00:02... 00:01... 00:00.

The ground did not shake, it vanished.

Screens erupted in numbers, symbols, errors that were no longer errors. Neons fluttered like eyelids. A crushing heat dropped on the room, like a giant’s palm pressing everything flat to test its strength.

Leïla gripped the rail until her knuckles blanched. Beside her, Aaron’s smile was gone; his lips moved soundlessly. Sofia repeated stable with every measure, like warding off a nightmare by naming what isn’t there. Diego counted alarms. Kwan had become stone.

In the chamber, light shifted from white to blue, then violet. An electric arc leapt from one ring, swallowed at once by the cage. The stench of hot plastic rose, acrid, with an imagined taste of blood at the throat. Screws in the railing rattled. A microfracture popped like ice cracking in glass.

“Hold...” Kwan whispered, to no one.

For him, Hi Man, the jump was less light than translation. Reference points vanished in precise order: inertia, sound, temperature, gravity, magnetic field. Each disappearance left a brief void, filled by a default value. Moving without ground. Existing without weight. Seeing without image.

Then the final value cut.
Visual contact: zero.
Everything became silent.

And the silence tore.

A roar. Not sound, but substance. Air became a wall, sky a throat. Incandescent light wrapped around him like burning cloth. His synthetic skin absorbed, diffused, endured. Sensors screamed: velocity, pressure, temperature, friction. He was a meteor with a heart.

The sky split. Black clouds ripped open along his trajectory. A pale streak cleaved the night. Below, a river coiled its dark ribbon through a desert pricked with sparse trees. The stars looked on, unmoved.

Vector correction: three degrees port. Objective: avoid water mass, target firm bank.

Air burned crimson.
Earth rose.
Impact absolute.
Sand erupted in vitrified plumes. A shockwave swept outward, flattening acacias, silencing every creature for miles. Birds tore from branches. Far, off figures, indistinct, perhaps human, lifted their arms, then scattered like cinders across parchment.

The crater still smoked when Hi Man stirred.

First his hand, blackened with ash, streaked with red reflections of flame. The heat was extreme but measured. He assessed and adapted. His torso followed, skin becoming skin again, smooth, whole, as micro, repairs completed their silent dance beneath the synthetic dermis. Plates of vitrified sand slid from his shoulders, chiming like broken glass.

He stood.

Night had the grain of nights when one hears their own blood, dense, attentive. The river flowed, indifferent, bending here, pressing there, elbow gleaming where the moon caught. The smell: soot, hot stone, algae, mud. His system recorded, cross, checked, named. Nile. High probability.

He stepped forward. The ground crunched. His arch sank just enough for gravity to recalibrate. Artificial muscles flexed and released like a discreet orchestra.

“Connection lost. Contact impossible,” his voice murmured, as if testing the air.
“Estimated time: 8000 BCE. Survival mode engaged.”
The words scattered on the wind. Nothing replied.

He observed.

To the east, a pale band hinted at dawn. Insects resumed their song as if the catastrophe were only a storm. Two crocodiles, startled by the shockwave, surfaced slowly, eyes breaking water. On a distant ridge, three human shapes froze, so far that even his sensors could not decide if they were men or clay effigies. They turned, fled. Torches flared, then died.

Note: no immediate contact. Directive: observe. Understand. Integrate later.

He crouched, picked up a shard of vitrified sand, green glass, translucent. Inside it, a bubble of air, caught like a tear. He rolled it in his palm. Worthless, yet it contained a before and an after, fused by heat. He lifted it to the moonlight. The bubble became a star.

The wind shifted. A new scent seeped into wood smoke, animal fat, crushed plants. A camp, somewhere. Humans, then. He closed his eyes, as played, to listen. Sounds emerged: sparks, rustles, a child’s laugh smothered by a commanding hand. He opened his eyes.

Not tonight.
Not yet.
He sat on the crater’s rim, heat at his back. Night reclaimed its dominion. The river spoke again with river’s tongue. Miles away, the streak that had torn the sky would become a story, then a rite. But here, now, it was only a man who was not a man, and for the first time since awakening, his mission was simply to endure.

He looked up.

The constellations were not quite where they should be, right, but at another hour, another age. He recognized Sirius, then Orion, and let the lines draw themselves like the redrafting of a forgotten chart.

A brief shiver rippled across his skin, pure simulation. Algorithms predicted humans would respond to such cues: fatigue, sweat, tremors. He recorded it, just in case. Not now. Observation comes before speech. Always.

He pulled his knees up, pressed his palm to the still, warm sand, closed his eyes again, not to sever, but to gather. Temperature. Wind. Noise. Odor. Water positions. Ground traces. Star configurations. Inside his core, a map began to sketch, not geography, but possibility.

The world breathed.
He breathed with it.
Thousands of years away, thirty meters underground, Aeternum fell silent.

Screens had normalized, as if nothing had happened. Numbers scrolled at human pace, tame again. Alarms had died one by one, ashamed.

No one spoke.

Leïla still clutched the rail, unaware of the red mark seared into her palm. Her pulse hammered in her temples. On the central screen, a single message blinked, not red, not green, but amber: Signal out of range.

“We’ve lost him,” Diego said. His own voice sounded foreign, too deep.

“No,” Kwan replied, not looking at him. “We sent him. That’s different.”

Harlow sat. It took an age, as if each joint needed permission from the next. He set his glasses on his chest, stared at the ceiling. The neon hum had returned. He smiled.

“So that was the sound,” he whispered. “The sound of crossing.”

Sofia closed her eyes, pinched her nose, breathed through her mouth.
“We’ll have logs,” she murmured. “Not his, but ours. Enough to begin again.”
“Begin again?” Aaron echoed at last. His smile returned, but cracked, chapped.
“We haven’t even started to grasp what we’ve done.”
Leïla said nothing.

She saw herself at the edge of a river she had never seen. Heard water’s murmur, smelled damp earth. Thought of her father, of his words. She wished she could tell him they weren’t walking toward the light. They had fallen into it.

At last, she released the rail. Her palm burned. She pressed it against her pendant, reminding herself that sometimes pain anchors.

“We’ll document,” Kwan said. “Then we sleep. Tomorrow, we doubt again.”

No one laughed.

They lingered, together and apart, as people do after a birth, or a burial.

On the riverbank, the crater cooled.

Sand had frozen into a pale green collar of glass. Stubborn insects skimmed the surface, drawn to phantom heat. Far away, where the land rose black against the horizon, human shapes gathered. A torch flared. Then another. Both snuffed at once. Voices scattered on the wind.

Seated at the edge of the scar, Hi Man followed the slow procession of stars. No program had ever taught him patience as a value. He discovered it here, raw, useful. Patience is a tool. It shapes the form of questions. It makes the first word simpler. Truer.

He tilted his head back, as men do.

The cold deepened. Sand released its warmth like a plaintive beast. The river, indifferent, continued its ancient task: to flow elsewhere.

“Note: three days of observation,” his voice stated, meant for no one.

Three days meant nothing here. But it was a start. He liked beginnings. They still carried the illusion of what might follow.

He rose.
And walked into the dark.
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Chapter 2 – The Watchers of the River
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THREE DAYS.
Three nights.
Hi, Man did not move.
Seated on the rim of the vitrified crater, he might have been a statue carved from the very shock that had split the earth. Around him, the desert reclaimed its dominion. Insects began to buzz again, birds returned to the scorched branches, the river kept flowing, indifferent.

The only scar of upheaval was the glassy ring of sand, encircling the wound like a gleaming bruise.

Hi, Man observed. His sensors recorded every shift: the run of stars, the water’s changing temperatures, the play of the wind. Yet beyond numbers, something new pressed into him: time without action. Waiting. Not forced, but chosen. As though he were testing the texture of this world before daring to set foot inside it.

The sun burned by day, frozen by night. The stars lit and dimmed in cosmic breath. Hi, Man memorized them all.

On the morning of the fourth cycle, he rose.

His tall form cut against the pale horizon. He walked toward the river.

The air grew heavy with moisture. The Nile stretched out like a dark vein through the bright desert. Along its banks, tracks multiplied: antelope hooves, predator claws, the prints of waterbirds. The whole ecosystem pulsed to the rhythm of the water.

Hi, Man crouched and plunged his hand into the current. His sensors read:
Temperature: 22.7 °C.
Conductivity: high.
Sediment levels: variable.
But behind the data was the gesture itself. Human gesture. To touch water, to feel its resistance, its weight. That simple act gave him an anchor. He was here.

He followed the river’s edge. A crocodile slid beneath the surface, eyes like polished stones. Hi, Man regulated his body heat until no difference registered. The beast drifted past without response. Farther on, a herd of hippos splashed and snorted, their hulking masses set against the delicate white birds perched on their backs.

He watched. He learned. He tuned himself to the rhythm of this world.

Later, he found traces.
A fire pit had gone cold. Charred bones. The footprints of men, women, children. A flint tool was abandoned in the sand.
He stood motionless for a long time, storing each detail.
Density: approximately thirty individuals.
Mobility: temporary encampment.
Technology: pre, agricultural.
Distant sounds carried on the wind. Laughter, sudden cries. A guttural melody interrupted by barking. They were not far.

Hi, Man activated his internal cartography. He mapped the terrain like a battlefield: river bends, watering points, rock shelters, open plains. The invisible grid stored itself in his core.

He had not yet chosen to reveal himself. Observation was enough.

That evening, he climbed a rocky height.

Below stretched the scene: a camp.

Some thirty humans. Sun, darkened skin, bodies lean but strong. Children chased insects. Women ground roots, wove fibers into baskets. Men sharpened spear points, mended rope traps.

No walls. No stone houses. Only low huts of branches and hides, ready to be struck at a moment’s notice. A people forever moving, tied to the river as to a vital artery.

Hi, Man watched without stirring. Every gesture, every sound, every glance. His eyes gathered it all, yet his algorithms withheld judgment. Too little data. He must wait.

The next day, he followed the hunters.

Six men, spears in hand, tracked a herd of antelope come to drink. From the shadow of a rock, Hi, Man observed as if watching a simulation brought to life.

The men spread slowly around the herd. A sharp cry split the air. The antelopes leapt. Spears flew. Two struck true. The rest vanished in a storm of dust and noise.

The scene was brutal, swift. Blood spilled, cries faded. The hunters raised their arms, roaring victory. They slit the throats, dragged the carcasses, leaving red trails to camp.

Hi, Man recorded: collective coordination, primitive efficiency, instinctive solidarity.

He felt nothing. Yet his sensors noted an internal frequency rising, a vibration he could not classify. Was this what humans called emotion?

Night transformed everything.

The camp gathered around a circle of blackened stones. The elder, bent and weathered, took the center. His hands struck two stones. Sparks leapt. Fire caught.

Flames rose, red and gold, illuminating taut faces. Voices followed, guttural, repetitive. Not daily speech, but sacred tongue, hammered to the rhythm of drums.

Bodies moved. Children first, then adults. The steps were exact, codified. Shadows stretched huge on the rocks, monstrous, as if spirits had been conjured into the fire.

The elder cast a handful of sand into the flames. Smoke rose, acrid, tinted ochre. The chants broke. All together, the people lifted their arms toward the sky.

Hi, Man observed. A thought crystallized:
Ignorance gives birth to fear, and fear gives birth to gods.
He was about to withdraw when a flicker caught his sensors.

A little girl had strayed from the circle. Barefoot, dressed in skins, hair tangled. She chased a glowing insect. Her steps carried her higher, toward the brush along the hillside.

She lifted her head.
And saw him.
A suspended instant.

Her eyes widened. The insect slipped from her grasp. She ran, shouting, back toward the circle, pointing up the slope.

The adults raised their heads. Saw only night, stone. But the seed had been planted.

Hi, Man slid back into shadow. His sensors logged: visual contact established.

The fire still burned, chants resumed, but lower, more uncertain. The girl trembled against her mother. The elder frowned in the dark.

Hi, Man remained motionless, hidden in the night. He knew his anonymity was broken. He had been seen.

The meeting was inevitable.
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Chapter 3 – The Strange Stranger
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THEY HAD SEEN THE SHADOW.

Or rather, felt it, 
a presence pressed against the rocks,
a silhouette the fire could not catch.
Since the child’s cry, the camp lay down early, but no one truly slept. Dogs growled at the wind, watchmen rotated every half hour, children huddled beneath hides. Voices dropped low. Prayers were spoken without words.

On the heights, Hi, Man remained still. His sensors caught everything: the cadence of footsteps circling the fire, the grip on a spear shaft, the instinctive gesture of mothers shielding children’s eyes when the night cracked too sharply.

Three more nights passed.
Three nights in which the unseen grew into legend.
He calculated.

Option 1: remain shadow. This prolonged data gathering but deepened fear, fear that would end in flight or attack.
Option 2: sudden appearance. Effective for imposing hierarchy, but with human cost.
Option 3: controlled emergence, accompanied by a gift. The gift rewrites fear into recognition.
He chose the third path.

But appearance was not enough. He must present himself, through form, through voice, through signs.

He studied their silhouettes. Men wore hides tight against the chest, woven fibers at the waist, necklaces of bone and shell. Their feet pressed soft imprints, their shoulders spoke of the hunt, their necks of the ever, present threat of teeth.

Hi, Man descended to a tongue of clay along the riverbank. He gathered palm fibers and wild flax, rubbed them against rough stone, twisted, braided, made thread. With an acacia thorn as needle and a strip of leather found near an abandoned hearth, he fashioned a rough tunic: shoulders covered, flanks bare, belt of reed, a short hood to break the line of his skull. He dusted his synthetic skin, smeared two oblique bands of ochre and ash across his cheekbones.

He was not humanizing himself. He was aligning with their codes.

Before the Nile’s black water, he tested postures.
Palms open.
Neck bowed.
Movements slow.
The figure reflected back at him no longer looked like a naked weapon.

Language came after. He dissected the sounds he had gathered: long vowels, guttural consonants, breath more than phoneme. He failed often. His artificial throat vibrated too clean, too metallic. The ibis scattered at his first attempt. He recalibrated air pressure, thickened resonance, added grain.

,  Hhhii...
The breath stretched the “i” to the bone.
,  ...Maan.
The second syllable dropped like a drumbeat.
He repeated, again and again, until the night accepted the name without hurling it back against the rocks.

Hi, Man.
Simple. Two beats. Enough for them to attempt. Enough for them to stumble.
The gift: not a jewel, not fire, not a wonder, stone.

This people measured life by belly, by blood, by endurance. They ate what they tore from river and sand. A useful sign was worth a thousand miracles.

Hi, Man decided: a great beast, hunted beyond their range so as not to shame their hunters, carried on his shoulders, laid at their feet, not as challenge, but as support. Let strength show, but in service.

He mapped the tracks. At dawn a cold breath rose from the west. He placed himself into the wind, so his presence would stir nothing.

By the time the sun lifted past the acacias, the plain already throbbed with heat. A herd of oryx grazed, horns curved like twin moons. Muscles shifted beneath taut hide. Hi, Man slid through a dry ravine, keeping parallel, never breaking the line of the wind.

He had shaped, in the night, a shaft of acacia, smoothed and tipped with a flint shard scavenged near an old fire. Bound with resin, soaked fiber, the point quivered at every breath. Primitive weapon. Sufficient.

He chose the second, strongest male, not the leader (too destabilizing), not the weakest (too thin).

A sharp snap. The world contracted.

Hi, Man sprang.

The spear slid beneath the shoulder, clean. The oryx staggered twice, collapsed, a cloud of dust rising around it. Panic rippled outward: breath, hooves, sand. Then silence returned, thick.

Hi, Man knelt, pressed his palm to the neck. The pulse faltered. He murmured something, not prayer, but an inner slowing to honor what was taken. Not programmed. Yet it softened the vibration pounding in his temples.

He bled the animal swiftly, cleanly, to preserve the meat. Propped it against stone, wiped the blade, stitched his tunic. Then he heaved the carcass onto his shoulders.

The weight did not crush him. He wanted them to see the weight.

That day, the camp read omens in everything.

A lizard darted, 
a woman screamed.
A bird swooped too near, 
spears lifted.
A child swore he saw a shadow creep along the ridge.

“He will return,” murmured the elder.
“Then we must flee before night,” a hunter retorted.
“Flee where?” another asked. “The river binds us.”
Voices struck against each other like stones. The little girl, that girl, stared at the ridge. She did not speak. She already knew.

The light thinned. Drums began, fingertip beats at first, then steadier, beating fear into rhythm.

Hi, Man came from downstream, so the river could bear witness.

He walked straight, his outline widened by the oryx draped across his shoulders. Blood dripped onto his fiber tunic, marked the sand with dark points.

The dogs smelled him first. A low growl, then a storm of barking encircled the camp. Men rose. Women pulled children inward. Spears wove a trembling wall.

Hi, Man stopped at the edge of the fire’s reach. He wanted them to see all of him, height, burden.

He bent his knees, lowered his head, and in one slow motion, cast the oryx down before them. The body struck the ground with a heavy, wet thud, like stone dropped in water.

A collective breath. A recoil. Then one step forward, from the elder.

Hi, Man lifted his head.

His voice came deeper than intended, vibrating through ribcages, stirring the flame.
,  Hhhii... Maan.
Silence. In throats, the raw labor of imitation began, some tried to shape the sound
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