[image: Unga Bunga!!!: Against the Flow cover]Unga Bunga!!!: Against the Flow
The True Story of Human Evolution
Book 3
Jax A. River
Centuria Books LLC
1.0.0
[image: Centuria Books logo]Copyright © 2026 Centuria Books LLC.
Published by Centuria Books LLC
All rights reserved. Except as permitted by law, including fair use, copyright-protected material in this book may not be reproduced, distributed, or adapted without prior written permission from Centuria Books LLC.
Thank you for reading with us. Protecting our writing, artwork, and book designs helps us keep making stories and supporting the work that brings them to you. Your support gives new worlds and their next adventures a home.
This book is fiction, made for the fun of reading. Its characters, names, dialogue, settings, organizations, and events are parts of an imagined story. They are not intended to refer to, portray, or make factual claims about real people, living or dead, real places, or actual events. Any resemblance, however close in name, detail, circumstance, or idea, is coincidental. Such similarities do not mean that a real person, place, or event is the subject of the story. The characters' views and actions belong to the fiction and do not necessarily reflect those of the author or publisher.
"Centuria Books" and the Centuria Books logo are trademarks of Centuria Books LLC. Our name and logo help you recognize books from our publishing house. Please respect these marks and avoid using them in ways that suggest our approval, sponsorship, or connection where none exists.
We read your reviews and learn from your feedback. We use what we learn to improve our books and make the stories you enjoy even better. The version number on the title page helps us track those revisions. Thank you for helping our stories grow.
A Note from Centuria Books
Thank you for spending time in our worlds. Alongside our books, we produce free audiobooks on YouTube and Spotify. These use AI narration as an experiment to learn whether readers enjoy hearing our stories. Your response will help us decide whether to hire human narrators and create premium, fully human-narrated audiobook editions.
We also post story spoilers from recent books on TikTok. You have been warned!
Our mailing list shares updates on new releases and, now and then, free books for you to enjoy.
Whether you read, listen, or drop by for a spoiler, we're glad you're here.
Also by Jax A. River
The Dog at Bone Orchard
[image: The Dog at Bone Orchard cover]A sword and a broken oath aren't much help against a rifle.
Stranded in 1883 West Texas, border-warden Merrit Vale finds his first friend in a thieving blue heeler.
A vampire bounty hunter comes to collect him, then learns what her employer plans for the town of Bone Orchard.
For weird-western magic, dirty fights, and a stolen gate with the wrong people waiting on the other side, try The Dog at Bone Orchard.
	A fantasy border-warden out of his world
	Fractured oath magic in rifle country
	A thieving blue heeler named Biscuit
	A vampire bounty hunter with a changing job
	A railroad broker tightening his grip on the town
	A night train carrying forty marked townsfolk
	Darkly funny weird-western progression fantasy

Contents
	Cover
	Unga Bunga!!!: Against the Flow
	Copyright
	A Note from Centuria Books
	Also by Jax A. River
	Next in the Series
	Chapter 1 — The Grass Is Always Greener
	Chapter 2 — Vessel of Interest
	Chapter 3 — Spring Forward, Fall Back
	Chapter 4 — A Canopy of Errors
	Chapter 5 — Night Shift Happens
	Chapter 6 — The Leak of Their Lives
	Chapter 7 — Carry On, My Wayward Son
	Chapter 8 — Dry Run
	Chapter 9 — Mark My Words
	Chapter 10 — Shade of Doubt
	Chapter 11 — Cache Me If You Can
	Chapter 12 — When It Rains, It Scores
	Chapter 13 — Rock and a Hard Place
	Chapter 14 — Fat Chance
	Chapter 15 — Terms of Endearment
	Chapter 16 — Hide and Keep
	Chapter 17 — Right of Way, Wrong of Water
	Chapter 18 — Cold Comforts
	Chapter 19 — Thaw and Order
	Chapter 20 — Round Trip, Hard Lesson
	Chapter 21 — Small Steps, Big Trouble
	Chapter 22 — Shelter in Place Value
	Chapter 23 — Tool Much of a Good Thing
	Chapter 24 — The Snare Bearer
	Chapter 25 — Season's Grievings
	Chapter 26 — Moving the Goal Stones
	Chapter 27 — Fuel for Thought
	Chapter 28 — The High Price of Ground
	Chapter 29 — The Road Goes Both Ways
	Chapter 30 — Water Works, For Now
	Chapter 31 — Small Hands, Sharp Rules
	Chapter 32 — Edge of Obligation
	Chapter 33 — The Sign from Above
	Chapter 34 — Marked for Trouble
	Chapter 35 — Return on Investment
	Chapter 36 — Little Jobs, Big Opinions
	Chapter 37 — Count Me In
	Chapter 38 — Smoke Gets in Your Signs
	Chapter 39 — Stone Cold Borrowed
	Chapter 40 — A Reasonable Exchange
	Chapter 41 — A Very Old Explanation
	Chapter 42 — Root of the Matter
	Chapter 43 — Child's Play, Adult Rules
	Chapter 44 — Shade Under Pressure
	Chapter 45 — The Long Count
	Chapter 46 — Bank on It
	Chapter 47 — What Floats, What Stays
	Chapter 48 — Fire When Ready
	Chapter 49 — The Wall That Wasn't
	Chapter 50 — Work Worth Saving
	Chapter 51 — Three Stones, Two Banks
	Chapter 52 — The Long Drink
	Chapter 53 — Store and Order
	Chapter 54 — Watch This Space
	Chapter 55 — Not a Ford Deal
	Chapter 56 — Site for Sore Eyes
	Chapter 57 — Across the Divide
	Chapter 58 — Credit Where It's Due
	Chapter 59 — Stone Soup, No Soup
	Chapter 60 — The Dry Seat
	Chapter 61 — A Witness for the Defense
	Chapter 62 — Turn for the Better
	Chapter 63 — The Unseen Committee
	Chapter 64 — Built to Think
	Chapter 65 — Seed Money
	Chapter 66 — Maintenance of Way
	Chapter 67 — Shelter from the Terms
	Chapter 68 — The Unseen Hand
	Chapter 69 — Words to Live By
	Chapter 70 — The Shortest Distance
	Chapter 71 — Common Ground
	Chapter 72 — Counting on You
	Chapter 73 — Good Faith, Bad Water
	Chapter 74 — No Stone Unturned
	Chapter 75 — The House Rules
	Chapter 76 — Coming Back for More
	Chapter 77 — A Ridge Too Far
	Chapter 78 — Seep Stakes
	Chapter 79 — Sign Language
	Chapter 80 — Nine to Meet You
	Chapter 81 — Carry On
	Chapter 82 — Three Marks and a Bellyache
	Chapter 83 — Two Roads Diverged
	Chapter 84 — Terms of Endearment
	Chapter 85 — Home Is Where the Coal Is
	Chapter 86 — The Long Way Home
	Chapter 87 — Trust Fall, No Catch
	Chapter 88 — Claim to Fame
	Chapter 89 — The Fine Print
	Chapter 90 — A Hand in the Wrong Place
	Chapter 91 — The Cost of Being Right
	Chapter 92 — Witness Protection
	Chapter 93 — Helping Hand
	Chapter 94 — Source of the Problem
	Chapter 95 — The Plain Truth
	Chapter 96 — A Map of Means
	Chapter 97 — All the World's a Stage
	Chapter 98 — Builds and Balances
	Chapter 99 — Seasonal Adjustment
	Chapter 100 — The Floodplain Is Lava
	Chapter 101 — Higher Learning
	Chapter 102 — Drain of Thought
	Chapter 103 — A Year in the Making
	Chapter 104 — Beam Me Up
	Chapter 105 — Roof Awakening
	Enjoyed the adventure?
	Find your next adventure
	Next in the Series

Next in the Series
Unga Bunga!!!: Uruk Wasn't Built in a Day
Chapter 1 — The Grass Is Always Greener

Horns rose out of the moving grass.

Unga stood above the spring's rock crack. Their new fire and bedding lay beneath the trees behind him. Below the source, water spilled into a muddy trough, then vanished among gravel. The narrow line racing toward it broke into small backs between the herd's taller shoulders.

Young goats.

Orr let out a long breath.

“Little ones.”

Grum picked up his split-ended branch.

“Big ones behind.”

A ridge goat led them, with swept dark horns and a chest wide enough to knock an ape off his feet. More shoulders pushed through the grass behind it than Unga had counted on the plain.

He looked at Tik.

She was already laying Peb in their one cradle. The copper-crowned female and the broad-backed mother lifted it deeper into the trees. Tak passed Tam to the pale-chinned father, who followed them with the two older young.

Grum watched the children go.

“We drive goats.”

Tik picked up a bark cup.

“Where?”

“Back.”

“Whole herd?”

Grum lifted the branch.

Unga reached for the leaf wrap at his hip. His dark finishing stone was inside it, heavy enough to matter to one goat.

Enk looked at the moving shoulders.

“Hit first. Rest run.”

“Other way,” Unga said.

“Ask which?”

Unga kept his stone wrapped.

Enk pointed below them.

“Want there.”

The low drinking lane ended at two fallen branches. A thick fork lay across the trough. A thorny limb leaned against it, turning the easiest approach toward the high source shelf and their camp.

Unga had looked at the horns.

Enk had looked at the road beneath them.

“Open low,” Unga said.

Enk went down with Grum. The thick fork dragged against wet gravel. Grum got its narrow end up with his good arm, but the whole thing would not turn.

Enk shifted to the heavier fork.

His STR10 let him lift it clear while Grum hauled the far end sideways. They set it across the steep climb toward camp, leaving the trough open below.

The first goat was close enough for Unga to hear its breath.

Orr reached for the thorny limb.

Tik threw him broad leaves.

“I keep washing your inventions.”

“Branch.”

“You will improve it.”

He wrapped the leaves around his grip.

The long-legged male took the other end. Together they pulled the thorny limb out of the lower lane before the herd leader reached it.

The animal stopped.

Its wet nose tipped toward the rock crack.

Unga stood above the steep climb with his green staff low. Enk stayed at the thick branch. The open trough lay below both of them.

The goat stepped into it.

Mud rose around its first hoof.

It lowered its head and drank.

More goats followed, bumping shoulders as they crowded toward the shallow run. Two half-grown animals knocked horns over the same mouthful. One got a face full of brown water and looked personally betrayed by the spring.

Orr watched them.

“Sky brought children.”

Tik glanced toward the grove where theirs had gone.

“Then sky clears branches next time.”

Orr looked at the leaves wrapped around his palms.

He did not give the sky his blisters.

The leader raised its head. A forehoof found the start of the steep climb toward the clean source.

Grum moved.

Unga put his staff across his path.

“Wait.”

Enk picked up a loose stone beside the trough and struck it against their thick branch.

The knock shook the wood beneath the goat's hoof.

It drew the hoof back.

Enk tapped again.

The goat turned its head toward the crowded water below, then pushed into an opening between two shoulders.

Unga lowered his staff.

“Good hit.”

“No goat,” Enk said.

“Good goat.”

“Still goat.”

A smaller one slipped out of the trough and squeezed between two trees below the family grove.

Tak saw its dark ear.

She called Unga and pointed.

The thorny limb's far end stopped short of that gap. Unga took it with the long-legged male and swung it across the opening, staying on the firm upper rock. The young goat stopped with its nose almost against the thorns.

Grum advanced from below.

The animal jerked its head. Behind it, the herd shifted against the bank.

“Not there,” Unga said.

Grum froze.

For a breath, neither side had anywhere comfortable to put its feet.

Tik tipped a little clean water from her cup down the low side of the branch. It spread over a broad leaf and dripped toward the open trough.

The goat's nose followed.

Grum backed one step.

The young animal turned downhill and slipped past him to the herd.

He watched it drink.

“Spent water to show water.”

Tik held up the nearly empty cup.

“Kept food dry. Children high.”

Grum looked toward the grove.

The broad-backed mother sat beside Peb's cradle. The pale-chinned father held Tam, and the older girl was trying to keep her reed ring from rolling downhill. None of them had hooves in their bedding.

He put his branch down.

The herd drank until the trough looked like stirred mud. One adult shoved a smaller goat aside; the smaller one returned from the other side and shoved back. Even thirsty goats could find time to be assholes.

Unga and Enk stood above them.

“Could eat one,” Unga said.

“Could carry all if they jump us?”

“Would not carry. Would be underneath.”

Enk grinned.

“Bad place for your ass.”

Unga glanced at the herd's horns.

“Bad place for yours too.”

They let the open lane do its work.

Tik went to the source crack with Tak. Clear water crossed the upper rock before dropping into the hoof-stirred trough. Their four road folds sat nearly full under the trees, one slowly darkening along its low seam.

Tak held a spare broad leaf beneath the crack to top up a bark cup.

The leaf sagged.

Water ran off both sides.

Tik caught its center over a straight reed. At ING16, the two failing edges no longer looked like separate holes to chase. The center was bending first and dragging both down.

She folded the thick rib over the reed and lifted that support.

The sides rose together.

Water ran down the middle into the cup.

Tak watched it fill.

“Keep reed there.”

“Keep leaf off bottom too,” Tik said.

She looked at the seeping road fold.

The herd leader lifted its head and walked toward open grass beyond the trough. Its wet muzzle shone in the afternoon light.

The others followed.

Their small running backs spread into separate paths again. The last young goat stopped for another drink before a call drew it after its mother.

Grum left the branches where they blocked the high climbs.

He cleared one loose thorn from the low lane.

Enk came up beside him.

“Next feet come low.”

“Better low.”

They had kept their own source and let the animals reach the run beneath it. The gravel was churned. The upper rock remained clear.

Tik poured the fresh cup into the lowest road fold.

Now all four were filled to the level their seams could bear. Both cups were full too. Water still ran from the crack, past their markers, through the dirty trough, and out of sight.

Unga followed the flow with her.

Near the source it ran across bare stone. Farther down, mud took the shape of a hundred hooves. Beyond that, clear water disappeared between cracked rocks.

He crouched beside the last visible trickle.

Tomorrow it would still be running here while they walked somewhere dry.

Tik came back up.

She set the reinforced leaf funnel down and let go.

Its sides loosened. A thin stream escaped across the rock.

Orr watched her catch it.

“We filled everything.”

“Then everything full,” she said, pointing to the water leaving. “Still more here.”

“Could stay.”

Unga looked east.

Enk saw the look.

“Would need bring spring.”

Orr stared at the little trickle as if this were a reasonable assignment to give someone else.

Tak brought the two long reeds the scout had gifted her, along with fresh reed stems the long-legged male cut at the wet edge. Tik laid them beside a clean leaf.

A woven wall could hold the shape. The leaf could hold the water. Neither wanted to do the other's work.

Unga looked down at them.

“Idea?”

Tik nodded.

“Leak waiting.”

Enk pointed to his wet feet.

“Know that one.”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “We find where.”

The System marked the defended approach and the water they had caught.

Spring approach and safe water collection: Unga +100 EXP. Enk +80 EXP. Tik +150 EXP. Tak +90 EXP.


Unga reached 1230/1600 EXP, Enk 630/1600, Tik 150/1600, and Tak 980/1600. No one gained another level.

Under the trees, the pale-chinned father passed Tam back to Tak. Tik took Peb from the cradle and settled him against her. The older young returned to their own parents' bedding.

At supper, one cup went around the grown walkers and the older young. It came back empty.

Unga went to lift the lowest road fold for supper.

A dark wet line crept across its bark.

Tik took it from him and tipped its water into a waiting cup.

“Tomorrow sooner,” she said.

The spare cup filled.

The spring kept running.
Chapter 2 — Vessel of Interest

The basket held water until Enk took one step.

Cold drops struck his foot. A thin stream followed the reeds.

He stopped above the spring's flat upper rock, with the new vessel hanging between both hands.

“Found leak,” he said.

Tik pointed to the stone.

“Put it there before you find empty.”

He lowered it. Tak slid a partly emptied road fold beneath the falling stream while Tik guided the water with her leaf funnel. The grown walkers had drunk from that fold at breakfast. It had room for most of the basket's water.

The rest ran off the rock.

Enk stared at his wet foot.

“Carried that much.”

“Foot needs no drink,” Unga said.

“Your ass could carry.”

“Leaks already.”

Orr crouched beside them.

“Both poor vessels.”

He said it with the gravity of an expert whose own pot had spent weeks leaking.

Tik lifted the liner from the basket. A sharp reed end had pushed through its middle. On the ground, the broad leaf had carried the weight. At Enk's first step, the water swung against the woven wall and found a point.

Tak cut the projecting end flush with a flake.

More reed ends pressed against the leaf.

Tik turned it toward the morning light.

A bright pinhole shone through.

Orr covered it with a fingertip.

“White root.”

Tik looked at him.

He moved his hand.

“Outside?”

“Outside our mouths.”

He nodded toward the basket.

“Worked for fish.”

“On the outside seam. You want drink from the part that stung?”

Orr inspected the hole again.

He turned the leaf around.

“Smaller here.”

“Same hole, other side.”

“Looks better.”

“Drink from that side, then.”

He handed it back.

Their three sound road folds waited beneath the trees. The fourth lay empty beside Tik, its low crease dark from yesterday's leak. She had poured its remaining water into the supper cup before it could reach the dirt. This morning she untied its bark shell and kept the usable pieces with her materials.

Fourteen mouths still needed the spring.

Peb needed Tik too. The copper-crowned female sat with him in the one cradle while his mother worked; Tak had just fed Tam and passed her to the pale-chinned father. The two older young ate with their own parents farther inside the grove.

Unga looked east through the branches.

The dry basin beyond their last saddle had looked short from above. By the second gully, every low water fold had weighed less.

He put his green walking staff beside his sore thigh.

“Want more than wet feet.”

Tik set the ruined liner across a branch to dry.

Tak pressed the basket's wall.

“Reeds hold shape.”

Tik pinched the loose middle of the leaf.

“Leaf moves.”

They looked at each other.

Tak reached for one of the two long reeds she had kept from the river scout.

“Let move inside.”

Tik grinned.

The smaller leaf she chose was long enough to form a deep bowl. Its folded edges rose above the water instead of lying beneath it. Tak bent a smooth hoop and hung it from four soft bark loops at the basket's rim.

The wet belly would swing inside the reeds.

Orr brought a fistful of dry grass. Tik spread it loosely beneath the leaf, leaving room around the sides.

Enk peered into the gap.

“Smaller water.”

“Water that comes with us,” Tik said.

He took the two handles again.

Orr held out a cup from breakfast. Tik filled it at the rock crack and poured it into the suspended liner. She filled the same cup once more and added that.

Two cupfuls brought the surface below the folds.

Tak rubbed charcoal onto the hoop at that height.

Enk lifted.

The leaf swayed without touching a sharp reed end.

He walked toward the grove.

Unga went ahead of him. The easiest way back passed under a low branch; a carrier would duck there and tilt the basket. Unga had done enough sideways squeezing with the empty cradle to know what would happen.

He pushed the branch aside with his staff, then held it while Enk came through upright.

Two pale stems scraped the basket's outer wall.

The water stayed inside.

Orr turned to announce something.

His spare fuel bundle swung across the path.

Enk stopped short of it.

A wave climbed the liner and slapped over one fold.

Water sprayed through the reeds onto Orr's shins.

Enk held the basket steady.

“Now your feet.”

Orr lifted his bundle out of the way.

“Unexpected.”

“You were carrying it,” Unga said.

“Still unexpected.”

Tik came up beside them. The liner remained whole. The wave had tipped its rim, pulling one loose suspension loop against the opposite pair.

Tak lowered the bowl by lengthening those opposite loops. Tik laid a short reed across the open top, where it broke the water's surge before it climbed a fold. The reed left plenty of room for a cup; this vessel still had an open mouth.

They poured a little out into Orr's cup.

Tak moved the charcoal mark lower.

Orr examined the lost space.

“Wanted more.”

Enk took a drink from the cup.

“Had more. Wore it.”

Unga reached past him for the rest.

Enk lifted it out of reach.

“Your ass full?”

“Always room.”

Tik took the cup before either could turn a drink into wrestling.

“Babies high. Both of you low.”

They followed her back to the spring.

At the new mark, the basket held a little less than two of their familiar cupfuls. Tik bound a straight twig at that line. Tak tied crossed twigs above it, fastening both marks to the hoop itself.

A loose marker had lied to them at the river fork.

This one would travel with its water.

Orr put out both hands.

“I carry.”

Tik pointed at the fuel pressed beneath his arm.

He looked down.

The spare bundle contained enough dry pieces to make him regret every uphill step. He laid half beside the spring camp's fire ring and kept only the best kindling, tied into a light bundle he could wear.

Then he set his bent walking branch with the camp gear.

Both hands closed on the basket handles.

He lifted it slowly.

The bowl swung once and settled.

Grum stood nearby with his injured upper arm tucked against his side. He reached for a handle, then stopped when the load tugged at the pad.

Orr moved the basket toward his own chest.

“I have.”

Grum watched him take the first step.

“If drop, I drink first.”

“From ground?”

“From your ear.”

Orr gave him a generous amount of space.

He carried the water toward the family shade. Unga stayed ahead to hold the low branch aside. Enk caught Orr's little kindling bundle when it slipped against a handle and hooked it farther up his shoulder.

At the uneven stone near the grove, Orr shortened his steps instead of throwing the basket through the turn.

The reeds bumped his leg.

No cold stream followed.

The pale-chinned father lifted his free hand for a drink.

Orr set the basket on a level patch and let Tik dip the cup. The father drank while Tam slept against his chest. He passed it to the broad-backed mother, who gave the older young their turns.

Water had reached people instead of feet.

Orr looked at Tik over the nearly empty cup.

“Still have.”

She tipped it toward the basket.

“More there.”

He crouched to inspect the grass beneath it.

Dry.

His grin spread.

“Sky belly.”

Tak caught one of his handles before he could lift it in triumph.

“My loops.”

“Sky has four.”

She pulled one loop.

“Then sky can fix this when you drop it.”

Orr held the handles lower.

The long-legged male laughed hard enough to spill his own drink.

Tik let herself sit beside Peb. The copper-crowned female passed him into her arms, and he settled against her with a small, furious complaint about the delay.

She rested her cheek against his dark fur.

“Kept your father's feet dry.”

Unga looked at his damp foot.

“Enk's.”

Peb continued his complaint.

“Agrees,” Enk said.

Tak took Tam back from the pale-chinned father. The new basket stood between them, its wet liner hanging clear of the wall.

Tik's ING16 had helped her follow the sagging leaf rib yesterday. This morning she had stopped forcing its soft sides against the thing meant to protect them. Tak's loops let the leaf bend without dragging the whole rim down.

They could catch more of the spring.

Someone still had to carry it.

Orr took the emptied cup back for a refill, and Tik topped the basket to its bound mark. The three road folds stayed with it in the shade. The failed fourth remained open among her dry materials, no longer pretending to hold a drink.

The System marked the work and the water delivered.

Suspended water carrier and loaded camp route: Unga +30 EXP. Enk +60 EXP. Tik +220 EXP. Tak +170 EXP.


Unga reached 1260/1600 EXP. Enk reached 690/1600, Tik 370/1600, and Tak 1150/1600.

No level rose. Tik still had HP 102/108 and MP 70/74; a morning spent making a basket had not filled the space left by her new limits.

Below them, a small ridge goat stepped into the muddy trough.

It drank, lifted its head, and sniffed toward the grove.

Orr stood between it and the new basket.

The goat looked at his wet shins.

“Already had yours,” he told it.

It came uphill.
Chapter 3 — Spring Forward, Fall Back

The young goat reached Tik's new water basket before Orr did.

It came under the thorny limb.

Its small shoulders fitted beneath the roots where the branch had stopped yesterday's larger bodies. A wet nose rose toward the hoop. Tik caught both handles and lifted.

Water rolled beneath the short reed across the opening.

It stayed inside.

Orr stared at the goat.

“Wait turn.”

The animal stretched its neck.

“Bad turn,” Enk said.

Unga came from the camp side with his green staff held across his body. Enk moved toward the root opening, leaving the low descent clear between them.

The goat backed away from Tik.

For a moment it stood above the trough with all four legs braced, looking offended by the number of apes involved in one drink.

Then it slid downhill and landed in the mud.

Orr carried the basket deeper into the grove.

He passed the fire ring.

“Not there,” Tik said.

“Warm drink?”

“Warm leaf. Soft leaf. Your feet again.”

He continued to the open shade beside a broad trunk.

Tak put a flat stone beneath the low root. Enk fitted a second beside it. The small gap closed, while the trickle passed under both stones toward the trough.

Unga rested his staff against his hip.

“Goat grows, comes over.”

Enk measured the height with his hand.

“We grow too.”

“Goat grows horns.”

Enk looked at Unga's head.

“Yours slow.”

Unga gave him a shove with his free hand.

Enk barely moved.

His grin made Unga regret wasting the effort.

Above them, the copper-crowned female sat beside Peb in the one cradle. Tak had Tam against her shoulder. The broad-backed mother and pale-chinned father kept their older young away from the wet slope.

Fourteen apes filled the little grove with food wraps, bedding, tools, and the smells of a fire that had followed them over two gullies.

The goat had wanted the basket.

A bigger animal would have wanted the whole shaded patch.

Unga looked past Enk toward the east.

“Another spring?”

“Another walk to find.”

“Could leave Orr this one.”

“Goat would return him.”

Orr called from the storage stone.

“Hear you.”

Enk lifted a hand.

“Then come find better place.”

Orr held up the filled basket.

“Hands full.”

Unga turned back to the source. The broad shelf they had used yesterday opened toward the lower trough. A water carrier coming up that way would meet whatever horns arrived next.

Above the crack, a rough rock rib ran behind the broad trunk. It was narrow, but its surface stayed dark and firm where the lower shelf ended in pale gravel.

Tak pointed to it.

“From there.”

Enk climbed first with his own marked stave. He braced it on the firm upper rock and offered Unga the free end.

Unga took it for the step that pulled at his right thigh.

“Good head,” he said.

Enk glanced back at him.

“Mine?”

“Stick.”

Enk left him standing on the awkward step for one extra breath.

Tik came after them with an empty cup and her leaf funnel. From the rib, she could reach the source crack without standing above the goat's horns. Enk held the branch beside her elbow while she filled.

Below, the small goat drank from the trough.

Orr watched both paths.

“Us first. Goats after.”

Tik handed him the filled cup.

“Tell goat.”

He called down.

“After!”

The animal raised its muddy muzzle.

Water dripped from its chin.

It drank again.

Tak laughed.

“List with a lie on top.”

Orr took a drink.

He had no better order to issue.

The long-legged male went inland for fallen wood and edible roots with the copper-crowned female. Grum cleared a snag from the lower approach with his good arm. The broad-backed mother spread their food wraps farther inside the grove, where wandering hooves could not reach them.

Unga and Enk walked a short way east while Tak stayed by the upper rib.

They found dry ground, a thorn thicket, and a shallow scrape that held no water.

Unga pushed his staff into its bottom.

Dust broke around the tip.

Enk looked back toward the spring.

“Goat has better place.”

“Goat has less food.”

“Goat eats that.”

He pointed to the thorns.

Unga eyed the sharp ends.

“Bad life.”

“Good teeth.”

They returned hungry, with a clear view of the next rise and no water beyond it. Tak listened while feeding Tam. Tik sat nearby with Peb. Neither mother mistook a short walk for a route through the whole dry plain.

“We fill. Rest. Look farther,” Tak said.

Orr had already put the basket down.

“Agree.”

Enk took some food from him.

“Resting hands?”

Orr watched his portion shrink.

“They were.”

Near the end of the afternoon, two adult goats came up the low lane.

The first stepped into the trough and scraped its hoof across the gravel. A loose stone rolled into the outlet beneath the source shelf.

Water pooled behind it.

The trough's clear thread thinned to a few drops.

The second goat pushed the first aside and searched the mud. Its head turned uphill toward the spring crack.

Grum lifted his split-ended branch.

Unga pointed at the run.

“Low water stopped.”

The goat put a forehoof on the steep climb.

Enk took a newly fallen fork from the wood gathered that afternoon. He stood on firm side rock, outside the clean source, and reached its long end down to the obstruction.

The fork scraped stone.

The goat stamped.

Grum kept the thick barrier branch between his bandaged arm and the horns. He knocked against it once, then held still while Enk pushed.

The stone tipped out of the run.

Clear water cut a narrow line through the trough's brown mud.

The goat drew its hoof back and followed the flow.

Unga let out his breath.

Enk lifted the fork.

“Good head,” he said.

“Yours this time.”

Enk set the branch down.

He looked pleased enough for Unga to add, “Small horn.”

Tak moved the loose stone uphill while the goats drank. She tied a pale branch above the upper rib, high enough to show from camp. Crossed twigs stayed at the closed root opening.

Orr studied the straight branch.

“Way for us.”

Tak nodded.

He glanced toward the two older young. The boy was trying to balance his reed ring on a branch beside his father's bedding.

“Way from sky.”

Tak pointed to Enk's scratched knuckles, then to the mark she had just tied.

Orr considered those details.

He waited until she went back to Tam before showing the boy the straight branch.

At first light the next morning, Orr carried the basket along the upper rib. His best kindling stayed in its little shoulder bundle, and both hands kept the vessel upright. Tik filled it below the bound mark.

He came back through the shade without wetting his feet.

The pale-chinned father followed with a cup for the morning drinks. Orr showed him where to step before describing the magnificent thing he himself was carrying.

The father used the same dark rib.

Water reached the food wraps.

The older boy followed their passage from inside the grove, his own reed ring looped around a wrist.

“Sky walk,” he told the older girl.

She watched Orr shorten his steps around the tree.

“Small walk.”

Orr looked toward Tik.

She had Peb against her and an empty cup held out for the basket.

“One day without leak,” he said.

“Pour first.”

He filled her cup.

His wrists stayed dry.

Tik smiled over the rim, and he straightened as though somebody had just made the spring taller.

The System marked the cleared run and the taught approach.

Spring access, outlet clearing, and route teaching: Unga +70 EXP. Enk +60 EXP. Tik +100 EXP. Tak +130 EXP.


Unga reached 1330/1600 EXP. Enk reached 750/1600, Tik 470/1600, and Tak 1280/1600. None reached Level 17.

By midday, sunlight had crept around the broad trunk.

One of the three road folds stood half in it. A bead formed where its softened leaf edge met the bark shell.

Tik caught the next bead on her palm.

Orr followed her gaze from the water to the open sky.

This was a thing he could fix.

He went to fetch leaves.
Chapter 4 — A Canopy of Errors

The shade made the water warmer.

Tik lifted a road fold from beneath Orr's new leaf roof. Heat pressed through its bark shell. A bead slipped from the softened liner and fell onto the storage stone.

Orr crouched beside her.

“No sun.”

She reached beneath the leaves.

Hot, wet air clung around her wrist. He had bent the roof low over all three road folds and the reed basket, closing its sides with extra leaves.

The stone still held the midday sun's heat.

“You covered air too,” she said.

Orr lifted one edge.

The basket's open liner had sagged against its reed baffle. Its belly still hung clear of the woven wall, but the warm fold looked limp.

“Take them out.”

He seized both basket handles.

Tik carried the leaking road fold to the broad trunk's open side. Tak and the long-legged male brought the other two. A breeze passed through the grove above the rock crack; below it, the goat trough shone with brown water.

Enk returned along the upper rib carrying one filled cup.

He stopped before Orr's roof.

“Good place.”

Tik held out the dripping fold.

He moved past it.

Unga came from the food wraps with his green staff.

“Where cup goes?”

Enk offered it to him.

“Inside you.”

“Good place.”

Tik put the leaking fold between them.

“Less talking. Drink this first.”

Tak took the other cup, emptied at the morning meal, and held it beneath the liner's loose edge. Tik poured while the grown walkers and older young took their turns. The remaining water went into the partly used basket.

A thin cloudy mouthful stayed at the bottom of the fold.

Tik tipped that onto gravel away from the source.

Enk kept his newly filled cup for whoever still needed a drink.

Orr watched the last drop fall from the empty liner.

“Shade did that?”

Tik pinched its curling edge. The bark shell's old tie had slackened around it, letting the shallow fold spread under its load.

“Heat here. Water here.”

She pulled the shell tight with one hand.

The edges met again.

Tak soaked a fresh narrow bark strip at the source, then cinched it around the outside. Tik lifted the leaf rim above the lower fill she wanted.

The white root stayed with Orr's rejected ideas.

They filled the road fold halfway from the cup. Orr carried it to the open shade and set it on dry rock.

The bottom stayed dry while they took his roof apart.

He pulled away one leaf, then another. The stone beneath them remained warm.

Enk touched it.

“Kept sun.”

Orr looked at the roof in his hands.

“Wanted keep out.”

Unga crouched beside Enk.

“Put roof on sun.”

“Enk can hold,” Orr said.

Enk examined the pale sky.

“Too high. Unga goes.”

Unga pointed his staff toward him.

“Friend lifts.”

“Friend stays to catch.”

Tik took the leaves from Orr before the roof could receive another excellent plan.

She spread them out to cool.

The food wraps lay uphill beneath the trees, with their bedding farther inside. Peb slept in the one cradle beside the copper-crowned female. Tak held Tam while the broad-backed mother sat with the older young.

Their fire ring stood on bare rock above the grove's open edge.

The water belonged nearer the upper rib, where a carrier could put a full vessel down without crossing the bedding or passing through the smoke.

Tak showed Enk a notch between two firm stones on that side. He set a newly gathered fork there, then took the heavy end of a second branch while Grum guided its thin tip with his good hand.

Grum's upper-arm pad pulled when he reached too far.

Enk moved the load toward himself.

“Your good arm points.”

Grum pointed.

Enk put the fork where he wanted it.

Orr laid a crosspiece between the forks. Tak tied it above her head, using new bark strips instead of their worn traveling coil.

Broad leaves went across the top, overlapping just enough to break the sunlight. The sides stayed open.

Tik brought the repaired road fold beneath it.

A stripe of sun crossed the empty stone beside the vessel.

Orr reached for another leaf to close the whole side.

Tak caught his wrist.

“Water there?”

He looked at the stripe.

“No.”

“Leave it.”

The breeze passed under the roof and ruffled his fur.

He let go of the extra leaf.

Unga watched Enk approach with the reed basket. Both his hands were full. The nearest fork stood exactly where he wanted to turn toward storage.

Enk's heel stopped against its base.

He leaned back to save the basket.

Unga took its near handle before the hanging bowl could swing into the upright.

For a moment they stood close enough for Enk's kindling-scented breath to warm Unga's face.

“New good place,” Unga said.

“Bad feet place.”

“Your feet?”

“Roof's.”

Grum pointed again.

The notch extended farther from the route. Enk put the basket down and moved the fork a handspan along it. Tak loosened the top tie and pulled the crosspiece level.

This time Enk walked straight into the shade.

He put the basket beside the three road folds without catching a handle.

Unga leaned on his staff.

“Roof takes good stone.”

Tik touched the cooler bark.

“Then carries water.”

“Roof drinks?”

“Roof works.”

Orr tucked one of the unused leaves over the dry food wraps, where it made a cover without enclosing them against hot rock.

He had stopped waiting for somebody else to give his hands a better job.

By the later afternoon, the repaired road fold still sat on dry stone. The new basket's upper fold had cooled, and its rim stood clear of the water again. Tik lifted it to let Orr carry it a few paces beneath the open roof.

He brought it back upright.

No water spotted his feet.

The older girl watched him pass.

“Sky belly.”

Orr glanced at Tak.

She was settling Tam against her chest and had not heard.

He nodded to the girl with impressive restraint.

Beside her, the boy stuck his reed ring onto his head.

“Sky horns.”

Enk bent down to look.

“Goat?”

The boy pulled the ring off.

Orr shook his head at Enk for spoiling a perfectly useful distinction.

Tik went to Peb. His cry had worked its way from a small complaint into a demand that everybody beneath the new roof should hear. She lifted him from the cradle and sat beside Tak.

Tam's curled hand rested against her mother's fur. A leaf shadow slid over it as the wind moved the canopy.

Tak turned slightly to keep the breeze on them.

Unga carried a little food to Tik before returning to the fire ring.

From there, the new roof covered the narrow strip between its downhill fork and the broad trunk. The upper crack still gleamed beyond it. The family bedding remained in view to his left.

Enk stood beneath the leaves with Orr.

Only Enk's head showed above the roof.

Unga walked down the bare slope.

Enk pointed to the strip beside the trunk.

“Gone there.”

He stepped into it.

From the storage stone, Unga could see the slope and a red edge of the fire. Tik and Peb disappeared behind the nearer tree.

Unga looked between that tree and the new roof.

“Need another head.”

Enk tapped his own.

“Good one.”

Unga reached out and tapped it too.

“Small horn.”

Enk swatted his hand away.

The System marked the rescued water and the shelter built around its carrying route.

Water-store repair and open shade shelter: Unga +40 EXP. Enk +70 EXP. Tik +160 EXP. Tak +130 EXP.


Unga reached 1370/1600 EXP. Enk reached 820/1600, Tik 630/1600, and Tak 1410/1600. None gained a level.

As dusk reached the grove, Tik carried Peb toward the fire.

Leaves shifted behind the canopy.

She stopped.

A scrape came from the hidden strip, low against the storage stone.

“Unga.”

He turned from the ring.

The water vessels stood where they had left them.

Something behind them moved again.
Chapter 5 — Night Shift Happens

Orr came out from behind the water canopy with a twig in his hand.

Unga had his green staff across the path. Tik held Peb against her chest. Enk stood beside the fire ring with a piece of food halfway to his mouth.

Orr looked from one to the next.

“Dropped twig.”

Tik lowered her free hand.

“Moved leaves.”

“Had to get under.”

He showed them the little fork he meant to put beside the repaired road fold. It would help him find that vessel among the other two before the morning fill.

Tak came up carrying Tam.

“What if goat?” Orr asked.

She looked at his twig.

“More mud. Fewer words.”

Enk finished his mouthful.

“Better supper.”

Orr moved away from the staff.

Their new roof stood above the water shelf, down the bare slope from the fire. The broad trunk beside it hid the narrow strip along its downhill fork. Farther into the grove, one cradle and the family bedding sat behind another tree.

At the fire ring, Unga could see the bedding and the open camp.

He could not see where Orr had been crouching.

Enk went to the upper rock rib beside the spring crack. From there he could see behind the roof and down to the animal trough. The nearest tree hid the family bedding.

He raised a hand.

Unga raised his.

Orr waved between them, enjoying his brief importance.

Grum looked at the two positions.

“Two stay awake?”

Tak nodded.

“Others sleep.”

“Less sleep.”

Unga looked at Enk on the rib.

Enk pointed toward the children.

“Or wake all when horns come.”

Grum's bandaged arm hung close to his chest. He studied the goat lane, then the darkening plain beyond it.

“Two.”

Orr picked up a small stone and tapped it against the canopy fork.

Unga's head stayed turned toward the fire.

The wood gave a soft click beneath the crackle.

Enk set a broad flat stone on bare rock at the rib. He struck it with a smaller one.

The sharp knock reached the ring.

Unga turned.

Orr nodded at the sound.

“One for water. Two for children. Three for supper.”

“Night supper?” Tik asked.

“Surprise.”

Unga took another broad stone from beside the fire ring.

“One, look. Two, come.”

Orr opened his mouth.

Enk knocked twice.

Unga walked toward him.

“Working,” Enk said.

Orr put his third knock away.

Tak lifted a loose edge of the canopy and tied it a little higher. A small opening now showed a red part of the fire from the rib. It gave the two watchers a glimpse of each other without closing the roof's breezy sides.

The sleeping place remained behind the tree.

They kept both posts.

Before supper, the copper-crowned female and the long-legged male brought fresh roots from the dry ground beyond the grove. They cooked some beside the last sound pieces from the road bundle. The mothers fed the babies. The older young argued over a root long enough for the pale-chinned father to break it into unequal pieces and discover that this had improved nothing.

Enk and the long-legged male took the first watch.

Grum and the pale-chinned father would take the middle.

Unga and Orr would finish the dark stretch before dawn.

The copper-crowned female and broad-backed mother kept their young near the sleeping mothers. Nobody took an injured arm or leg downhill with a load.

Enk reached for Tak's arm before she went to the bedding.

“First spring?”

She shifted Tam against her.

“First sleep.”

“You know marks.”

“You helped put them.”

He glanced toward the pale branch above the rib.

“Could know wrong.”

Tak caught his free hand and led him to the upper approach. He pointed to the dark stone, the closed root opening, and the low animal lane.

She handed him the knocking stone.

“Wake if changes.”

Enk looked at Tam's small face above her arm.

“Wake if hungry?”

Tak took his stone back long enough to rap it against his stave.

He laughed.

She gave it to him again.

From the bedding, his outline remained visible between the trunk and the raised leaves. Tak lay down with Tam beside her, close enough to hear her before a cry carried across camp.

Tik fed Peb once more, ate, and lay down on the other side of the empty cradle.

For one full hour, Enk and the long-legged male kept their watch while Tik slept without being called up. The copper-crowned female stayed beside the bedding and settled Peb when he stirred.

Tik's HP rose from 102 to 108/108. The hour restored 11 MP, filling only the four missing points before the new 74/74 cap stopped it.

When she woke to nurse again, the larger limits no longer held empty space.

Her legs still ached from the walk.

Enk's first turn found a small bird in the canopy.

It hopped between two leaves and peered at him.

Orr, passing on his way to bed, peered back.

“Watching.”

Enk raised one hand.

The bird flew onto a higher branch.

Orr watched it settle there.

“Still watching.”

Enk pointed to the open sleeping place.

“Your turn sleep.”

“Bird sleeps?”

“Ask bird.”

Orr lay down facing the tree.

The long-legged male kept the food covered while the bird considered the camp from above.

On the middle watch, Grum stayed by the upper rib. A goat came to the low trough, drank, and left along the open lane. His good hand tightened on his branch when it raised its head.

Then he let it go.

The pale-chinned father watched the bedding from the ring. His older son stirred once beneath a food-scented leaf cover, and he moved it back to the proper wrap without waking him.

Before dawn, Grum touched Orr's shoulder.

Orr sat up looking betrayed by the dark.

“Already?”

Grum pointed downhill.

“Go ask bird.”

Unga took the fire-side place while Orr went to the rib with his bent walking branch. The night air had cooled the bare rock. Unga's thigh pad felt stiff against the cut when he shifted his weight.

Enk came to add a small dry piece to the banked fire before returning to Tak.

He looked at Unga's face.

“Good place?”

“Inside sleep.”

Enk grinned.

“Keep warm for you.”

“Ass first.”

Enk went back to the bedding.

A scrape came from the canopy's hidden side.

Orr turned.

A pale ear appeared beneath the leaves, followed by the nose of a young goat. It sniffed at the unused dry leaf Orr had left over his twig pile. Beyond it, the filled water basket stood higher on the storage stone.

Orr raised his knocking hand.

Two knocks would bring Unga down.

The goat's nose stayed below the shelf.

He struck once.

At the fire, Unga turned toward the sound.

Orr pointed with his branch, then held his free palm down.

Unga stayed above the grove.

The goat tugged at the loose leaf. Orr caught its far edge and drew it behind the canopy fork. The young animal followed half a step, bringing its nose toward the stone.

Orr spread his branch across that approach.

The low descent remained open beside him.

Peb cried from the bedding.

Unga moved along the top of the grove, keeping Orr's outline between the trunks. Tik was already sitting up. He brought her the spare dry wrap without going downhill.

She settled it around Peb and drew him close.

Below, the goat tossed its head at Orr's branch.

Orr kept his feet on the firm rib.

He lowered the leaf toward the open descent, then pulled it back before the goat could get its teeth around it. Its nose followed the movement downhill.

The trough caught the first pale light.

The goat stepped into the mud and drank.

Orr took the dry leaf back to his twig pile.

He had nearly woken everybody to deal with one small asshole.

From uphill, Unga lifted an open hand.

Orr lifted his.

Peb's cry faded against Tik.

The fire remained in its ring.

At sunrise, Orr came up from the rib.

“Saw before water.”

Unga nodded toward his dry feet.

“Kept too.”

Orr tried to keep his face solemn.

It escaped him.

Enk came out beside Tak and looked down at the goat tracks.

“Orr has horns now.”

Orr pointed his twig at him.

“Good head.”

Unga laughed.

“Small horn.”

Grum sat with his eyes narrowed against the daylight. The pale-chinned father yawned twice while tying a road fold, then pulled the wrong end through the same loop.

Tik took the fold and handed it to the copper-crowned female.

“You two sleep. She goes.”

The long-legged male would go with her on the next short eastward scout. Enk would stay with Tak and the children until the tired pair woke.

Unga reached for his staff.

Tik looked at his thigh.

He lowered it again.

Orr sat beside him.

“Both staying?”

“Need head here,” Unga said.

Orr raised his twig.

Unga shut his eyes.

“Quieter head.”

The System marked the two watch positions and their night response.

Paired watch and night response: Unga +70 EXP. Enk +90 EXP. Tik +80 EXP. Tak +100 EXP.


Unga reached 1440/1600 EXP. Enk reached 910/1600, Tik 710/1600, and Tak 1510/1600. No one gained a level.

Tik checked the repaired road fold beside Orr's little twig.

Dry stone underneath.

She took the new basket by both handles to carry water to the mothers' bedding.

One drop fell from beneath its front loop.

Orr opened his eyes.

“Not feet again.”

Tik held the basket still.

A second drop struck the stone.
Chapter 6 — The Leak of Their Lives

The basket stopped dripping when Tik set it down.

Orr stared at the dry space beneath its front loop.

“Good. Leave there.”

“Carry spring too?” Unga asked.

Orr looked toward the rock crack.

“Would help.”

Tik lifted the handles.

The leaf bowl swung toward her. Another bead gathered beneath the loop and fell.

She lowered it again.

The repaired road fold beside the basket stayed dry. Yesterday's open roof was still letting the breeze through; the wet liner had weakened where its weight pulled hardest, even after the heat had gone.

Tak brought the two cups the grown walkers had emptied with their morning food. Tik poured the basket's remaining water into them and lifted out the liner.

A thin tear ran down from the front of its rim.

Held level, the tear sat above the water.

When the bowl swung, that corner dipped.

Orr leaned closer.

“Tie tight.”

Tak held up the soft loop.

It had pulled the leaf into a sharp crease. She shortened it against the empty rim, and the crease closed on itself.

Tik pointed to the tear.

“More pull there.”

Orr let the loop go.

“Then tie loose.”

Enk looked from the loose bowl to Orr.

“Both answers.”

“One might work.”

Unga sat on a firm stone beside them, his sore thigh stretched out.

“Third answer?”

Orr thought.

“Enk carries cup.”

Enk picked up one of the saved cupfuls.

He drank.

Orr followed the water with his eyes.

Tik took the cup before he could produce a fourth answer.

The outer basket remained sound. Its smooth hoop and handles had survived the jolts. Inside, four narrow loops held the leaf's rim while the water dragged its belly down.

Tik cupped the empty liner in both palms.

Its bottom rested against her hands.

The sides only had to stay open.

Tak reached beneath it.

“Hold here.”

Enk turned the empty basket upside down to give her the whole base. The loose grass fell out beside Unga's feet.

Orr crouched to collect it.

“Sky belly needs ass.”

Unga looked at Tik.

“Use Enk's.”

Enk lifted the basket out of reach.

“Too good.”

Tik laughed and took the sound hoop from him.

They needed support beneath the water instead of four little grips above it.

Tak laid fresh flat bark strips across the basket's inside. She threaded soft reeds through them until a broad sling hung beneath the place where the leaf bowl would sit. Its ends tied to the strong outer rim.

The old four loops came off.

She kept their sound bark with her materials.

Six wider tabs would guide the leaf's upper edge. The sling beneath would carry its weight.

The long-legged male and the copper-crowned female had gone east at sunrise. Grum and the pale-chinned father slept after their middle watch. In the grove, the broad-backed mother stayed with her older young while Tik fed Peb.

Tak held Tam until Enk could sit beside her and take their daughter.

Unga kept the unfinished basket level between his knees.

“Want leave tomorrow.”

Enk glanced up.

“Water beyond?”

“Find.”

“With dry basket?”

Unga looked at the sling taking shape inside it.

“With this.”

Tik leaned back from Peb and studied the torn liner.

“With new leaf too.”

Their next walk would carry the one cradle, food, the ember carrier, and three road folds. Orr already had both hands promised to the basket. If Unga insisted on leaving before the water would travel, someone else would pay for his impatience halfway across the plain.

He picked the spilled grass out of the bark strips and passed Tak the next reed.

“Finish this first.”

Orr nodded.

He had found an answer that let him keep sitting.

Enk passed Tam back to Tak after she tied the sling. The broad-backed mother held her while Tak fetched a fresh food-safe leaf from the spare wraps the copper-crowned female had gathered.

Tik folded its bowl over the sling.

The seam stayed high.

Tak fitted the six broad tabs around its upper edge without drawing them taut.

Enk took the handles.

The frame tipped toward his right hand.

He lowered it.

“This pulls more.”

His raw palm lines pressed against the reed grips. He shifted his hands, but the same side still dragged lower.

Tak followed the handle down to its knot.

One sat farther forward on the rim.

She moved it back before tying off the last sling end.

Orr brought two similar stones from the bare camp edge.

He put one in each side of the empty basket.

It hung level.

Enk shifted his grip.

Still level.

Orr looked around, waiting for somebody to object.

Tak took the stones out.

“Good.”

He blinked.

Then he smiled so broadly that Unga pointed to the spring.

“Now water. Stones make bad soup.”

Tik poured the saved water into the fresh liner and added enough from the source to reach the same lowered mark. Its belly settled against the broad sling. The six tabs kept the mouth open, with room for the reed baffle across it.

Enk lifted.

Nothing fell beneath the front corner.

He passed the handles to Orr.

Orr held them far apart at first, then brought the basket against his body. The new sling added weight. His little kindling bundle nudged one arm, and he shifted it higher on his shoulder.

Tik handed him the empty cup.

He looked at it.

Both hands stayed on the handles.

Unga took the cup instead.

“Still two hands.”

Orr nodded gratefully.

They heard the returning scouts before they saw them.

The copper-crowned female called from the grove's eastern edge. She came around the thorn thicket with the long-legged male behind her, both hot and thirsty from the short look beyond the next rise.

Unga rose with his green staff.

Orr lifted the basket.

They went to meet them.

At the low branch, Unga held it aside while Orr passed upright. On the uneven stone beyond it, Orr stopped to let the long-legged male come through.

Water rose against the baffle.

The liner's rim stayed level.

The copper-crowned female took the cup from Unga and dipped it into the basket. She drank, then passed it back into the water for the other scout.

A drop ran down her chin.

Orr bent to look beneath his vessel.

Dry.

The long-legged male took a long drink.

“More dry ground,” he said.

Enk had followed them to the wide stone.

“Far?”

The male pointed beyond the rise.

Far enough that the new basket mattered.

Unga leaned on his staff and let the scouts finish before turning toward camp.

The copper-crowned female took both handles from Orr.

He resisted for a breath.

“Keep high.”

She lifted them.

“Know.”

Her shorter steps made the water sway differently. At the low branch she waited for Unga to move it, then brought the basket through without ducking its rim.

Orr walked beside her with the cup.

For once he had a spare hand and nothing useful to say.

She set the basket beneath the raised roof.

No wet trail marked the route behind her.

Tik ran the empty cup beneath the sling.

Its outside stayed dry.

Orr folded his arms.

“Mine did same.”

The copper-crowned female pointed to her chest.

“Mine too.”

He looked at her, then at the basket.

Two carriers.

One thing that worked for both.

He handed her the cup.

The System marked the supported liner and the water delivered.

Load-bearing water carrier and returning scout support: Unga +40 EXP. Enk +50 EXP. Tik +180 EXP. Tak +210 EXP.


Unga reached 1480/1600 EXP. Enk reached 960/1600, and Tik 890/1600.

Tak's 1510 EXP rose to 1720. The next level took 1600 and left the rest.

Tak — Level 17. EXP 120/1700. HP 96/96 | MP 70/70. Attribute points available: 2.


She looked at the basket's sling.

More STR would help her carry it. The others could already do that, though. More DEX might make the knot quicker; speed would have pulled the wrong part tight just as fast.

ING had helped her follow the load.

She chose one point there.

The second went to END. Tam would need carrying whether the next water was near or far, and the next dark watch would not ask how tired her mother felt.

ING 15 → 16. END 11 → 12. HP 96/102 | MP 70/74. Unspent points: 0.


The larger limits did not mend her sore muscles.

She lifted the basket's near handle to see how its new weight reached the outer rim. With ING16, the old handle knot's small roll stood out against the steady sling. She retied that knot around a second sound reed before Orr could refill.

“Again?” he asked.

She pointed to the tilted loop.

“Here now. Was there.”

He looked beneath the leaf bowl, then at the frame carrying all of it.

He held the handle while she finished.

Tik filled the vessel to its old mark. The broader sling had taken room and added material, not another cupful of water.

Orr would still have to carry it upright.

Unga looked from his occupied hands to the one cradle, the three road folds, and the ember carrier's two green forks.

The long-legged male laid down his scouting branch beside them.

Tomorrow's eastward walk would need every sound pair of hands they had.

Orr looked at the pile.

“Where spare hands?”

Enk held both of his up.

Unga pointed at the cradle.

Enk lowered them.
Chapter 7 — Carry On, My Wayward Son

Twenty grown hands looked like plenty until they picked things up.

Enk and the long-legged male took Tam's one cradle. Tik settled Peb against her chest. Orr lifted the water basket with both hands, and the pale-chinned father raised the ember carrier by its green fork supports.

Unga looked down the line.

Half their grown hands were already gone.

The spring camp still needed food, three road folds, tools, bedding, and kindling carried. The two older young stood beside their own parents, waiting to be told which of these burdens had become theirs.

Orr glanced at them.

“Small hands.”

The broad-backed mother gave her daughter a light food wrap.

“Small load.”

The boy picked up his reed ring.

His father looked past the coal carrier at him.

“Other hand.”

The boy took a second little wrap.

Fourteen would leave the spring for a short loop over the rock hump east of camp, then return before dusk. They had seen dry ground beyond it, not another dependable water source. Unga wanted to find out how much of the day a moving household would spend getting there.

Grum hung a light road fold from a short bark tie over his good shoulder. His split-ended branch stayed in that hand. The broad-backed mother carried the second fold; the copper-crowned female wore the third beside the tools.

Tak took bedding and the larger food wrap.

Unga wore their bundled, light-only traveling coil across his chest, with a little kindling beside it. His green staff remained in his right hand.

The copper-crowned female tried to lift her fold and food together.

The food slid down over the water.

Tik reached toward it.

Peb protested against her shoulder.

Unga took the food wrap.

It filled the hand he needed beside his staff.

Enk looked at him over Tam's cradle.

“Enough hands?”

“Wrong places.”

Tak cut a fresh bark band from the spare length beside her food wrap, long enough to sling his light bundle across the free shoulder. He tied it high, away from the thigh pad.

His hand came free.

Enk grinned.

“Grow more tomorrow.”

“From your ass?”

“Already carries you.”

Unga pointed his staff east before Enk could make that useful claim any bigger.

At the fire ring, the pale-chinned father held the coal carrier steady while Tik placed a live ember onto the old flat stone beneath its ash bed. She covered it, then smothered the remaining hearth with damp grit from beside the lower run.

They waited while she uncovered the hottest patch.

It stayed dark.

Orr watched the cold ring as if they had just killed a relative who owed him food.

“Come back.”

“Bring this back,” Tik said, pointing to the carrier.

The father lifted it.

Their only live coal went east with them.

They passed the upper rib in separate loads. Enk and the long-legged male kept Tam's frame level at the narrow turn. Orr waited with his water basket until both poles cleared, then followed.

Unga walked ahead only as far as the next firm stone. His thigh pulled when he stepped too wide.

Enk watched the distance between them.

“Run away slow?”

“Fast as your child.”

Tam slept.

“Winning,” Enk said.

The hump broke into three rises as they approached. A narrow saddle lay between the first two. Grass covered a shallow crack at its base.

Unga found it with his staff and stood on the sound side while the carriers came up.

The broad-backed mother took her older girl's hand across.

The boy followed his father's hot carrier with his food wrap tucked against his chest. He held his ring still this time.

Then Unga's shoulder load scraped the saddle wall.

The bark loop pulled him sideways toward the crack.

His sore leg refused the wide step he wanted.

Enk set Tam's frame down on firm stone. The long-legged male stayed beside it while Enk caught Unga's free forearm.

Unga regained his feet.

The food wrap hung against the rock.

Enk looked at its low edge.

“Your ass heavy.”

“Food.”

“Was eating all day?”

Unga handed him the bundle before the joke could improve.

Tak moved its loop higher on Unga's shoulder. Tik passed with Peb held close, then stopped on the shaded side of the middle rise.

Tam woke in the lowered cradle.

Her cry brought Tak to it.

Enk looked beyond the hump toward the pale gravel line curling east.

It would be easy to walk just a little farther.

Tik sat to feed Peb. Tak lifted Tam and settled beside her. The broad-backed mother gave the older young a drink from a road fold, then took her own turn.

Unga watched the last of them reach the shade.

“Could go beyond rise.”

Enk pointed at Tik, then at the cradle.

“Take all?”

“Look quick.”

“Again quick. Again quick. Then dark.”

Unga looked back toward the spring's trees.

From here they made a small dark patch.

Enk lowered himself beside him.

“We go tomorrow. Two.”

“Better hands?”

“Better mouths. Less crying.”

Unga pointed at Orr.

“Leave him too.”

Orr set the basket upright on a level stone.

“Already leaving me.”

“Near water,” Enk said.

Orr accepted that part.

Grum sat beside the older boy. The boy pushed his reed ring toward the split-ended branch and wanted to see whether it would fit over the fork.

Grum lifted the branch a little.

The ring caught.

The boy pulled.

Grum's good hand shook under his traveling fold. He passed the fold to the copper-crowned female before it could slip from its tie.

Then he lowered the branch into the boy's lap.

The two of them could fight over a ring without spilling the household's water.

Unga helped Enk carry Tam's empty frame to the wide shaded stone while Tak fed her. They set it where its long poles would not trip a carrier coming through the saddle.

Enk looked at the empty bedding.

“Fast now.”

“Bad leave child.”

“Also bad leave wife.”

Tak looked up.

“Try.”



























































OEBPS/images/also-by-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
" JAXA.RIVER





OEBPS/images/centuria-logo.png





