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			CHAPTER ONE


			The Leopard and the Gazelle


		


		

			

			


		


		

			Eastern Africa, 100,000 years ago


		


		

			The sun broiled with cruel intensity high above the savanna. A herd of gazelle huddled on the bank of a shrunken waterhole beneath the shade of flat-topped acacia trees, drinking and dipping their faces into the water for relief from the scorching heat. Their sideways eyes kept watch for the slightest movements around them, while their twitching ears listened for the faintest noises. Predator or prey, every denizen of the plains had to be wary at every moment.


			The eldest doe in the herd cocked her head to sniff the air. She thought she had spied the glint of dark eyes between yellowed blades of elephant grass behind her herd. Was it a hare or some other small animal looking at her? Or something more dangerous? A second and then a third scan revealed nothing more suspicious. With a confused grunt, the doe returned to drinking beside her mates.


			Yet, she had not seen wrong.


			Downwind of the herd, three women, each over twenty rainy seasons of age, crept in a triangular formation through the grass with flawless silence. Perspiration glossed their black-skinned figures, which were clad only in hide loincloths and tops. Slung over their backs under python-skin sashes were spears tipped with obsidian points. Flint knives rested on their hips.


			Oja crawled ahead of the others in formation, advancing within striking distance of the nearest gazelle. She raised herself to a half-crouched position, the tips of the grass tickling above her waist, and slipped out her spear. As she drew her throwing arm back as far as she could, the weapon trembled in her grip. Her stomach growled deep inside like a famished lioness.


			The dry season had gone on for over a month longer than normal. Oja had already seen her grandmother shrivel up and perish from both thirst and hunger earlier in the season, a sight that would scar her memory forever. The old woman had been their band’s third loss this year. If the rains did not come before the next full moon, at least a third of the whole band might starve to death.


			Oja could not let that happen. She and her hunting companions needed to bring home as much fresh meat as they could on this hunt. They had already spent the entire morning stalking it.


			She looked to each of her friends, Uru to her left and Namak to her right, both still lying prone within the grass. They nodded to her, a signal that it was the right time to attack.


			With one forward swing of her arm, Oja launched the spear at the gazelle she had been eyeing. The spear whistled through the air, glanced off her quarry’s hip, and landed with a loud thud into the trunk of a nearby acacia. The wounded gazelle bleated as it and the rest of the herd sprang into a gallop, disappearing past the reeds and trees on the waterhole’s far side.


			Shaking her hand up at the sun, Oja growled a curse. “How could you make me miss, O ancestors?”


			“Don’t blame them,” Namak said. “It’s not their fault you can’t aim.”


			Oja shot her friend a snarling glare. “Do you want me to make meat out of you?”


			“Quiet, you two!” Uru interjected. “Let’s not bicker like children when we could be tracking them.”


			She walked over to the tree Oja’s spear had hit, plucked it out of the bark, and handed it back. Uru then pointed to a droplet of blood sliding down a blade of grass where the missile had hit the gazelle. Impressed into the dusty soil beneath it were hoofprints that pointed northward.


			Hunching their torsos so they did not stick up above the vegetation, the three women glided across the savanna in the direction the gazelles had fled. They kept as close as they could to the trail of tracks and trampled grass, finding them sprinkled with drops of blood. Oja offered a silent prayer to her ancestors, apologizing for cursing them and hoping they would cause the herd to tire and slow before sundown.


			The sun, having already reached its zenith in the heavens, embarked on a gradual downward journey to the summits of the hills in the distant west, the sky’s color shifting from bright blue to orange. Although the heat had relaxed over the day’s passing, Oja’s calves still strained from the nonstop hiking. Her heart thumped like a drumbeat as she panted.


			She stopped when she spotted tawny forms within the grass. Several yards in front of the trio, the gazelle gathered in a tight circle near a copse of marula trees. The one her spear had barely hit grazed in the center of the herd, showing a slight limp as it milled around. Oja took out her spear again. She made sure to aim higher than before so that it would fly over the other animals and into her quarry. She would not miss it a second time.


			Before she could release her weapon, the herd bolted into flight again. This time, the gazelles did not run straight away from their positions, but veered to the left. Behind them, a mottled black-and-yellow blur pounced onto the already injured gazelle and brought it down, growling over the antelope’s frail bleating until the latter surrendered with a death rattle.


			A leopard! With fangs clenched on the carcass’s throat, the spotted cat dragged its kill to the cluster of trees.


			Oja shook with rage, her spear sliding out of her grasp. Fate had cheated her out of her first chance, and now it had done the same a second time. Would it even allow a third? Maybe she should not have insulted her ancestors on her first attempt. Maybe then they would not have sent that leopard to take away what could have been hers.


			Tears welled up in Oja’s eyes as she picked up her spear. “We must get our kill back.”


			“No, let the leopard have it,” Uru said. “We should head home and pray that our next hunt goes better.”


			“What? We can’t return empty-handed. Our people need meat!”


			“Our people also need every one of us to survive,” Namak said. “Which is why you’re not going to bother that leopard. You’ll get yourself hurt, or worse!”


			“Why so? There are three of us and only one leopard. We could scare it away without getting one scratch.”


			Uru shook her head. “Come on, Oja, don’t be foolish. The leopard deserves to eat too. Leave it alone.”


			Oja could not understand why her friends had taken the path of cowardice. Their people were starving. If she could only drive the leopard away from its kill—her kill—it would mean the difference between life and death for what remained of their band.


			Maybe she would not stop at merely scaring the cat away. No, she would slay it, too. Oja had never eaten leopard or any other feline’s flesh before, but two kills in one day would be more than enough to make up for all the nights her people had slept hungry. She could impress all the other hunters, and possibly even earn their envy. They might even tell stories of her courage around the campfire.


			Oja tramped toward the tree in which the leopard was gorging itself on the gazelle. Tilting herself backward as she aimed, she hurled her spear up at the feeding feline.


			Again, the obsidian point tasted bark rather than flesh, hitting only the bough supporting the cat and its meal. Startled by the branch’s quaking, the leopard glared down at her with flaming yellow eyes, baring its blood-washed fangs as it uttered a defiant hiss.


			Oja whipped out her knife from her loincloth thong and brandished it with a yipping battle cry. “Come and get me!”


			“Oja, no!” Uru shrieked while running toward her.


			With a provoked roar, the leopard sprang off its perch and pounced on Oja, draping itself over her. Its claws sheared her skin as it pinned her to the ground and slashed at her with punitive fury. She swung her knife at the carnivore’s cheek, but it ducked its head and bit onto her wrist. Oja thought she could feel the crackle of bone between its fangs as they penetrated her flesh.


			As Oja tried to wrestle her hand out of the cat’s mouth, Uru stabbed her spear into the cat’s flank. It withdrew from Oja with a high-pitched yowl and wheeled around faster than a dust devil, striking at Uru. With four bleeding streaks drawn across her midriff, Uru staggered backward and collapsed.


			Another spear soared after the leopard, but the cat jumped out of the missile’s path. Namak charged with knife in hand, yelling with bloodlust, until the beast launched itself and collided into her. They wrestled and tumbled together in the grass, Namak’s blade slicing through the feline’s spotted pelt while its claws raked her.


			After forcing herself back onto her feet, Oja threw her knife into the leopard’s haunch. The cat yowled a second time, letting go of Namak, and scurried back to the tree where it had perched earlier. It pulled the gazelle carcass off the branch, securing it with its claws and teeth, and retreated deeper into the nearby woods.


			Pain from Oja’s wounds burned like a brushfire throughout her entire body. Both Uru and Namak stared at her as if they were aiming spears at her own body, their pinpoint eyes already telling Oja what she did not want to hear.


			Oja held her head low with a sigh. “I . . . am sorry.”


			“We should head back to camp,” Uru said. “It’ll get dark soon.”


			“So . . . will we hunt again after we’ve healed?”


			“Uru and I will,” Namak said. “Next time, however, we won’t bring you along.”


			As the sun sank behind the foothills to the west, the sky darkened into violet and then black. The three, all burdened by their wounds, trekked southward at a slow pace across the plains until they spotted the islet of yellow firelight that marked their encampment on the shadowed horizon. The closer they drew to the glowing beacon, the thicker the appetizing odor of meat roasting over the fire grew.


			Oja should have felt relief that at least somebody else had found food for their people. Instead, it only compounded her hurt and shame. That could have been her gazelle being cooked, and she, Uru, and Namak could have earned all the glory for feeding the band tonight. Who had brought the meat home this time?


			The three made their way between the dome-shaped shelters of grass and branches that made up the camp. They walked to the central hearth, around which their people huddled. A triplet of plump hares hung over the flames from a makeshift spit as the band eyed them with hungry anticipation. A single gazelle would have been more impressive, Oja thought.


			Across the fire from where Oja and her friends stood, her younger brother, Lu, smirked at her, his flint-studded club under his crossed arms.


			“Welcome home, Oja,” he said. “Would you like a bite of hare?”


			“So that’s all you’ve brought home, brother?” Oja asked with a cocked eyebrow.


			“At least I brought something back. What about you? You look like you got yourself into a fight!”


			Every eye on the band fell on the three huntresses like a flurry of spears being thrown from all directions. Overwhelmed by the gawking attention she was receiving, Oja lowered her head with a sigh while wringing her hands behind her.


			“We ran into a leopard,” she said. “It . . . took our kill from us.”


			“And you tried to take it back,” Namak added. “You got us all hurt.”


			Lu widened his sneer. “Isn’t that just like my big sister? Getting herself into trouble all the time? At least I was careful out in the bush today. That’s why I, unlike you, am the one to feed our people tonight.”


			“Lu, don’t be mean to your sister!” Aukah, their father, spoke next to him. “Your sister and her friends need rest and healing. Show more kindness to her—or be silent.”


			Oja sat down next to her father, averting her gaze from Lu. He tore off a strip of meat from one of the hares and gave it to her. Despite how much her stomach groaned, she could only nibble on it without savoring its flavor or juiciness as she normally would. Her guilt and disappointment had dulled her tongue’s sensitivity to taste.


			Aukah laid an arm over his daughter’s shoulder, a gentle smile creasing across his wizened gray-bearded face. “You’ll feel better in the morning, my child.”


			Oja could only shrug. It would take more than a single night’s sleep to recover from her guilt and humiliation.


		




		

			CHAPTER TWO


			Someone to Hunt With


		


		

			

			


		


		

			The last of the stars faded into the sky as it brightened from pure black to dark blue. Oja slumped over the flat top of a rocky pillar that slanted above the edge of the camp. She had not been able to sleep the whole night, and had come to find this position more comfortable than inside her little shelter. She fidgeted with an herb compress her grandfather had strapped to her bitten wrist after the flesh swelled into a hideous dark purple mass which still hurt to touch.


			In truth, however, it was not the physical pain that kept her awake all night. It was a wound that pierced deep into her spirit, into her pride.


			Next time, we won’t bring you along.


			Namak’s words would not leave Oja alone in peace. They buzzed within her brain like a swarm of bees, stinging her over and over without relent. Namak and Uru had been her two best friends ever since her family joined the band, not long after Oja first learned to walk on her two legs. They, and they alone, played with her throughout her childhood, the three girls chasing each other around the camp before they began pursuing frogs and other small creatures to practice their hunting skills. Now they had given up on her, it seemed, all because of her own foolishness.


			She shook her head. She never should have provoked that leopard. Let it eat its kill without disturbance. Maybe not so heroic, but certainly the wiser decision.


			Out of the shelter next to Oja’s walked Yuke, her mother, who approached the leaning rock and looked up at her daughter, concern shining in her eyes. “What is the matter, my child?”


			“Please leave me alone, Mother,” Oja said. “I don’t deserve your pity.”


			Yuke did not go away as her daughter had requested. Instead, she climbed onto the rock with a nimbleness defying her advanced age and sat next to Oja, stroking her fluffy black cloud of hair. “All I want is to know what’s been gnawing at you all night. I can see the dark bags beneath your eyes.”


			Oja rubbed her eyelids and blinked. “It’s that—Mother, you should know already. I got myself and my two best friends in trouble with that leopard, and now they won’t hunt with me anymore. I’ve brought shame upon myself.”


			Yuke chuckled, a soothing, calming chuckle. “Oja, we all make mistakes in life. Even your father and I. I think you get your boldness from his side of the family. You should have seen him when we first met.”


			“Maybe, but my friends aren’t willing to put up with my ‘boldness’ anymore. And what if I get into trouble like that again? The rest of the band will want nothing to do with me, either.”


			Yuke stared out into the horizon. The sky was starting to turn orange and yellow. She turned to Oja and stroked a tuft of hair from her face. “I don’t know what to say about that. But you don’t have to get yourself in trouble on a hunt again. Why not do what I do instead and dig for roots?”


			Oja pouted her lip out in distaste. When she was a little girl, she had spent hours digging beside her mother alongside the other children and elders in the band. The miserable, exhausting chore always wore out her hands and layered her limbs with dust. While biting down on the tubers they excavated may provide welcome moisture on a hot and dry day, it could never match a succulent, tangy morsel of meat in deliciousness.


			“Why would I do that?” Oja said. “I am not a child anymore, nor am I old like you. I should be able to hunt like any woman my age! Or man!”


			“I see.” Yuke rubbed her short gray-speckled hair, thinking of another way. “Say, if you must hunt, why don’t you hunt beside your brother instead of your friends? He could learn from you.”


			“Oh, Mother, you know Lu wouldn’t want me around.”


			“Why not? I’ve only ever seen him go out with his friend Tukar. They can’t have a problem with a third hunter helping them.”


			Oja shrugged her shoulders. “Fair enough.”


			“Whatever you choose to do, my child, you should wait until that swelling in your wrist goes away.” Yuke tapped a finger on her daughter’s compress. “That must hurt like an evil spirit.”


			“Oh, it’ll get better soon. At least no bones were broken.”


			“If you say so.”


			The sun soared over the earth from east to west, yielding the heavens to the moon and stars after it sank. Once the sun returned from its nightly slumber, everyone in the band voted to leave camp, having eaten all the tubers and chased off all the game in the area. They put out the fire with scoops of dirt, kicked down their shelters, and walked away without looking back at what had taken hours to set up.


			Such was the way of the people who had roamed the plains since time immemorial. Nobody could stay in a camp forever, for that was not the way of the people of the plains. Much as the herds always migrated between pastures and waterholes, with predators always prowling close by, so did the people. Crafty and clever as they may have been, human beings were little more than a special breed of animal, no less so than the zebra, the lion, or the baboon.


			After a morning and midday spent trekking across the rolling grasslands together, the people stopped by a waterhole to slake their thirst and wash themselves. They cleaned the dust off their skin while relishing the relief from the heat. Afterward, the band’s strong young men gathered branches and assembled them into arching frameworks on which the women and elders draped grass and leaves, thus completing the new camp’s shelters.


			Meanwhile, the boys Lu and Tukar were responsible for setting up the night’s hearth. First Tukar laid down a pile of grassy tinder in the center of the camp, with a thicker log laying on top. Then Lu knelt by this pile and used his hands to drill a stick spindle into the log. He started to summon smoke from the friction between the wood pieces.


			“Lu?” 


			He grumbled in irritation. “Can it wait?”


			“Don’t be rude to your own sister like that,” Oja retorted. “I only wanted to ask one thing. Next time you and your friend are ready to go hunting, can I go with you?”


			Lu let go of his spindle. He stared at her, his eyes narrowed. “You must have gone crazy. After what you did with that leopard on your last hunt, or what that leopard did to you, you want me to bring you along? You’ll get us all killed!”


			Tukar grinned wide, exposing the gap in his front teeth where an incisor had been knocked out in a brawl some time ago. His eyes ran up and down the curves of Oja’s figure as he smacked his lips. “Oh, I wouldn’t mind her coming with us. If you don’t mind me saying, Lu, your sister doesn’t look bad at all.”


			Oja’s nose wrinkled as if she had smelled freshly dropped dung. Somehow the prospect of hunting beside Lu and Tukar in place of her friends did not appeal as much anymore. Especially not if Tukar, that lanky jackal of a boy, was going to regard her as many men would regard a comely young woman.


			She took a step back. “On second thought, Lu, maybe it should be you and I hunting by ourselves.”


			“What’s the matter, sister?” Lu asked with a snicker. “Don’t want my longtime friend hunting by your side?”


			“Not if he’s going to . . . you know . . .”


			“Oh, come on, you women scare too easily,” Tukar said. “You know I meant no insult to you. Besides, if I were, uh, taller and stronger, you wouldn’t mind at all.”


			Oja’s distaste sizzled into anger. She wished she had her butchering knife on her. “I couldn’t care less how handsome you are, Tukar. Back off or I will slap your cheek off your skull!”


			Lu stood up and jumped between her and his friend, arms crossed. “That is enough. Tukar has been my friend as long as Uru and Namak have been yours. I will never hunt without him. And if that means you will never hunt with us together, then so be it.”


			“Then fine!”


			Oja stormed away from her brother and retreated into the shelter she had claimed for herself. She dropped herself onto the floor of trampled grass, wrapped her arms around her legs, and stewed in silence. Not even the shade offered by the shelter’s ceiling could cool her temper.


			Something touched her on the back. A startled Oja spun around on her bottom. “What is it?”


			Yuke finished stepping inside and pinched between her fingers a fat yam she had excavated while the shelters were being raised. “I heard your offer to hunt with Lu didn’t go over so well.”


			“You heard right. So what should I do, Mother?”


			“Well, like I said yesterday, you could always dig with us instead. You don’t have to go hunting with anyone.”


			Oja’s face lit up with an idea that had percolated in her brain all day. “That’s it! I’ll go hunting by myself then.”


			“What? No! You know it’s too dangerous to go out into the bush alone.”


			“Oh, I won’t go after anything big, Mother. Only after prey I can kill with one spear. But, if the leopard can hunt all by itself, why can’t I?”


			“You are not a leopard, Oja! Were you not almost killed by one? What makes you think you can survive out there on your own?”


			“Trust me, I can. I won’t make the same mistake again.”


			“Forget it. I won’t let you go alone. Neither will your father nor anyone else in the band allow such a thing.” Yuke’s stern look melted into a smile as she held the yam closer to her daughter. “Promise me you’ll stay at camp where you will be safe, my child.”


			Oja accepted the yam and bit into it, enjoying its sweet juices. “I promise, Mother. That I swear by all our ancestors.”


			“Thank you, then.” 


			Yuke patted her daughter’s hair. That made Oja feel a faint pang of guilt for not just speaking the truth.


		




		

			CHAPTER three


			The Rhino and the Rapids


		


		

			

			


		


		

			Oja retired to sleep on the very cusp of sundown, earlier than the rest of the band. When asked why she was not going to listen to campfire stories, she told her family that she had worn herself out after a busy day’s work, and also that her wounded wrist still needed as much rest as she could make for it. These were not complete lies, but still only half of the truth. The main reason Oja curled down on her shelter’s floor so early was to get up before everyone else.


			Which she did. The sky was still dark across its entire breadth when she crawled out of her shelter, the waning crescent of the moon giving off just enough light for her to make out the contours of the camp’s structures and the savanna beyond. With a silent, stealth imitation of a stalking wildcat, Oja crept over to the shelter to the right of her own, inside of which her mother and father lay together in a tender embrace.


			She was thankful that her father’s snoring, as loud as a crocodile’s bellowing growl, would mask any sound she might make.


			The glassy gleam of an obsidian point above the floor marked Aukah’s hunting spear as it leaned against the shelter’s branch framework. In the handful of days that had passed since the ill-fated hunt with her friends, Oja had not found time to make another spear after losing hers in the incident with the leopard. Never in her life had she taken another person’s possessions, and she wanted to steal from her own family less than anyone else in the band. But how could she hunt this morning if she did not have a worthy weapon?


			Please forgive me, beloved Father, Oja begged in her mind as she plucked the spear up from its resting place. And forgive me too, Mother, for breaking my promise.


			Now armed, she snuck back out of the shelter and paused to scan the camp around her. No one else was out. The fire Lu made the past evening lay dead in a pile of ash and burnt tinder. It occurred to her nothing would discourage a leopard, lions, or hyenas from ambushing the camp while its people still slept. She lost an uncle to such an attack a couple of rainy seasons ago. If such flesh-eaters were on their way, she might encounter them while she was out in the bush, and then she could fight them off before they had a chance to hurt any of her people. The whole band would shower her with gratitude for that. Even Uru and Namak might reconsider letting her hunt with them!


			As it stood, nothing lurked around the camp. The crickets chirped and a grass owl screeched from its perch on a nearby marula tree, but no creature purred, growled, or even rustled the grass and bushes. It was as close to tranquil as a night on the savanna could get.


			Oja tightened her grip on the spear and stole past the outermost shelters. She skirted the waterhole next to the camp and then followed the moon as it drifted between the stars high over the plains. As she jogged, she kept eyes and ears open with full alertness in all directions, careful to breathe only through her nose so that her panting did not spook potential prey.


			A pale speck flashed through the underbrush to her right. Lowering her torso beneath the tips of the tall grass, Oja tiptoed to the spot of the sudden movement. She crouched to the ground and noted the faint, elongated paw prints of a running hare. Oja’s first impulse was to ignore it and continue. A single hare would produce even less meat than what Lu brought to camp the other day.


			Yet, had she not promised her mother that she would not go after anything large and dangerous when hunting by herself? She had broken one promise already; two would be worse. For all she knew, she might not find a more worthy quarry the rest of the day. One hare, though unimpressive, would be better than coming back with empty hands. At least then she would have something to make up for taking her father’s spear and running away from camp so early in the morning.


			She stalked the path of tracks that led southward, a sliver of indigo sky now emergent over the dark horizon to her left. At the same time, the cool nocturnal air began to give way to the warmth of daybreak, but perspiration drenched Oja after so much running. She hoped to catch the hare before the sun reached its sizzling midday apex, but she could not count on it.


			Again, a tiny gray-brown blur shot across the savanna. It halted to stand upright on a rock, its long ears erect and twitching. Kneeling to the ground, Oja stretched her spear-arm back and aimed at the hare, clenching her hand on the shaft, grasping it firmly. She licked her lips. After treating her with such unforgiving cruelty on the last hunt, today’s fate was showing kindness as if to make up for it.


			The moment Oja let her spear fly, the hare hopped back into cover. The spear struck rock before dropping to the ground.


			She cursed with frustration. Not again!


			After picking up her weapon, she sprinted after the hare as it bounded over the grassland. The world blurred together on both sides between her and her quarry, a breeze whistling past her. Driven by desperation as much as hunger, Oja recognized but otherwise paid no heed to the aching of her legs while she ran.


			The chase led them to a long, deep ravine bridged by a slender fallen log. The hare crossed over it in a few leaps. When Oja set her lead foot on the log, it cracked under her weight and dropped into the ravine’s depths. She had neither the time nor desire to walk around the winding gorge. Even if she did, she would have lost her prey anyway. Grumbling under her breath, she gave up the pursuit and walked away.


			There needed to be something else she could hunt between now and the scorching midday. Something she could bring down alone and yet provide enough meat for the band. Surveying the plain around her several times, she found nothing like the wild game she sought. There were only grass, trees, and a littering of rocky outcrops as far as she could see. She growled and kicked a large boulder in a fit of frustrated rage. 


			To her surprise, her foot bounced off not a surface of hard stone but rather soft, wrinkled flesh. The sides of the big “rock” swelled and sank like the belly of a massive animal as it slowly rose onto four stumpy legs. Its low-slung head bore two curved horns atop its snout, the front horn longer and sharper than the rear. It squinted at Oja with beady eyes, its snort expressing as much irritation as the look it was giving her. 


			She was petrified, the shock close to overwhelming. The rhinoceros pawed the ground with its three-toed foreleg and held its head low, with its horns aimed straight at her. Pointing her own weapon at the behemoth, Oja took one step back and then another, trying not to startle the animal with any sudden movements.


			After emitting a nasal bray, the rhino exploded into a gallop at a speed that belied its bulk. Oja raced to the nearest acacia tree, holding the shaft of the spear between her teeth. She jumped, grabbing the lowest branch. As she hauled herself off the earth, the brute’s horns slashed the air beneath her. She hugged the tree’s trunk with quaking limbs until the rhinoceros lumbered off with a disappointed grunt.


			Her heart pounded in a frenzy matching the rhino’s stomping feet. That was one creature of the savanna she would not bother again. Once he forgot about her and cleared the area, she would hurry away as far as she could from its grazing grounds and continue her hunt elsewhere.


			Or would she? She’d had no luck finding the small prey she sought. The rhino was not small by any means, but it was still a body of meat. If Oja could carve out only one of its thickset legs and bring it back to camp . . . no, what a foolish thought! She shook her head repeatedly, trying to get the notion out of her head. Her spear would not bring down a full-grown rhino by itself. Or even come close.


			Unless I were to chuck it right into its little brain . . . 


			After the rhino wandered a small distance away, Oja stood up on the acacia bough and aligned the point of her spear with the beast’s head. Under her breath, she murmured a prayer to her ancestors that her weapon would fly true and bring down something for once. She had missed enough times—and she would not do so again. 


			She flung the spear with a warlike yipping cry. It hit the rhino on the rear of its skull, but the mighty horned herbivore did not topple over in death. Instead, it wheeled around and hurtled into the acacia tree, shaking it fiercely. Only by grabbing onto another branch above her was Oja able to prevent herself from falling off. 


			Twice again the infuriated rhino rammed the tree. Oja’s fingers slipped off, and she fell.


			She did not hit solid earth within an instant as she had expected. Instead, she plummeted through whistling air, the rugged stone face of a cliff shooting up over her and spinning as her body twirled. That tree had stood above the edge of a cliff! How could she have missed that? Instead of being gored by a rhinoceros, she was now going to crash down to her death . . .
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