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			Prologue

			Bemoaning Death’s Loving Embrace

			“It began with the flicker of a great fire and the wail of a crying infant, crying its lungs out, gasping for air. A noble spirit had come unto us on the night of our celebration. Revealing to us our sins, our prejudices, our faults. Revealing to us everything we were not ready to learn about ourselves. So, our ears rejected words we needed to hear; we tore out our eyes to stop us from seeing what we needed to see. We vomited up all the toxic words that defiled the body that we could muster. We are human, are we not? Does that mean we must suffer for what we hate? Were we not ordained with the inalienable opportunity to learn from our mistakes? If so, does that not imply that we are innately imperfect creatures doomed to make mistakes? Why then are we so cruel to one another? Why must we tear our sister down to build our brother up? As I wait for death’s icy touch, I can concede this now that this is our very nature. How did we get here? As the light left my eyes, the fading images still in my eyesight turned to black. As my body grew cold, I could feel all the warm blood trickle out of my body. I slip closer into death’s loving embrace. The feel of warm flames touching my face offered some comfort in my last moments; our souls will receive redemption in eternal punishment. In death, this proverb will haunt our souls for all eternity: ‘A child that is not embraced by the village will burn it down to feel its warmth.’ For we now know what that means.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Defilement of the Gentle Spirit

			1

			Under the cover of the midnight sky, a cloaked figure bolted barefoot through the cold, damp jungle floor. In their arms, they cradled a basket woven from elephant swamp grass, with images of vibrant flowers painted along the exterior.

			Tucked inside was a bundle of fine, dark fabric, its intricate green patterns shimmering even in the gloom. It was not a mere aesthetic decision; it was a symbol of high importance, a sign that whatever lay hidden beneath that cloth was worth more than the runner’s own life.

			The jungle was dense with leafy vegetation, populated with trees as tall as redwoods. It was pitch black, with only a glimmer of moonlight poking through. One could barely make out their own hand in front of their face in this darkness.

			They could feel pressure being exerted against their body, like they were being smothered by the dark. It was a claustrophobic feeling; this jungle did not want them there.

			Worse, it was quiet. Oddly quiet for a jungle. No insects. No birds. No predators.

			The air was still and dry, with a slightly pungent odor floating around.

			And then there were the shadows—dark shapes dancing across the redwood trunks, cast by things that weren’t even there.

			Nothing about this place seemed inviting.

			Every few steps, the figure jerked its head back, eyes searching the void. They didn’t just think something was there—they were waiting for it to strike.

			With every snap of a twig, or a crinkle of a dead leaf, they would jump behind a tree, and with bated breath they’d slowly peep around the bark. The pungent odor had grown stronger. They were definitely being followed.

			The stench was right on top of them now—a foul, eye-watering rot that made their skin crawl.

			They became so panicked that they had not realized that their “stalker’s” footsteps only happened when they moved. The snapping twigs, the crinkling leaves... it was all them.

			In their panic, they were hunting themselves.

			Whatever the case, they gripped the basket tighter. They collected themselves. Despite the danger they were most certainly in, they remained unshaken in their quest.

			They continued to trek quickly across the jungle floor.

			Soon, they heard the calming splish-splash of flowing water. —Almost there.

			They walked out of the jungle and felt an immediate release of pressure. A rush of fresh air filled their lungs. They could see again.

			The night sky overhead had a hot pink hue. There were no stars or any constellations visible.

			That oddity mattered not. In front of them was the vision they had travelled so far for. The Kira River, which stretched for about fifty kilometers.

			A wave of emotions hit them because the river signaled their treacherous journey had finally come to an end.

			The cloaked figure pulled back their hood, revealing their short blond curls. Her blue eyes scanned the horizon. She was only twenty, but the exhaustion in those eyes looked decades older.

			To anyone else, her pale, porcelain skin would have looked like a ghost’s. In this world, there was no name for someone born without color—only whispers of “white goats”.

			The young, nameless woman dropped to her knees. Pus-filled blisters and infected cuts covered the soles of her feet. She struggled to catch her breath. Her bleeding, thin, pale hands trembled as she placed the basket in the river, dripping blood into the water below.

			She flipped the black and green fabric over, revealing the valuable, precious content she seemed so dead set on protecting.

			In the basket was a baby boy. He had pale porcelain skin and light blond hair that matched hers— except he had pink irises and pupils. The crystal shard embedded in his forehead pulsed with a faint, rhythmic light, mirroring the flow of the Kira River.

			She stared at him with intense focus, and he returned the look with an unsettling intelligence. He did not cry, nor did he squirm. He just… watched her. It was as if he understood that this would be the last time he would ever see her, and he was trying hard to remember every feature of her beautiful but worn face.

			Her eyes filled with tears. Her heart was being shredded to pieces by the look of awareness coming from such a small creature. A being that had only experienced the gift of life for less than six days.

			Yet, he could feel the strings that connected her heart to his being severed by circumstances beyond his control.

			An awareness that he was being betrayed by the person who gave him that gift, a mother he will never know—one whose duty it was to protect him, was now neglecting that duty.

			She was leaving him to fend for himself when he had not yet learned to walk or speak. Being denied the warmth of a mother’s love and never knowing what she sacrificed to bring him into this world…

			She covered him with a cloth and pushed the basket away.

			“Go with god, my prince.”

			2

			The basket drifted, a speck of woven grass on the vast Kira River. It didn’t stay alone for long.

			The basket made it about a kilometer into its journey before it gained the attention of gbahali—crocodile-like creatures with longer legs and a T. rex-shaped head.

			They sleep in herds along the riverbanks. These massive reptiles are ferocious hunters with an insatiable appetite and will eat anything—dead or alive. They’d even eat each other if the conditions were right for it.

			They awaken at the smell of fresh prey in the water and race to intercept the basket.

			With twenty-centimeter-long, razor-sharp teeth and strong snapping jaws, they could easily split the basket in half if they ever got hold of it.

			Not a species designed for teamwork; the gbahali got in each other’s way, and this started a brawl: headbutts, tail slaps, and bites that rip chunks of flesh off one another.

			The fight was brutal, but it was enough of a distraction to allow the basket to float down the river unimpeded.

			The basket drifted freely another nine or ten kilometers before becoming lodged inside a bushel of elephant grass near the Mmbembe village.

			The baby looked around with curiosity and wonder in his eyes. Then, the rhythmic sound of drums being violently pounded vibrated through the air. The drums clashed with the tranquil sound of the flow of water crashing against the rocks.

			The Mmbembe people are a tribe of legendary warriors. Think Spartans on steroids. On its surface, the village seemed high-spirited and filled with celebrations.

			The villagers wore green and red loincloth togas, walked around barefoot, their faces and bodies painted with ceremonial designs.

			The woodwind instruments hit a crescendo, signaling that the village had reached the climax of the celebration. Everyone ran to make a giant circle around the log fire.

			A masked dancer jumped into the center of the circle next to the fire. They danced along to the drums.

			The dancer’s feet moved quickly across the orange sand, creating a mini sandstorm around their legs. Even the fire danced along to the rhythm of the instruments.

			Clap. Clap. Clap.

			The villagers weren’t just celebrating; they were summoning a spirit. Little did they know, the “spirit” had already arrived in a basket of elephant grass.

			Parents laughed as the village kids tried to imitate the dance.

			However, this dance was far too complicated for their small feet to do without tripping and falling flat on their faces.

			Families here are tight-knit: father and son, mother and daughter, grandmother and grandfather all live under the same mud huts with straw roofs on top.

			Elders are the most respected members of the tribe because of their experience and wisdom.

			They live under a gerontocracy social structure, where the oldest members oversee law and order. Disrespect of any elder can bring about a serious tongue-lashing dished out by any adult member of the tribe.

			As the music simmered down, so did the fire. All conversations ceased. The village had gone silent.

			The village children ran over and took a seat in front of a huge, smooth stone wall about fifteen meters high. Their eyes were glued to the wall, like a child watching their favorite cartoon.

			The Griot hobbled toward the great stone wall with the help of her walking staff. She wears a kaftan and a matching head wrap. A warm and affable face decorated with freckles and wrinkles. A small, dull-colored chick napped on her shoulder, which she affectionately called Zuri.

			The Griot is the most respected member of the tribe. She is the eldest of all the elders, at around one hundred years old.

			As a griot, her duty is to pass down the oral history and traditions of the tribe. She is a walking library, and everyone seeks her counsel in times of trouble.

			Once she reached the great stone wall, she tapped her walking staff on the ground, and it unfolded into a kora, a stringed instrument. She cracked her fingers and started playing.

			Her fingers gracefully plucked the strings, creating a melodic tune that could soothe the most ferocious beast. The first note wasn’t just a sound—it was a command.

			Then the melody sped up and intensified as her fingers rapidly moved across the strings so fast that you couldn’t tell one finger from the other.

			She was renowned for her skill on the kora, which takes years of practice to master. She slowed down once she had the attention of everyone in the village. Her rapid finger movements on the strings usually did the trick. She had them right where she wanted them. Now… she could begin her story.

			“Long ago, after the gods abandoned men, a powerful shaman created the nine jinn…” she said in a soothing tone that only a grandmother could muster. Her voice sent one back to their childhood, warm in front of the fireplace as they sipped hot chocolate. It felt like those days.

			As the Griot spoke, the orange firelight didn’t just cast her shadow; it birthed nine others.

			They weren’t human. They were tall, elongated figures that seemed to ripple against the fifteen-meter stone wall.

			“To absorb all the evils of the world,” she whispered with a slight smirk. “And for a time, peace fell over mankind.”

			One by one, the figures bowed to a central shadow—the Great Shaman.

			“But there was too much evil in the hearts of men. The Jinn became unhappy and filled with anger. The shaman lost control of them and had to seal them away in a crystal. With our fearsome reputations, once feared across the continent of Alkebulan, renowned for our fighting prowess, brutality, might, and unwillingness to surrender in battle, the crystal was placed in our care. Only we had the strength and will to keep it safe. And in return, the crystal’s energy is used to power our barrier…”

			The Griot’s kora went silent.

			She pointed to a giant pink crystal lodged inside an old tree stump at the center of the village. A beam of pink energy emanated from the crystal and towards the sky.

			A barrier, one hundred and forty-five square kilometers wide, separated the Mmbembe village from the rest of the continent.

			With such an immense size, the Mmbemebe village benefits from the multiple biomes captured within the barrier: a jungle, a sandscape, a savannah, mountains and a river.

			Sitting close by Griot was Patricia. Patricia, though only two, was extremely precocious. As the Griot’s granddaughter, she would assist by holding up the next wooden figure in front of the fire during her grandma’s storytelling.

			The shadows the wooden figures created would then project onto the wall, like a Stone Age movie screen.

			“Before the imprisonment of the nine Jinn, they gave birth to the Witch Doctor...” the Griot continued her tale.

			Just the name ‘Witch Doctor’ made the village shudder.

			The children grasped each other for comfort.

			“Tonight, we celebrate the banishment of this vile being and pray for the one true Mwokozi. The savior who will rid our world of the Witch Doctor, and finally free us from our isolation…”

			She looked up at the pink sky, her eyes reflecting the beam of the giant crystal. She was praying for a savior to break the cage.

			The Griot held up a gold Ankh necklace. She had a serious, intense look on her face.

			Her fading eyes scanned across every fragile, soft face in the village. A far cry from the intimidating glare on the hardened faces of battle-tested warriors she knew in her youth. Oh, how weak we’ve become, she thought.

			“With this necklace, my bloodline has kept the crystal in perfect balance, for if we fail, outside the barrier, the Witch Doctor has created some of the most monstrous, foul, bloodthirsty, unnatural creatures to plague mankind. And they will gobble up all the naughty children who disobey their parents. None worse than the fearsome Grootslang!”

			Patricia dropped a sandbag in the fire, and the flames grew and towered. Projected on the wall was the shadow of a monstrous creature.

			The village children ran off screaming and jumped into the arms of their parents.

			The Griot laughed hysterically. She and Patricia pressed foreheads—a sign of great affection in the Mmbembe tribe.

			That is when Lutalo approached her. Lutalo was a tall, strong, imposing figure with long, flowing dreads. He had a large scar sliced across his chest, and his face, by any standard, was widely considered to be quite handsome. At only twenty-eight years of age, he was the warrior chief in charge of the safety of the village and commander of all the warriors. If they had any left, that is.

			He looked down at Griot with a stern but loving look on his face.

			“You are going to give the kids nightmares,” he said with exasperation in his voice.

			“Nonsense, Lutalo. I have been told these stories at bedtime since I was a girl and look how I turned out.”

			The goofy smile she wore instantly deflated the confidence in her statement.

			“That is what worries me,” he muttered to himself.

			Then, out of the darkness, the piercing, screeching cries of a baby echoed throughout the village. The villagers covered their ears, not sure where the sound was coming from. There were no babies of crying age in the village currently. A few of the women were close to birthing, but none had delivered just yet.

			The cries turned into screams, and the screaming seemed to come from all directions. Everyone searched around the village for nearly an hour but could not find the source of the cries.

			The elders were getting worried that it was getting close to their hour of sleep, and this shrieking would not let them rest.

			They demanded that the source of the screams be located at once.

			Sipho, one of the village toddlers walking along the riverbank, spotted the basket lodged inside the elephant grass. He immediately alerted the rest of the village with rapid tongue clicks, and they came running over.

			Lutalo grabbed his spear and raced toward the river. Close in tow behind him was Almamy, his son, who had just celebrated his fourth birth year. Almamy was the spitting image of his father. He held a miniature spear in his hand, just like his father’s.

			Lutalo trekked through the elephant grass, cutting away at it with his spear. Then he spotted it. The basket lodged between a rock and the elephant grass, just as Sipho said it would be.

			Lutalo plucked out the basket and took it to the center of the village. He placed the basket on top of a sitting stone. The villagers surrounded him but stood back at a safe distance.

			Lutalo removed the cloth to reveal the baby. The villagers gasped. They retreated even further back.

			The adults were in disbelief, but the children did not seem to understand the magnitude of this discovery. In fact, they were more curious about the fear being displayed by the adults than the unknown baby in front of them.

			Patricia, ever so curious, snuck in to get a closer look. She reached out and touched the baby’s leg. The baby immediately stopped crying, and they locked eyes. A warm feeling rippled through her body. The irises and pupils of her eyes changed from brown to blue.

			A one-armed female villager quickly yanked Patricia away, then vigorously cleaned her hands with a wet cloth.

			A male villager hiding behind a pile of straw spoke out the one question running through everyone’s mind.

			“How did it get through the barrier?”

			Lutalo did not respond. He just stared blankly at the baby, flaring his nostrils, panting. Anger flooded into his heart. Hatred clotted his veins.

			Without hesitation, he pulled his stone knife from his waistband.

			He held the dagger suspended over the baby. As he was about to bring it down, the crystal in the baby’s forehead shone with an intense brightness. Everyone shielded their eyes.

			Lutalo temporarily went blind. Then ZAP! A surge of visible pink energy exploded from the baby. The force knocked Lutalo off his feet and sent him crashing to the ground.

			The villagers gasped and whispered amongst themselves. They were in collective disbelief at how the big, strong Lutalo was put on his backside by a baby.

			Lutalo looked around at their faces, feeling judged, embarrassed and distraught. Almamy rushed to his aid, grabbed his arm and tried to help him up.

			Lutalo felt emasculated by needing to be helped up by his child.

			—What he must think of me now.

			Lutalo pushed Almamy away. He picked up his spear and charged at the baby.

			“Stop!” a deep, booming voice echoed through the village.

			Lutalo stopped in his tracks. —Him. I should have known he was behind this.

			The voice was coming from Akiki, the village shaman, thirty years of age, sparsely dressed in animal skin clothing and straw, draped in beads, and had a bone inserted through his nose. An antelope horn, and animal-skin pouch hung from his neck.

			He strutted through the crowd with such confidence, one could feel the power in just his presence alone. Akiki didn’t walk; he claimed the sand beneath his feet.

			“This child must not be harmed. I’ve had a vision of his future. The Witch Doctor will return, and this child will be the one who defeats him. He is the one true Mwokozi we have prayed for.”

			The villagers murmured among themselves. They disagreed with Akiki, but none would dare speak out against him. None but Lutalo, who made a heartfelt plea to Griot.

			“Griot! You know the kind of trouble a creature like this would bring to us. This is no coincidence that it showed up on the anniversary that our greatest foe had vanished. It is an omen.”

			Lutalo managed to convert the villagers to his side. With his backing, they felt confident enough to voice their concerns.

			Griot stroked her chin as she considered Lutalo’s plea.

			“Such harsh words to speak over a newborn that has yet to learn the word hate,” she said in a gentle tone, yet with a hint of admonishment layered in her speech.

			“I know what the legends say. But I trust in our shaman, Akiki. If anyone would like to discuss the validity of Akiki’s visions, please step forward.”

			Akiki glanced over at the crowd. Suddenly, all the murmurs stopped. The courage they had gathered swiftly left them. The villagers avoided eye contact with Akiki and quickly dispersed.

			It was a wise decision considering that when it came to pure power, there was no match for Akiki outside of the Witch Doctor. He was a king shaman and a master of the spiritual arts.

			A king shaman is the highest rank and the most difficult achievement one can attain under shamanic law. They are capable of recalling souls from the non-living world or extracting the soul of anyone they choose.

			They can manipulate the living world to heal wounds or make you cough up your own organs.

			Lutalo and Akiki were longtime rivals and would compete in everything. Though it pained Lutalo to admit it, in most matters, Akiki outranked him.

			“Then our blood will be on your hands,” Lutalo snarled as he stormed off.

			Akiki looked down at the baby, not sure what to make of him or what to do next. He hesitantly and carefully picked him up. It’s been many years since he held a baby.

			The gravity that he will be responsible for the care of this child set in and weighed on him like two bull elephants and a hippo. His stomach twisted—he could feel all the organs inside him rearranging; all the bulging muscles in his arm suddenly became weak and noodle-like.

			Griot touched his shoulder, and a sense of calm and reassurance fell over him. He regained the strength in his arms.

			She tickled the bottom of the baby’s little white foot, which was partly exposed.

			“You certainly caused quite the uproar here, little one. I hope this will not be a glimpse into what your future will be like here,” she laughed a big, boisterous laugh.

			“He will need a name,” she whispered to Akiki.

			Akiki mulled it over. In their culture, names are more than what people call one another. Names have meanings, and people must live up to the meaning of their names.

			Names are determined by the spiritual aura every living creature gives off when they’re born. The wrong name can have ill effects on their future. As he cycled through a list of names, one name called out to him.

			“Yohana,” he whispered. “We will call him Yohana.”

			Griot smiled, satisfied with his naming choice.

			“I had a feeling it would be.”

			3

			Over the next ten years, Akiki kept a watchful eye over Yohana, training him in the ways of shamanism.

			In that time, Yohana had grown into a determined boy who refused to quit any task once started. This determination had caused Yohana to develop a reputation for mischief.

			One incident, which became known as the Great Fruit Disaster, solidified his reputation as a master maker of trouble and disruptor of peace.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			The event occurred during the Furaha fruit’s bloom, the sweetest fruit in existence. The fruit was about the size of a pumpkin, oval-shaped, and had an outside texture like a dragon fruit.

			While the Foragers were high in the trees, plucking off fruit and dropping them down into the waiting baskets below, Patricia, now a young lady of twelve years of age, sat on a branch nearest to the Furaha fruit, watching an age-old competition unfold.

			Patricia had grown tall at about one hundred and seventy-five centimeters, and her hair was braided with intricate designs and adorned with beads.

			Down below her, the village children threw spears and shot arrows, trying to be the first to knock down the fruit.

			Almamy, now fourteen years of age, pushed to the front of the group. Sipho pushed everyone back.

			“Give him some room.”

			Almamy had grown to be quite muscular and was much taller than all the other kids around him, with Sipho being a close second. Almamy aimed his spear. The village kids were chanting words of encouragement. Sipho shushed them.

			“Quiet. He must focus.”

			Almamy launched the spear. The razor-sharp tip grazed the skin of the Furaha fruit.

			The village kids cheered him on. Almamy was praised by everyone in the village, nicknamed the ‘perfect son’. He was strong, a good hunter, and good-looking.

			Naturally, they idolized him. They all vied to be his first friend; however, that position was held firmly by Sipho.

			Patricia’s heart raced at the sight of him. So much so that she could feel it beating through her chest. Like most of the girls in the village, she had a huge crush on him. Almost to the point of obsession.

			She smiled as he nearly knocked down the fruit. —Ugh. You almost had it.

			Then she imagined him knocking down the fruit and feeding her a big piece of it as he gazed at her with those enchanting hazel eyes. Her body temperature rose a degree or two.

			Without warning, the branch she was sitting on rattled, scaring her back to reality. She held on to the branch like her life depended on it; after all, she was over fifty meters off the ground.

			Yohana, now a boy of ten years, was standing on the branch behind her. He had a headband covering the crystal lodged in his forehead. He was a runt compared to the other kids. Very thin at eighteen kilograms, and barely one hundred and fifty centimeters from head to toe.

			Patricia looked at him with an angry scowl on her face, tight-lipped.

			“Are you mjinga?! (a word that means stupid or idiot) You could have killed me!” she snapped. “What are you even doing here? You are supposed to be in training, you slacker.”

			“Why is everyone after that fruit?” he asked.

			Patricia rolled her eyes. “Unlike you, it is special.”

			Yohana looked up at the fruit, then back at Patricia.

			“How can some fruit be special? Can you make medicine from it? Can it make your face pretty?”

			Patricia hit him on the top of his head.

			“Don’t you know anything?” she said with the smugness of a preteen who knows everything about everything.

			“That is the fruit of warriors. Anyone who eats of the Furaha will be instantly filled with happiness. Once every generation, when it blooms, a young warrior would try to knock it down and prove his worth. No one has grabbed it in four generations. Anyone who does so will receive a great honor.”

			Before she could finish her sentence, Yohana was already halfway up the tree, heading for the Furaha fruit.

			“Get down from there!” she barked. “You are not a warrior.”

			“Nice of you to care, but I will be fine.”

			“I am not concerned about you! As the village’s future griot, it is my job to make sure I use my knowledge and wisdom to guide pebble brains like you.”

			“That is honey sweet of you, Patricia. How about after I get it, we can eat it together in my honor?”

			Patricia gasped, then tightened her face. She was beyond offended at the notion of her sharing a meal with Yohana and not her one true love, her future husband, Almamy.

			She already had their wedding planned, their outfits picked out, the menu prepared, and the list of music prearranged.

			A small hand grabbed hold of the branch, and Maisiko raised herself. Maisiko, a girl of eight years, though often mistaken for five years. She stood a meager one hundred and twelve centimeters, no bigger than a river swan. Thick, bushy, free-flowing hair bounced every time she moved.

			She held her left arm tightly against her chest, a result of complications from her birth. She had a small wooden shield painted green, brown, and red that never left her back.

			Do not be fooled. She uses her small, adorable appearance to catch her enemies off guard; at least she would if she had any enemies.

			“He is going after the fruit, right?” she asked.

			“Go get the medical tent ready,” Patricia said with such an apathetic tone, it was clear this was a usual occurrence.

			Maisiko scoffed. “No way I will be missing this.”

			Patricia scowled at her, and Maisiko put on a nervous smile.

			Yohana climbed to the very top of the tree, but the Furaha fruit was still too far out of his reach. He analyzed his surroundings until an idea hit him…

			—Those vines should work perfectly.

			Yohana snatched down some loose vines hanging above his head, tied them around a branch, and created a makeshift slingshot. After securing the vine around his waist, he settled himself in.

			He walked backward. The vine stretched until the tension reached its max.

			Maisiko grabbed Patricia’s hand. “There he goes.”

			POW! He went flying. His cheeks flapped around in the wind. He screamed with enjoyment. It was much faster than he had calculated, but his aim was spot on. Now the fruit was just within arm’s reach.

			He pulled out his stone knife from his waistband and SLICE! He cut the Furaha fruit loose at its stem. It fell toward the ground and SWOOP!

			A parrot monkey—a scarlet, blue, and yellow monkey with extra skin around the ribs stretched out like wings—glided in and intercepted the fruit.

			“Hey! Get back here, you thief!” Yohana screamed out.

			Yohana chased after the parrot monkey. He jumped from branch to branch, keeping pace with the elusive primate. He lunged off the last branch and grabbed hold of the parrot monkey’s thin, scaly legs.

			“Got you!”

			This added weight knocked the parrot monkey off balance.

			It lost control, and they crashed into an orange tree.

			The Furaha fruit slipped out of the primate’s hands and bounced off the tree. The fruit plummeted toward the ground.

			“My fruit!”

			Yohana pushed off the trunk of the tree, like an Olympic swimmer pushing off the end of the pool to increase momentum.

			This force knocked all the oranges off the tree.

			Patricia turned her head just in time to see a line of oranges barreling toward her. One after the other, they smacked her in the face.

			Yohana dived after the fruit. He crashed down through the bushes. A hard fall, but the porcupine he landed on softened the blow.

			—Porcupine?

			“Ow, ow, ow, owe!”

			Yohana quickly hopped out of the bushes, plucking porcupine quills out of his bottom.

			He also had a few cuts and scrapes along his arms and legs that stung like bee stings. But he was too focused to worry about that now. He looked anxiously around for the Furaha fruit.

			—Please do not tell me I lost it.

			After a quick scan of the bushes, he spotted it. Luckily, it was still intact, nestled between the long thorns of a pepperberry bush. He ran toward it; too excited for words, just gargled sounds. After picking it up, he held it over his head like a trophy. Victorious!

			It wasn’t until his adrenaline fell that he really took the time to look at his surroundings.

			His eyes nearly popped out of his head. His dazzling smile quickly turned dim. Sleeping all around him was a herd of forest bulls: orange fur, twice the size of regular cattle, horns as long as Yohana, bulging muscles, and a ferociously nasty temper.

			It was at that moment that Patricia stormed out of the bushes, still wiping orange juice pulp from her face. She carried Maisiko on her back as she often does.

			“Wjinga!” she screamed at him.

			Yohana signaled for her to be quiet, flailing his arms around.

			“Do not dare tell me to be quiet,” she rebuked.

			She took another step forward and heard a crunch, followed by a “MOO!”

			Patricia hesitantly looked down and started praying to the ancestors.

			Her foot was standing on the tail of the dominant forest bull, denoted by his bushy mane. She looked to the side, and he was staring her right in the face. Its snout was just centimeters from her cheek. She could feel the warm air from its nostrils hit her in the face.

			Yohana, Maisiko, and Patricia streaked through the undergrowth—a herd of angry forest bulls chasing after them, tearing apart the jungle, knocking the foragers out of the trees.

			Forest bulls possess solid builds and unlimited stamina.

			Once they build up momentum, nothing can slow them down. They will run through anything standing in their way.

			“They are heading toward the village,” Patricia shouted. “We have to stop them before they destroy everything.”

			“I will never let that happen,” Yohana said without a trace of doubt in his voice.

			Suddenly, the ground beneath them became unstable. Their steps became increasingly sluggish. They were slowing down. For some reason, Yohana was finding it difficult to move his feet. Yohana looked down and realized that they were in deep trouble.

			“Quicksand!”

			But this was not normal quicksand. It was sentient and fed on living organisms.

			“That means we are in the forbidden zone. We will be in so much trouble once the elders find out what you have done, Yohana,” Patricia screamed.

			“You are right as always, Patricia. Getting into trouble would be the worst thing that could happen to us right now. How fortunate for us, we will be dead long before they find out.”

			Maisiko snickered at Yohana’s quip, but quickly straightened her face when she felt Patricia’s death glare.

			“Why does everything in this jungle want to kill us?” Patricia whined.

			The sand crawled up their legs, slowly yanking them down to be digested. They struggled to break free, and the more they struggled, the tighter the grip of the sand became.

			In the distance, Yohana’s keen ears could hear the rumble of a thousand hooves stampeding across the jungle floor.

			—This is bad.

			The forest bulls were closing in on them. The sand was squeezing the life out of them.

			Yohana inhaled deeply. He had to calculate quickly. Unlike with the Furaha fruit, he had no room for error. His mind went to work, analyzing the situation. Potential scenarios flashed inside his mind until he landed on the most favorable outcome.

			—Got it!

			He removed any form of emotional expression from his face and calmed himself down…

			—Relax.

			He stopped his breathing…

			—Relax.

			He slowed his heart rate until his pulse was undetectable.

			Yohana exhibited all the signs of dead prey. The sand slowly released its death grip to conserve energy.

			Yohana seized the moment. By rapidly kicking his legs back and forth, he propelled himself upward and grabbed a hanging vine dangling from the branch above them.

			He pulled on the vine as hard as he could, bending the branch, increasing the tension. Yohana grabbed Patricia and Maisiko, propelling the three of them five meters onto a decaying branch.

			They broke free of the sand’s hold and narrowly missed the forest bull stampede.

			The forest bull herd rammed their big, bulky bodies against the trees. As they ran, they uprooted every plant, bush, and tree they came across.

			Yohana, Maisiko, and Patricia jumped from tree to tree, branch to branch. The trees collapsed behind them like dominoes. They reached the last tree at the edge of the jungle, a five-meter drop to the ground.

			“What is your brilliant plan now? Have us jump down and break every bone in our bodies?” Patricia smugly questioned.

			“Give him grace, Patricia. He would never come up with a plan that stupid, right, Yohana?”

			Yohana looked back at Maisiko. He smiled and gave her a thumbs-up. When he turned back around, sweat trickled down his face. —Thanks a lot, Maisiko. Now I need a new plan.

			A flock of parrot monkeys glided in and went after the Furaha fruit. Yohana held on tight to the fruit, with the parrot monkeys climbing all over him, trying to nudge the fruit from his grip.

			“Just give it to them!” Patricia urged him.

			“Never!” he shouted back as he flailed his free arm around, trying to shoo away the parrot monkeys.

			He stepped back on a part of the branch that was infested with termites, and SNAP! It broke, causing the three of them to plummet toward the ground.

			The parrot monkeys glided away to safety. Yohana and Maisiko both landed on top of Patricia. With a groan, she pushed them off her.

			They picked themselves up off the ground and dusted themselves off. Behind them, a cliff that overlooks the village. In front of them, a mesh of broken trees and debris.

			For a moment, the pain they felt from the fall was just enough to make them forget they were about to be impaled.

			However, the rumble of hooves rampaging toward them quickly refreshed their memories.

			“Now, what do we do?” Patricia groaned.

			Maisiko took off her shield and raised it above her head.

			“Fight to the death!”

			She lunged forward, only to be yanked back by Patricia.

			Patricia pushed Yohana to the front line. “Do some shaman magic.”

			“I do not do ‘magic,’” he snarled. “I manipulate the spiritual energy and matter around me.”

			Patricia rolled her eyes. “Just say you’re useless and spare us the details.”

			The forest bull herd crashed through the trees and charged right at them at fifty kilometers per hour.

			Patricia pulled Yohana and Maisiko behind her. She picked up a rock twice the size of her hand and threw it at the dominant bull. It shattered on the bull’s muscular head.

			They took a collective step back. A piece of the cliff broke off behind them. There was nowhere to go.

			They were already at the very edge of the cliff. Any further, and they would have fallen right off.

			Yohana stepped out from behind Patricia to face the rampaging herd. He held out his hand to signal ‘stop’. He closed his eyes. With a tremble in his voice, he meagerly uttered…
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