
        
            
                
            
        

    

“With every light comes a shadow.” - Dustfall
 

The saga continues...

 

The Valk swarm and the Cygoa assault the Elk in a 
violent attempt to wipe the T’Yun descendants from the land. 
Jonah must find his family and unite the clans as Seren returns with a 
technology that could decisively end the war.

 

From bestselling authors J. Thorn and Glynn James comes 
Dustfall, a new post-apocalyptic series chronicling one man’s challenge and his epic quest to save what remains of humanity.
 





 







Dustfall, Book 
Four - Sons of the Lost

By J. Thorn and Glynn James

 

MAIN MENU



Start Reading

Acknowledgments

About the Authors

Copyright

Table of Contents







 


Dustfall, Book 
Four - Sons of the Lost

First Edition


Copyright © 2017
  by J. Thorn and Glynn James


All rights
reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner
whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles and reviews.

 

This book is a 
work of fiction. The characters, incidents, places, and dialogue are drawn from 
the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and are not to be construed 
as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, 
is entirely coincidental.



Edited by:

Andrea Harding





For more information:


http://www.dustfall.uk





 





Table of Contents

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

 

Acknowledgments

About the Authors

Copyright





 



Chapter 1
 


    Jonah kicked at the pile of rubble, sending a cloud of grey dust into the 
	air and scattering burned splinters across the ground. The building had once 
	been large, big enough to house many carts and dozens of people. Jonah 
	remembered a few times when its roof—when it had one—had protected the Elk 
	from freezing weather or a storm on their journey to Eliz. Now the ancient 
	timbers were little more than charcoal and broken fragments. It had been a 
	barn and one of the two dozen buildings that made up the settlement of Rocky 
	Mount. It had stood there for centuries before his people had come, but now, 
	as he looked around at the immolated, blackened shell and collapsed roof, he 
	realized that it would not provide shelter for anyone ever again. Its 
	existence would fall into the void, a memory lost among countless others.
    

    



    Not a single building stood intact, such was the lack of respect the Cygoa 
	had for a place old and revered. It had been a waystation his whole life, 
	and over the centuries to hundreds of clans, and now it was gone forever. 
	Even the fields where crops grew—one of the few places they did, because of 
	the shifting of seasons across most of the lands—were scorched.
    

    



    That, he thought, could be fixed in a year or so, when the ashes had been 
	ploughed back into the soil, but without the buildings to store the crops, 
	no one would use it. Rocky Mount would soon become just one more of the 
	numerous abandoned and forgotten places that covered the land.
    

    



    Jonah sighed and turned away from the ruin. It was one problem of many, and 
	it was the least of his, right now.
    

    



    “How far away are they now?” he asked the young warrior standing a few feet 
	away.
    

    



    Jonah realized that he didn’t recognize the man and frowned, taking in the 
	markings the man wore. He was from one of the new clans that had joined the 
	six clans of Wytheville over the last few weeks. Most of them had broken 
	apart during the collapse or the exodus of Eliz. Many clans had been 
	decimated in the days that followed, and those that had survived were much 
	weaker, in both numbers and power. Many had clung to the Elk and the other 
	Wytheville clans, desperately hoping to survive, and he couldn’t turn them 
	away. His father, Judas, would have sent them to their fates, but he was not 
	his father.
    

    



    “Chief, they are about a mile from here but moving quite slowly. Reports 
	from scouts suggest they have not seen that our people are watching them 
	yet, but they are heading directly here.”
    

    



    Another warrior arrived, jogging through the soot and ruins. Jonah 
	recognized this one as one of his own clan warriors. He reached out his arm 
	and gripped the other man’s in greeting. “Tell me,” he said.
    

    



    “Chief, they are down in numbers, hugely, maybe even only half, and those 
	that remain look fit to drop,” said the warrior.
    

    



    “Good,” said Jonah. “We can take advantage of that, if it comes to it. What 
	of Solomon? The clans? Have they taken refuge?”
    

    



    “They are in the forest, as you suggested, and Solomon has instructed them 
	to build the circle with the carts.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded his approval and looked across the charred field and down the 
	hill toward the direction of the low hills and the forest from where the 
	Nikkt approached.
    

    



    
        A mile. Walking slowly, so we can expect them in maybe a half of an 
	hour.
    
    

    



    “We will make our stand here,” he said. “I want hunters in the low ruins 
	along this way.” He pointed to the row of destroyed buildings that lined the 
	crop field fifty yards away. “I want them ready to strike the Nikkt at long 
	range before we engage, but to hold on my command.”
    

    



    The warrior nodded. “Yes, Chief.”
    

    



    “And I want every able warrior up here, in line, this side of the field. 
	Everyone but the camp guards with Solomon.” He looked across the field at 
	the uneven ground. If the Nikkt truly were exhausted but still wanted to 
	fight, he would make them cross the uneven ground. It would slow them.
    

    



    “How many, you say?” Jonah asked the first warrior.
    

    



    “Maybe two hundred folks, but I would say no more than fifty or sixty 
	warriors.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “We outnumber them nearly ten to one, then,” he said, looking 
	up at the fading light.
    

    



    This will be a slaughter if they are foolish enough to attack us
    .
    

    



    He watched the field as the warriors from the different clans arrived and 
	took up position. Some of the hunter clans, armed with bows, headed for the 
	ruins as he had instructed, but most took their place alongside other clans 
	that they had never stood with before, allied in such considerable numbers 
	for the first time since the days of the T’Yun horde.
    

    



    Jonah took a dozen steps forward and looked along the length of the line.
    

    



    How many now?
    He had thought maybe four hundred, but there seemed many more than that. 
	There could be five or even six hundred warriors, truly the largest combined 
	war host that had walked the Earth in decades, and they awaited his command.
    

    



    He sighed again. With all these warriors came families, and with the fields 
	of Rocky Mount burned, the crops that supplied the clans for their return 
	journey to Wytheville and the valleys were gone. How was he meant to feed 
	all these people?
    

    



    Thirty minutes later, as he had estimated, the first of the Nikkt left the 
	edge of the forest and started across the dead crop field toward them. More 
	shadows turned into figures as they left the tree line, and Jonah saw that 
	although there were a dozen warriors at the front, many walked in among the 
	clan, with the women, the elderly, and the children. They were not in 
	fighting formation, and they seemed, in his opinion, to lack the will to do 
	so. When the remnants of the Nikkt clan came within fifty paces of the huge 
	line of warriors that stood behind Jonah, he signaled for the hunters in the 
	ruins to lower their bows. There could be no slaughter here. This was not 
	the time for battle.
    

    



    As if understanding the signal, a single figure broke from the huddle of 
	Nikkt and waved his arm behind him. The Nikkt stopped as he paced across the 
	field between them, some even collapsing to the ground. Jonah saw that it 
	was the leader he had already met, pacing the distance alone without even an 
	honor guard.
    

    



    They must have been battered if they are reduced such, 
    he thought.
    

    



    The chief of the Nikkt stopped ten paces from Jonah and drew his hammer from 
	his waist, sending a wave of tension along the line of warriors. Spears 
	lowered, pointing toward him, and a few Elk warriors went to move forward, 
	but Jonah raised a hand and sent them back into line.
    

    



    The Nikkt leader placed the hammer on the ground, lifted his hands to show 
	they were empty, and walked toward Jonah.
    
 




 





Chapter 2
 




    Carlossa climbed the bank beside the road, treading over the rocks faster
    than the scout behind him. He was nearly a foot taller than the scout, and
    his muscular build made those around him appear small and weak in
    comparison, though the scout was a large man himself. The leader of the
    Cygoa expedition reached the summit of the hill and stood looking over the
    tree line at the sprawl of ruins that stretched for miles in the valley
    below. Ancient buildings slowly crumbling to rubble dotted the landscape
    among the multitude of smaller buildings. Many had fallen into complete
    ruin, but a few still stood as a testament to the vastness of the city that
    had once filled this area. In the very center of the dead metropolis stood
    half a dozen metal monoliths, giant buildings of the past that were little
    more than skeletal frames. Years of weathering and decay had stripped them
    of their outer skin and much of what may have been inside.
    

    



    Carlossa had seen their like before but not as close as this. The massive
    giants were mostly avoided by men, their jagged and broken remains a marker
    of the curse upon the land around them. They could fall, he had been told
    when just a child, at any given moment. As it was, they stood fragile and
    creaking in the wind. He remembered how his own father had told him a tale
    of seeing such an event, many years before Carlossa’s birth.
    

    



    “Tis where the Dustfall storms begin,” his father had said as they sat
    around the small campfire on the edge of Lake Eerie. The wind had been low
    that night, and the clouds clear, so that he could see far across the dark
    and poisoned waters, but never as far as the huge ruins that supposedly
    stood on the other side. No one ever saw those, for the taint was strong
    there. The taint was always strongest where the tall buildings were.
    

    



    “When one of the ancient monoliths falls,” his father had continued, “all
    the ground shakes for miles and miles around, and the dust and bones of the
    dead is cast into the skies in a great angry cloud. Tis their way of
    reminding us, you know. The dead remind us each time a monolith falls. They
    remind us that they died in those places, killed by the great curse, the
    taint. They come sweeping along on the wind to choke us and fill our eyes
    so that it stings and bites us, and even after the wind and the dust have
    gone, some are afflicted with the sickness.”
    

    



    His father had enjoyed frightening the children that would gather at his
    feet, Carlossa knew. But mostly he had enjoyed just telling his tales to
    anyone who would listen, and they would gather almost every night to hear
    his stories. Then, as he grew older, he travelled the Cygoa lands from one
    end to the other, and he had seen them—yes, he had seen these monoliths
    many times—at different places, but never a dozen in one place, still
    standing.
    

    



    “What is this place?” he asked, turning to the scout.
    

    



    “Greensboro, m’lord,” the scout replied, pointing in the direction of the
    towers. “Tis cursed in there, or so they say, so we sticks to the blacktop
    road all the ways around.”
    

    



    “It’s always cursed where the towers lie,” Carlossa said with an impatient
    sigh. “Does anyone live there?”
    

    



    “Don’t know,” said the scout. “Don’t fink so. Haven’t found anyone nearby
    or seen signs part from near the road. Though we haven’t ventured too far
    toward it. The old man remembers some of these routes and says that the
    cursed lived there when he was young, and we should avoid it lest we be
    cursed ourselves.”
    

    



    Carlossa turned to look back at the road, where the long line of warbands
    waited, most of them now settled on the ground, eating or catching a few
    moments of rest. Eight warbands strong, not the two that Morlan had
    suggested only days before. Over three hundred warriors. Far more than
    Carlossa had ever commanded at one time. More news had been coming in from
    scouts that had travelled east, and Morlan had increased the force he was
    sending with Carlossa several times before they left. It was no longer a
    mission to hold the bridge; it was time to end the Elk and the other clans.
    

    



    At the front of the line were the half dozen scouts that travelled with
    them in two groups of three. One group had been as far as the breach and
    back, reporting the vast number of refugees fleeing the crumbling eastern
    city of Eliz. The other scout group stayed mostly near to Carlossa and was
    headed by a grizzly old scout whose years must have been triple that of his
    own. The man could walk and even jog a little, and he slowed the whole
    group down, but Morlan had insisted that his knowledge of the old lands
    into which they now ventured was a knowledge that Carlossa would need.
    

    



    “Still no sign of the Elk?” Carlossa asked.
    

    



    “Only back at what they call Rocky Mount,” said the scout. “They haven’t
    come any farther yet, but they will, now that the land there has been
    torched. I’ve got nothing more on where they are headed, but we have a
    scout or two inside the camp now, taken in with the other refugees.
    Hopefully they will be able to tell us some news when they gets back this
    way.”
    

    



    “We have infiltrated them?” Carlossa asked, surprised and pleased at the
    same time.
    

    



    “Aye, but not any warriors like, so we’ve given up on the idea of taking
    that Jonah fellow out by stealth. The few that are in have been given
    instructions not to try to kill him unless they are sure of success—least
    not yet. If one of them can get close, mind, maybe they will, but for now
    they is just to gather as much to know as possible. They will move again
    soon—they have to, just to find food. Too many of them and no migrating
    going on.”
    

    



    Carlossa nodded. “And when they move, we will find out where they are
    heading and make our plans to face them.”
    

 





 






Chapter 3
 




    Jonah stood his ground and waited for the Nikkt leader to make his move.
    His hammer was paces behind him, too far out of reach, but a knife hidden
    in his belt would be all he needed if he chose to fight. However, the huge
    warrior merely stood there, waiting. Jonah noticed that he was covered in
    wounds that had not been treated. Patches of blood had dried in the fur and
    stained the leather, and on the man’s left shoulder there was a
    crusted-over wound that Jonah would have sworn went all the way to the
    bone. The man was a mess, and even at this distance Jonah could tell that
    the other people of the Nikkt clan looked no better. Some looked worse and
    would probably not last another day.
    

    



    “You have come through challenging times,” Jonah said, taking his hand from
    the axe at his waist.
    

    



    “You mean we’ve been truly fucked over,” the Nikkt leader said, nodding.
    “Yes. That is how it is. Damn Valk followed us all the way from your old
    camp right to the breach. They attacked us day and night without rest.
    We’ve fought more battles in the last week than I can count us fighting in
    my life. All the way to that damn breach they chased us, taking my
    warriors, one at a time, and then we had to burn your bridge to stop them
    from following us farther.”
    

    



    Jonah cringed.
    

    



    “Apologies for that,” said the Nikkt leader, “but we had no choice. They
    were picking us off slowly, taking a few men in every battle, even when we
    took dozens of theirs. Their numbers, Jonah…” He shook his head and looked
    at the ground. “You would not believe it. They’re endless. Unless they
    somehow manage to bring the dead back each time. I lost more than half my
    warriors just getting to the breach. We had to stop them somehow.”
    

    



    “You did the right thing,” said Jonah. “And you look exhausted. Do you come
    with a hand out for peace? We can help.”
    

    



    The Nikkt leader laughed at that, a deep booming sound that echoed across
    the field, though Jonah could sense no real joy in the sound. “Hell,
    Jonah,” he said, with a weak laugh. “Peace?” The warrior lifted a hand to
    indicate the huge host of warriors behind Jonah. “Even at full strength I
    wouldn’t touch this. Have you taken in every damn clan from Eliz?”
    

    



    Jonah smiled. “Most, I think. It seems the grumbles in Eliz hit everyone
    badly, and there is nowhere for most of them to go. They’ve been drifting
    in constantly, in small numbers, since then. I can’t feed them all with our
    supplies, but so far, we’ve found enough hunters among them that we’re just
    managing not to starve, as long as we keep moving, keep finding new patches
    of land to forage. Only the birds have returned—none of the other forest
    animals—so we’re all getting used to eating birds and berries. The last
    thing I need right now is another fight.”
    

    



    The Nikkt leader nodded. “No, I come not to fight but to ask for aid, like
    all the rest, and offer what is left of my clan to work for food. We lost a
    lot of our supplies, and it seems the land is stripped of everything behind
    us.”
    

    



    “Of course,” said Jonah. “You are welcome to join us, though I can only
    promise hard times. The number of folk is already beyond my ability, but we
    are managing to keep them from dying so far, and I will not turn you away
    if you’ll promise to keep your warriors in check. It seems, for the first
    time in forever, that the clans have to learn to share rather than just
    take for themselves. Not everyone is adjusting so well to that idea.”
    

    



    The Nikkt leader stepped forward and offered his hand in greeting. “My name
    is Donast,” he said.
    

    



    Jonah frowned. “You already know my name.”
    

    



    Donast nodded. “Yes, but you asked for mine the last time we met. I figured
    the least I could do was level with you.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “Come, there is food in the camp. Tonight, I hold a meeting
    of the clan leaders to try to figure out how we are going to survive this
    chaos. You should be there.”
    

    



    Donast turned and waved for his clan to follow, and the huddle of survivors
    began to trudge forward as the line of warriors began to break up and head
    back to their camps.
    

    



    “Quite an impressive sight,” said Donast. He nodded at the retreating
    warriors. All along the line there were assorted colors, different styles
    of clothing and armor.
    

    



    “Yes,” said Jonah. “Though I can’t take all the praise for creating this
    weird peace. I’m not sure all of them want to be here, among the other
    clans, but they’re forced to be, for now. With so many Cygoa scout groups
    and warbands in the region it’s just not safe to be out there in small
    numbers anymore.”
    

    



    Donast nodded, stumbling a little over a fallen tree as they walked. Jonah
    could see the man was close to exhaustion, and he was about to speak again
    when there was a cry from the forest ahead, coming from the main circle of
carts. His hand went to his axe and he stopped walking, trying to listen    . There, another cry, and someone shouting.
    

    



    “Trouble?” asked Donast.
    

    



    “Maybe,” said Jonah. “Go and find somewhere to camp.” Then he started
    running toward the noise along with two dozen other warriors.
    

 


  





 






Chapter 4
 




    The bitter stench of melted plastic wafted beneath the odor of charred
    wood. Logan remembered it being much more plentiful in his youth.
    Scavengers would return from distant ruins with a variety of items crafted
    from the pliable yet strong substance. His grandfather had told him that
    the Old World had perfected the creation of the material and that they used
    it for everything. But over the years, what had been left behind was either
    looted or, as with Rocky Mount, burned away into twisted snarls that barely
    resembled their previous form. Some of the metal workers up north had tried
    melting plastic and reshaping it, but it was never as strong as the
    original item. That technology had disappeared into the Dustfall.
    

    



    “I said where?”
    

    



    Logan turned to face the scowl on Leta’s face. The old hag must have been
    talking to him while he stared through the trees and at the smoldering
    ruins where Jonah waited for the Nikkt. Logan would have given anything to
    be standing next to the Elk leader with a battle axe and war paint on his
    face. But those days were far behind. Now, he was reduced to cowering in
    the woods with women and cripples.
    

    



    “Where what?”
    

    



    “Where do we hide Corrun? Have you lost your hearing completely, old man?”
    

    



    Sasha and Keana stood behind Leta, their arms folded and looking down at
    the cart where Corrun lay, wrapped in the few blankets left that hadn’t
    been chewed by insects or rodents. Corrun moaned, and his eyelids
    flickered, but if he was awake, he was not responsive.
    

    



    “Am I his keeper? I don’t know. Put him where the Nikkt won’t find him. Or
    better yet, put a dagger through his heart and be done with it.”
    

    



    “You will not,” Sasha said, stepping forward and looking from Logan to
    Leta.
    

    



    “Aye. I would not,” Logan said while Leta leered at him with her
    broken-toothed smile.
    

    



    “So then, where do we put’em?” Leta asked again.
    

    



    Logan heard the scraping of metal on metal coming from the main avenue
    running through what was left of Rocky Mount, where Jonah awaited the
    arrival of the Nikkt. He shook his head and looked down at Corrun on the
    cart. The old man was crooked and withered like the burnt, dead maples in
    this forest.
    

    



    “Over there,” he said, turning to point at a copse of pines fifty yards
    from where they stood. Carts already surrounded the clearing between the
    trees but no one had occupied the space yet. The carts were filled with
chopped lumber. Not personal carts, he thought.    So not guarded. “The needles might help to mask his reek.”
    

    



    Leta grabbed one side of the cart and Keana grabbed the other. Sasha
    nodded, and the two began pulling Corrun’s cart over downed branches and
    through thorny brambles toward the pine trees.
    

    



    “I’m too old to pull that.”
    

    



    Sasha looked at the hunchbacked body of Leta pulling the cart and then back
    to Logan. He followed Sasha’s eyes and then smiled at her.
    

    



    “And she’s gotta earn her stay with the Elk.”
    

    



    “She’s one of us now,” said Sasha. “She’s got nothing left to prove to me.
    Or to my husband.”
    

    



    Logan shook his head. He knew she was right, but that wasn’t going to stop
    him from being the old, ornery crank the clan had expected him to be. He
    raised a bony finger into the air and began to preach to Sasha about the
    olden times when a shrill cry came from the pines.
    

    



    Sasha bolted toward the trees where she could see Leta and Keana’s garments
    fluttering like the wings of dying birds. Flashes of metal and colorful
    feathers erupted around Corrun’s cart. Logan was one step behind Sasha as
    she ran straight toward the commotion. She stumbled to one side, giving
    Logan a clear view of what was happening beneath the pine tree canopy.
    

    



    Cygoa
    .
    

    



    He pushed Sasha aside and ran faster than he had in decades. Logan pulled a
    short dagger from beneath his cloak. He felt his muscles tighten and his
    mouth went dry. And as if the years had never passed, Logan recited the
    words his father had taught him, an incantation of sorts for men about to
    face death.
    

    



    
        Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
        fear no evil, for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff they comfort
        me.
        

        

    


    Nobody could remember the origin of those words, and the younger warriors
    had never been taught them. Logan wasn’t sure whether they had kept him
    alive through all his battles or if it had been his skills as a warrior.
    Either way, he was not about to test those theories right now.
    

    



    Leta pushed Keana behind her and the old woman waved a short blade at the
    two men approaching them. A third Cygoa warrior stood over the cart, his
    back to Logan and Sasha. Logan heard Sasha’s heavy breathing a half-step
    behind him. He would not let the chief’s wife lead him into
    battle.
    

    



    “Step back,” he said, the words coming out as a rough bark over heavy
    gasps.
    

    



    The two men standing before Leta and Keana turned their heads to face
    Logan, but the man next to Corrun’s cart did not. Logan reached him first,
    and as he was about to strike the Cygoa warrior in the back of the head,
    the man turned.
    

    



    Blood streamed down his face, matting his beard and turning his cloak a
    deep, dark red. He smiled at Logan, the man’s teeth shining brilliantly
    through his blood-splattered face. The Cygoa’s blade was wet with Corrun’s
    blood.
    

    



    Without another word, Logan lunged at the man standing above Corrun. The
    warrior’s eyes widened, and he stumbled to one side, not expecting such an
    aggressive move from such an old man. Before he could block the parry,
    Logan had buried the blade of the knife in the man’s rib cage. He stumbled
    backward and then collapsed to the ground, his head slamming off the wheel
    of the cart. There was movement around them, and cries as the people hiding
    in the camp realized that enemies were among them, but no one was close
    enough to help.
    

    



    Sasha jumped past Logan and swung her fist at the man closest to Keana.
    Leta stabbed at the air between her and the other man.
    

    



    Logan could tell these men were not full-fledged Cygoa warriors. They were
    scouts, and he knew enough about the enemy to know that they never risked
    their most skilled fighters on scouting missions. Nevertheless, they were
    not to be taken lightly.
    

    



    Sasha was now on the back of one man, her fingers clawing into his eye
    sockets. Keana and Leta sat on top of the other man. Leta stabbed him
    repeatedly in the throat. The fight happened so quickly that Logan
    struggled to process what he was seeing. One moment he was running ahead of
    Sasha toward the cart, and now only one Cygoa warrior stood, albeit with
    the chief’s enraged wife on his back.
    

    



    “Stop!”
    

    



    Leta and Keana stood over the body of the man they had just killed. Sasha
    fell from the back of the other warrior who was now on his knees, his hands
    covering his eyes as blood ran through his fingers. Leta walked over and
    thrust her knife into the kneeling man’s neck, opening an artery. Blood
    spurted into the air, pulsing in time with the man’s fading heartbeat. He
    fell face-first into the dirt.
    

    



    “Dammit, woman! I wanted to know where they came from.”
    

    



    Logan took a step toward the man Leta had stabbed when he stumbled. He felt
    a tightness at his ankle as he rolled over, expecting to see a tree root
    that had reached up and grabbed him. Instead, it was the right hand of the
    man lying beneath the wheel of the cart, the man who had murdered Corrun.
    

    



    He kicked at the hand but not before the Cygoa scout’s other arm came up,
    the blade of his knife opening a six-inch slash on Logan’s calf. Logan
    cried out and kicked with his uninjured leg. He closed his eyes, and a
    split second later he felt the pressure on his ankle release. When he
    opened them again, Leta stood beside the cart, her knife now lodged in the
    man’s neck.
    

    



    “Don’t need your help,” Logan said, pushing the words through the pain
    blossoming in his leg. Warm blood began to pool in his boot.
    

    



    Leta opened her mouth to reply but Sasha shook her head at the old woman.
    

    



    “You charged them,” Sasha said. “Surprised the men enough to give us a
    chance. You saved us all. Now, let’s get your leg bandaged.”
    

    



    Leta grumbled but Sasha gave her a hard stare. Keana watched the entire
    exchange but said nothing.
    

    



    “Old warriors don’t think. They act on instinct.” Logan sat up and looked
    past Sasha and into the heart of the ancient forest. “Let’s hope that
    scouting party was only a triad.”
    

 















Chapter 5
 




    He opened one eye to see a single beam of light piercing the deepest part
    of the breach. He looked down at the scuffed toes of his black leather
    boots, dangling at least a hundred feet above the floor of the chasm below.
    When he looked up, he saw an almost endless upward stretch of broken rock
    and earth, the ground torn apart.
    

    



    “Damn.”
    

    



    The single word rattled inside his head, and he bit his tongue to prevent
    his brain from sending another shockwave through his cranial cavity.
    

    



    Rav opened the other eye and looked from left to right. His body seemed to
    float mid-air, as if dangled by a hand of the gods, a token swinging over
    darkness. It wasn’t until he saw the splintered end of the branch that his
    brain compiled the observations and put them into the most logical
    context—his body had not smashed against the rocks at the bottom of the
    breach. By some unlikely miracle, he had fallen onto a tree limb that
    itself had lodged in the side of the chasm and now dangled him precariously
    above the darkened bottom.
    

    



    He moved an arm and the branch slid. His breath caught in his lungs as his
    body dipped six inches and then bobbed up and down as the branch flexed.
    

    



    Stuck down the damn hole
    .
    
        Stuck far enough down the hole that the sun barely touches this place.
    
    

    



    Rav closed his eyes. He could see the Cygoa warriors rushing the bridge.
    Briar and the hunters had returned and fired countless arrows at the enemy.
    He caught his breath as he remembered staggering from the bridge, one arm
    wrapped around Gunney, who had been injured in the fight.
    

    



    
        Gunney.
        

        

    


    His eyes shot open, scanning the tight walls of the breach for any sign of
    the man. Rav knew that the chances his friend would have been spared by a
    tree branch as well seemed slimmer than a basket of apples coming through
    the pass in February.
    

    



    Piles of bodies lay in the darkness below. Rav caught glimpses of bloodied
    steel and cracked shields, most of which appeared to be Cygoa war garb. At
    least he’d taken dozens, possibly hundreds, of those bastards down with
    him.
    

    



    The branch shifted again, this time sending a plume of dust and rocks
    bouncing off the walls toward the bottom of the breach. Rav decided that he
    at least wanted another drink if gravity was about to smash him into the
    rocks below.
    

    



    He turned and tried to look over his left shoulder when pain as sharp as a
    polished saber shot through his neck.
    

    



    “Broke my damn collarbone,” Rav said with a croak. “Again.”
    

    



    He glanced to his right and saw a V shaped crevice in the wall, and the
    uppermost part was big enough to climb into. Then what? He licked
    his lips and chuckled as much as his broken ribs would allow.
    

    



    “One fucked-up step at a time.”
    

    



    He turned his upper body to the right and his boot scraped against a
    protrusion on the wall of the breach. Rav reached up and grabbed a dangling
    root and swung his entire body around so that his stomach was pressed
    against the verticality rather than his back. His left arm and shoulder
    screamed, and Rav felt his vision sway. The branch that had broken his fall
    had also broken his bones.
    

    



    The V-opening in the rock was only three feet away, but it may as well have
    been three miles. He scanned the rock face but saw no other protrusion or
    crevasse that would fit a toe or his fingers. No way to reach the V without
    jumping.
    

    



    The branch snapped without warning, and Rav felt his shirt tear where the
    bark had been caught. He fell, and his body rotated a quarter turn before a
    boulder drove the air from his lungs. Rav rolled to his right, the momentum
    of the fall causing his chin to smack against the hard surface. He tasted
    the dry, chalky dust of limestone and his eyes burned. He had fallen again,
    but not to the bottom of the chasm. It appeared as though his descent would
    not be as rapid—or as deadly—as the Cygoa warriors that preceded him.
    

    



    The pain in his left side intensified in a slow, burning crescendo as the
    recent collision with the rock aggravated the hairline fractures weakening
    his collarbone and ribs. Stars danced in front of his face, and Rav thought
    he might pass out. He chuckled, thinking it would be the first time that
    had ever happened without his flask.
    

    



    Instead, he grimaced and rolled onto his back, keeping the left side of his
    body slightly elevated. The blue sky ran like the line of a cracked mirror
    at least two hundred feet above, and the darkness below smelled like wet
    earth and decomposition. To his right was the sheer face of the breach and
    to his left was the open, black void that threatened to pull him below.
    

    



    Before he could attempt to move again, Rav detected a faint echo coming
    from the bottom of the breach. The thought of dying men trying to claw
    their way through the mangled corpses forced a shiver down his spine and
    sent a secondary wave of electric pain through his left shoulder blade. The
    reverberations sounded like marbles dropped on a stone floor and he was
    quick to attribute that to the rocks falling into the chasm like a slow
    rain. But when Rav heard them hissing, he knew there was more down there
    than rocks and dead soldiers.
    

    



    They moved through the darkness without torches, like creatures accustomed
    to maneuvering through the bowels of the Earth. Rav rolled onto his right
    side and shimmied as far back into the crevice as he could, hoping it would
    conceal his presence from the Valk now creeping along the bottom of the
    breach.
    

    



    Dozens came through, their pale skin glowing like the mysterious sea
    creatures the Coast Dwellers used to bring him as a toll. They paused and
    scampered over the bodies like rats, turning and picking at bodies.
    

    



    He looked to what he believed to be the south, and now that his eyes had
    adjusted, saw that the Valk had not simply appeared at the bottom of the
    breach. They had been thrown into it. He saw a round, ragged opening
    on one wall of the breach and another on the opposite side. The tunnel that
    had been split open by the grumble was thirty or forty feet above the
    bottom of the chasm and at almost the same height as his hiding place.
    While the Valk continued to move through the bodies, others appeared on one
    side of the broken tunnel.
    

    



    Long, thin planks shot out from the occupied side of the tunnel, and the
    ends landed on the other side with a loud smack. Two more followed, and
    within a matter of seconds, the Valk began to cross the breach, continuing
    on through their subterranean passageways with a makeshift bridge.
    

    



    “First the Cygoa, and now these morbid fuckers,” Rav said with a whisper.
    “Now, where’s my flask?”
    

 


 















Chapter 6
 




    “Buck rubs over here.”
    

    



    “Are they fresh?”
    

    



    “Can’t tell.”
    

    



    Ferkinston Iowa—Ferk to his kin—looked at Ranky and shrugged. The deer
    herds had been doing strange things over the past few years, and since the
    rumble that tore a hole through the middle of their hunting grounds, the
    animals’ movements had become completely unpredictable. The Greyrook had
    been a hunting clan forever, stretching as far back into the Iowa line as
    Ferk could remember.
    

    



    Ranky put his hands on his hips and stared out into the forest. “Valk?”
    

    



    He shivered but smiled at the same time.
    
        Leave it to Ranky to get right to the heart of the matter.
        

        

    


    “Opposite side,” said Ferk. “For now.”
    

    



    Ranky nodded and turned, surveying the trees and the breach now running
    through the middle of the forest.
    

    



    “You know those sons of bitches gonna find their way to the western side.
    Some folks coming out of Eliz say the Valk can crawl through the earth like
    worms.”
    

    



    “So?” said Ranky. “Nothing to be done about it if they do.”
    

    



    Ferk sighed and pulled a feather from his hair—one that had slid down and
    tickled the corner of his eye. He looked at it before dropping the feather
    to the ground. “Jonah and the Elk. They’ll fight’em.”
    

    



    Ranky shook his head as he started down a buck trail that ran perpendicular
    to the one they had been following. Ferk followed him.
    

    



    “Ain’t no human got a chance against them savages. Be best for all of us to
    run and hide ‘til they get whatever they looking for.”
    

    



    “If everyone did that,” Ferk said, “everybody would die.”
    

    



    “Everybody does die. Eventually.”
    

    



    “Not what I mean, Ranky. And you know it.”
    

    



    The two Greyrook hunters proceeded down the trail. It turned north about
    thirty yards from the breach and then dumped them into an open field
    bordered on all sides by towering oak trees. The ground had been covered
    with two-foot high wild grass that hissed at them when the wind came
    through the clearing. Ferk took a deep breath, and he thought he smelled
    blueberries nearby.
    

    



    “Doe.”
    

    



    Ferk froze and watched as Ranky raised his blowpipe and inhaled, puffing
    his massive chest outward until he appeared as big as a black bear. Ranky
    leaned forward. He looked at Ferk and winked.
    

    



    A sound split the air and Ferk dropped to the ground, immediately
    recognizing it as an arrow traveling at a high-rate of speed—a deadly
    projectile. A thud followed the whoosh, and when Ferk opened his eyes, he
    was staring into Ranky’s face. The man’s wink had turned into a grimace,
    blood trickling down his throat and around the shaft of the arrow which had
    penetrated the back of his neck and came out the front. The arrowhead
    bobbed in the air as Ranky tried to breathe, drowning in his own blood.
    

    



    “Ranky,” Ferk said in a harsh whisper, realizing how foolish it was to
    think their attackers didn’t know both men were lying in the grass. He
    looked up and saw nothing but blue sky overhead. But Ferk heard the hissing
    and smelled the stench of rotten eggs. It was then that he prayed to the
    gods, hoping they had been attacked by Cygoa warriors, as if that would be
    of some consolation.
    

    



    “But they haven’t done this before,” he whispered to his dead friend. “The
    Valk come for the bodies, they don’t make dead ones. I don’t
    understand.”
    

    



    The odor grew stronger, so much so that it burned Ferk’s eyes and made them
    water. Pale hands moved the tall grasses aside. He sat up, now staring
    directly into the faces of three Valk warriors.
    

    



    “How did you cross the breach and why are you hunting us?” He didn’t expect
    an answer to either question, but Ferk didn’t want to die without at least
    asking. He hoped this might give his soul some solace in the afterlife he
    was about to join with Ranky.
    

    



    “It is our time.”
    

    



    He turned his head and raised his eyebrows. The words coming from the
    warrior in the middle felt greasy and forced.
    

    



    “This world is empty. Dead. There’s plenty of room. Above and below.”
    

    



    The Valk hissed. He licked lips blackened with charcoal before smiling at
    his fellow warriors. “We’re not living down there anymore.”
    

    



    Ferk used his heels to push his body backward and away from the men when he
    felt his back strike something solid. He looked down and to his right to
    see a black boot. The Valk warrior who had come up behind Ferk grabbed him
    by the shoulders and pulled him to his feet.
    

    



    Ferk looked upon the field again, this time the grasses contaminated with
    dozens of Valk silently maneuvering through it like serpents. More came
    from the forest, down the trail he had traveled with Ranky, and from the
    other side where the path resumed. The Valk had found a way to get to the
    western side of the breach.
    

    



    Ranky’s body had been dragged away, the last visage of his friend being
    colorful feathers stuck in the stalks of the high grass. The Valk clicked
    and hissed, some nodding but none needing words to communicate to each
    other.
    

    



    “Give me an honorable death. Like you did Ranky.” Ferk doubted these foul
    beasts understood mercy but thought they might understand the honor of the
    warrior’s code. “I want to die with my weapon in hand.”
    

    



    The Valk who had been talking to Ferk took a step toward him. He smiled
    again, this time parting his lips wide enough for Ferk to see his
    finely-sharpened teeth. The creature’s tongue appeared black as it
    slithered across the sharp, white points.
    

    



    “You are a weak hunter clan. You deserve nothing.”
    

    



    Ferk felt the pressure in his abdomen followed by a searing burn. He looked
    down to see the hilt of a dagger pushing against his stomach, the blade
    nestled deep in his intestines. Blackness tinted the edges of Ferk’s vision
    as the Valk warrior turned the blade. His legs went limp as they ran with
    blood. The Valk warrior behind him held him upright as the one in front
    continued to turn the blade. The pain rendered him numb, but still he tried
    to speak, though no words came. He looked the warrior who had killed him in
    the eye through fading vision and felt something in his hand. The warrior
    had grasped his hand and lifted it up to his face. Ferk tried to look as
    his strength left him. His hand was out of focus for a moment, but then he
    saw. The Valk had placed the bloodied knife between his fingers and
    clenched them shut.
    

    



    You die with a weapon in your hand
    , he thought as the world began to fade. The weapon that killed you.
    Then, with one last look to the blue sky, Ferk’s head dropped and he died.
    The knife fell from his fingers and the Valk warrior stooped to pick it up.
    

    



    Several Valk warriors swooped in and grabbed the fresh corpse by the
    ankles, dragging it across the field toward the forest as the Valk
    re-entered the woods on the western side.
    

    



    The high grasses hissed in the wind except for those matted down and
    trampled with Greyrook blood.
    

 





 






Chapter 7
 




    The leaders gathered in the clearing next to the collapsed barn, some
    huddled in small groups sitting on the ground, others leaning against the
    crumbling walls. Jonah heard the hum of chatter as he approached, but it
    quieted when he entered the clearing and walked towards the fire burning in
    the center. He looked around, recognizing all the faces. Most were leaders
    of clans he knew—Donast and Ghafir, Noti, Halforth and the other six clans
    leaders. Bira, Rav’s second in command, sat on a fallen log not far from
    the light of the fire. He had taken Rav’s position after Jonah’s friend had
    fallen, and Jonah was glad to know that the Neba clan had not collapsed
    after their leader had fallen at the battle of the bridge.
    

    



    Corrun, of course, was not present, and Jonah could tell that some of the
    clan leaders had been hit heavily by his death. The old man had been sick,
    and folks had expected him to pass on soon, but not by the blade of Cygoa.
    Not so soon.
    

    



    Jonah recognized other new faces—the leaders of the smaller clans—from the
    brief meetings he had with them when they arrived. Each of them had asked
    the same thing—to join his clan. He had lost count of how many small clans
    had been swallowed up in the mass of people that now followed him and the
    Elk, but from the numbers of clan leaders gathered in the clearing it must
    have been in the dozens, maybe even as much as forty clan chiefs.
    

    



    So many
    , he thought. There had to be more than at some of the great meets at Eliz.
    Clan leaders and their seconds sat, waiting for him to speak, as they would
    have at such events in the city. He had seen his father speak at such
    events but had never addressed that many leaders himself.
    

    



    “Corrun of the Reed has passed tonight, as some of you may already know. He
    was sick, but it was not illness that took him but the blade of Cygoa
    scout,” said Jonah. “It is a reminder that we must always be vigilant,
    always watching. We cannot tell where they will come from next, or when
    they will strike, but we know that they will.”
    

    



    He kicked at a log at the edge of the fire, and the flames leapt up higher,
    glowing brighter for a moment.
    

    



    “It is with regret that our situation is such. Times were that we were the
    masters of our surroundings, but these Cygoa have spread across all the
    lands west of us, and we do not know their numbers. So, we must heighten
    our senses. Open our eyes and our ears and listen, see more than we could
    before if we are to be on our guard.”
    

    



    He looked around at the gathered leaders, giving them a moment to speak out
    if anyone had a voice that needed to be heard. In some ways, Jonah hoped
    another would stand, speak out, make themselves more prominent than he, and
    maybe even take over the leadership of the clans. But no one spoke.
    

    



    “But this is not all that we need to speak of. We have several problems to
    consider, and the Cygoa is but one of them. Many of you would normally be
    traveling back west now, back to Wytheville and the forests, and because of
    the Cygoa that is no longer possible. Even more of you would be heading
    south and north, to your own lands near Eliz, but that is not possible
    either, thanks to the Valk and the grumbles.”
    

    



    He stared into the fire, listening to the silence. The other leaders
    nodded, but still no one else spoke.
    

    



    “Two enemies, one on either side of us. And we are all gathered here, at
    Rocky Mount, a stop off for many heading west, and we find it has been
    razed to the ground—burned so that the supplies we need are not here. There
    are too many of us to settle here; the forest won’t support us, so we
    cannot stay.”
    

    



    “Then we must move on,” said a voice from the edge of the clearing. Jonah
    glanced that way and recognized that it was Halforth that had spoken.
    

    



    He nodded. “Yes, we must move on,” Jonah said. “The question is, where do
    we move to? My suggestion is still that we head farther west.”
    

    



    “And move closer to them?” asked Donast.
    

    



    “If the Cygoa hold the lands near Wytheville,” Jonah replied, “then they
    are still many miles from here, even if they patrol these lands with
    scouts. We can deal with scouts if we must—set up better patrols, keep a
    more active perimeter around our camps.”
    

    



    Donast nodded. “I’ll give you that much.”
    

    



    “And we would be farther away from the Valk,” Jonah said. “They may have
    been stopped at the breach, but they may still find another way to cross.
    We did. But as you say, we trade distance from one enemy with closeness to
    another. But which is the greater threat? We have the numbers and strength
    if we stay together, but that comes with its own problems. Too many mouths
    to feed.”
    

    



    “What of the migration?” asked Noti. “If we head farther west, we will have
    less game to hunt. The herds are not moving back to the forest, they are
    stuck on the eastern and southern plains.”
    

    



    “We can’t move the herds,” said Jonah, “and we can’t head back that way
    unless we want to fight the Valk. You will all just need to adapt. Get used
    to hunting birds and fishing rather than catching deer. There are many
    among us who can help with teaching those ways.”
    

    



    “So that others may take what they need?” asked another of the clan
    leaders.
    

    



    “It may be a strange concept to some of you, but the western forest clans
    have been sharing hunting grounds for centuries and learned how to co-exist
    without causing the other to starve. But I do understand your point, which
    is why I called you all here to discuss something.”
    

    



    Jonah waited again for others to speak, but there was just silence.
    

    



    “The Elk have taken in a number of clans over the last year, and have grown
    greatly in number because of it, and we continue to take in new people. If
    my clan can do this, then others can.”
    

    



    “What is it you’re suggesting?” asked Donast. “That we all take more mouths
    to feed when there is little enough to go around?”
    

    



    Jonah shook his head. “Like we did for you just yesterday? In a manner,
    yes, but not quite so. I am suggesting that we, the remaining leaders of
    the clans, unite and agree an alliance of the clans, of all of our clans.”
    

    



    There was a rumble of murmurs at this, but no one stepped forward to
    dispute the idea loudly.
    

    



    “Until both the Valk and the Cygoa have been dealt with,” Jonah continued,
    “we must work together, or our clans will be destroyed, one by one. If we
    band together, then yes, we will have the problem of feeding so many, but
    we will also have the numbers to withstand both the Cygoa and the Valk.”
    

    



    “And if we agree to this...alliance,” Ghafir said, “where would we head
    next? You say west, but where? There are forests and ruins that way, but
    most are barren. The forests to the west were always fruitful, but the
    lands between have always been mostly abandoned because of the lack of food
    to be found there.”
    

    



    “I have thought on this, and spoken to Bira of the Neba and Briar, both
    hunter clans who have travelled farther than most of us, and they both
    agreed that Lake Jordan should be the place. Near Raleigh. We would have
    the ruins for building supplies and to build a settlement within, and the
    lake is the best for fishing for miles around, with little taint. No doubt
    we will have to remove any Cygoa who may be encamped there, but the lake is
    large, and we can build guard camps along the shore. The lake itself will
    block attacks from the west if we guard the causeways.”
    

    



    “And then what?” asked Donast.
    

    



    “Then we build, and heal, and prepare,” said Jonah.
    

    



    “For what?” asked Noti.
    

    



    “For war against the Cygoa. To remove them from the land. And when we have
    rid ourselves of the Cygoa, we will turn back to the east and the Valk.
    Both will fall if we ally and stay strong.”
    

    



    There was a murmur from the gathered leaders. Jonah stood silently for
    moment, waiting, but none of them questioned him further. Finally, he
    coughed and looked down at the fire.
    

    



    “There is one other thing to attend to this evening,” he said. “We have
    lost a great man and fine leader of the clans this night. Corrun must be
    remembered. We gather in one hour to stand our vigilance for his Dustfall.
    In the meantime, please, go back to your clans and tend to your needs and
    those of your people, but also sit, think, talk among yourselves. Think of
    what I suggest. This is the plan I intend to follow for the Elk and the
    clans that will come with us. If you choose otherwise, then you may freely
    go your own way with no quarrel from us. All I ask of those of you that do
    leave is to remember the Elk well, and remember how we helped rather than
    cast your peoples aside in this time of need. If we ever meet again,
    consider us friends.”
    












Chapter 8
 




    The Brother crouched over the body of the dead Walking One, his senses
    pinned to the edge of the clearing. The Walking Ones they had followed
    several times over the last few turns of the sun were different to the ones
    that lived in the valleys and the forest. These, like a few they had found
    before, were newcomers, and they were easy prey. He didn’t know why, but
    these ones were unused to the sight of his kin.
    

    



    Around him, the pack feasted upon the other newcomers, and even the young
    pups were allowed to join in, such was the abundance of prey. Normally the
    pups would have to wait, and pick at the remaining scraps, but not this
    time.
    

    



    It was all good, but something was bothering The Brother.
    

    



    Over the last turn of the moon there had been another presence in the
    forest. He’d been able to sense it. He knew that it was still a long way
    off, many turns of the sun in travel, but the scent was still there,
    drifting on the dry wind.
    

    



    It wasn’t a scent he had ever known, though it was similar to the scent of
    Walking Ones. The difference was still vast between this new scent and the
    newcomers. At least the newcomers were not so different to the ones who
    lived in the forest, even if they were so stupid they didn’t know what a
    wolf was. No, the scent on the wind was different in the same way that the
    dead were different to the living, and it was not a smell that he cared
    for. It made him edgy and nervous. He looked into the dark places in the
    forest, places where he and his kin would normally be comfortable hiding,
    and somehow sensed that those places were where this new creature dwelled.
    

    



    The others sensed it too and were nervous when the scent drifted in on the
    wind. The young ones became jittery and stopped following the rest of the
    pack, even resorting to drifting away into the undergrowth and hiding,
    where they would need to be flushed out and forced to rejoin the others,
    lest they be left behind. It was not a behavior The Brother was used to.
    The young were normally wise enough at least to stay within the pack, at
    its center. They were safer there.
    

    



    What manner of new creature smelled that way? He had no idea. It smelled as
    though a Walking One had lived under the dirt for timeless ages and then
    risen out into the air, bringing with it the damp and dead mold from deep
    under the ground. And blood, sharp and pungent, was part of the smell. They
    were Walking Ones, but of the earth, he thought.
    
        Earth Walkers.
        

        

    


    One of the young pups edged closer to his feast and The Brother peered at
    it. The she pup was young, and quite fine in features, and he did not wish
    to upset her. Normally he would utter a low growl, and any pup nearby would
    take a hint and scatter, but he looked down at the kill, realized he was
    full enough, and took a step away as though the kill was no longer of
    interest to him. This, of course, signaled to the pup that she was fine to
    proceed, and she hopped forward playfully, still watching him with caution,
    but soon ignoring him as she ate.
    

    



    The Brother left his pack feasting and trudged up the grassy bank that
    overlooked the ancient Walking One ruins. There was movement in the far
    distance, among the strange rocks, and lines of Walking One firepits
    sending their dark trails of smoke into the sky. Many of them, far more
    than usually gathered together.
    

    



    
        Something is changing with the Walking Ones. They fight more than they
        did
    ,
    
        now that the newcomers are here. The ones from these valleys do not
        like the newcomers, and they battle over territory. And what will
        change when the Earth Walkers, the ones that smell bad, arrive?
        

        

    


    The Brother sneezed just thinking of the smell of the ones from the earth,
    trying to cast away even the memory of the scent.
    

    



    
        Why worry? There are more Walking Ones here than ever before, and they
        fear us. Let the pack feast.
        


 





 






Chapter 9
 




    “Would you like some venison?”
    

    



    “No, I’ve had enough,” said Loner.
    

    



    The crickets swelled in the dark forest as Briar’s men sat around campfires
    talking about the decision he had made a few hours before. Intellectually,
    Loner understood Briar’s decision. But many things had yet to be decided.
    

    



    The wind pushed through the low-hanging pines, the scent filling his nose
    and mixing with that of meat over fire.
    

    



    “Who is first up on watch tonight?”
    

    



    Loner looked around the fire at the faces of the men flickering in the
    orange light. These had been his friends, and he had gone to battle with
    them, hunted with them, feasted with them. He kicked a stone into the
    smoldering ash and leaned back to rest his head against the trunk of a
    tree.
    

    



    “I’m not sure Briar’s making the right call.”
    

    



    Loner put his hand on his axe and kept his eyes low and guarded as he
    turned to face the man who had spoken. He looked around at the other men’s
    faces. They avoided eye contact with Loner. “Briar is our leader. We follow
    him as we’ve always done.”
    

    



    The warrior Loner addressed had a bandage across his left eye. Blood caked
    the lower portion of his beard and a large bruise spread across his cheek.
    

    



    “Jonah held a council. The lines will hold. We know little of what the Valk
    are planning, and Eliz is no longer an option. The Cygoa have burned Rocky
    Mount to the ground. What other choice do we have?”
    

    



    The man looked at Loner as he spoke. Briar stood far enough away to know
    that they were talking about him but not close enough to hear what they
    were saying. Another warrior leaned in towards the fire, looking up into
    Loner’s face.
    

    



    “And you stand behind Briar, no doubts?”
    

    



    “I always stand behind my leader,” said Loner.
    

    



    The moon had risen slightly above the tops of the trees, casting a silver
    glare across the leaf-covered ground. Some of the other hunters had covered
    their fire and lain down for the night. But Loner knew these men were the
    most cynical, and they would be the toughest for Briar to convince to form
    an alliance.
    

    



    “Have you not wandered off on your own before?”
    

    



    Loner reached over the fire and grabbed the man by the neck. He slammed his
    head off the tree and spun him around until the man was flat on his back,
    Loner sitting astride his chest. He pointed a finger at the man’s face, his
    snarl twisted in the firelight’s glow. “Shut your goddamn mouth.”
    

    



    A nervous energy worked its way through the men. Some stood and brushed
    themselves off before walking over to their bedrolls for the night. One of
    the men grabbed his axe and looked at Loner. “It is my turn for guard
    duty.”
    

    



    Loner looked into the eyes of the man beneath him. He felt the warrior’s
    chest heaving with nervous breath. Loner stood up, extending an arm to the
    man and pulling him to his feet. “That’s enough talk for one night.”
    

    



    He watched as the men retreated to their bedrolls, spread out amongst the
    tree trunks. Their fire was the last burning, and Loner had not been able
    to see where Briar had bedded.
    

    



    Loner grabbed the flask and began walking around the edge of the camp,
    looking down at the sleeping men as he passed. These were hunters, not
    warriors. He was not entirely clear why Briar had decided to make an
    alliance with Jonah. It seemed as though it was not their fight. The Elk
    clan had moved through all of the lands, gathering clans to rise against
    their enemies. He failed to see how this was their battle to join.
    

    



    A few hours had passed when Loner realized how long he had been thinking
    about his leader’s decision. It was now his shift to keep watch over the
    camp. He walked back to where his belongings had been packed in the
    satchel, his bow resting against the trunk of a tree. He looked around,
    hearing nothing but the chirp of a few crickets along with the maddening
    snores of the men lying by the fire.
    

    



    Someday, he would hold Briar accountable for this decision. He would make
    sure the man understood the foolishness of aligning with unknown, foreign
    clans. Loner had a vision for his clan. The land to the west was rumored to
    be tainted but he wondered if all of those old stories were true. They
    could hunt the vast lands as far west as anyone had ever traveled since the
    old world ended, and they’d never have to worry about the petty political
    wars of the clans migrating down from the north. But Briar saw none of
    that. He stood behind Jonah with both the Cygoa and the Valk getting
    closer. What future would there be if they were always beholden to one
    foreign leader or another?
    

    



    A rustle came from deep within the forest and Loner looked in that
    direction. He bent down low, peering through the branches and into the
    space where the moonlight reached the forest floor. He waited, like a
    skilled hunter. After a few moments, he saw a man walk back to his bedroll
    after emptying his bladder.
    

    



    Loner threw his satchel over his back and grabbed his bow and quiver. He
    looked through the camp to where he knew Briar must be sleeping. He took
    two steps forward, bent down, and picked up a large rock. He walked through
    the camp, stepping around and over fallen branches and other items that
    would give him away. He approached Briar’s bedroll and raised the rock
    above his head. A man coughed, and Loner spun around to see one of the
    hunters standing before him.
    

    



    “What are you doing?”
    

    



    “I thought I heard something,” said Loner. “I was prepared to smash the
    animal with this rock.”
    

    



    The man looked from Loner’s satchel to his bow and then down to Briar
    sleeping in his bedroll. He then nodded and walked away, leaving Loner
    standing before their leader. Loner dropped the rock and walked after the
    man.
    

    



    “You are next up on guard duty, are you not?”
    

    



    “Yes, Loner,” the man said. “My shift comes after yours.”
    

    



    “I cannot sleep. I’m spooked by the noises of the forest. I am concerned
    that one of our new allies may try and attack us. I would like to keep
    watch.”
    

    



    The man rubbed his eyes and shrugged. “Then take my shift.”
    

    



    Loner placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and smiled at him. “Very well
    then, my friend. Go get some rest, and we’ll talk to Briar about this in
    the morning.”
    

    



    The man nodded and walked back towards his bedroll. Loner waited for him to
    disappear into the darkness, turned around, and walked in the opposite
    direction, except he didn’t stop at the spot where he should be keeping
    watch. No, not this time. He may have said to the others that he would
    stand by Briar, but that had been just to judge their reaction, and it had
    not been a reaction that he had wanted or expected.
    

    



    They didn’t have the same vision. They were all just like Briar—so afraid
    of what new thing may be out there in the forest that they had no vision of
    what could be. Far to the west, the open, uncharted lands were calling.
    Beyond the forests of the Wytheville clans—far, far beyond that. He would
    go alone, if needed. He would find his place in the world, far from the
    bothering of others.
    

    



    Loner glanced back once and considered the other option. He could end
    Briar. He nearly had. If he did, then maybe the others would feel free to
    have their say, and maybe some would want to go with him.
    

    



    You’re an idiot,
    he thought. You must go, and you must go alone. With that he turned
    back to the trail ahead and started walking.
    

 















Chapter 10
 




    Seren watched as the scout party moved quietly through the bushes at the
    bottom of the ravine. There were four—the usual number she had come to
    expect of a Cygoa scouting party. The first was tall and lanky, and almost
    unbearably thin, but she doubted it was through lack of food. The other
    three were shorter and more muscular, stout warriors bundled in fur and
    leather. It had been the furs that Sorcha had detected from nearly half a
    mile away.
    

    



    To a human, the scent of wet fur was something only detected at short
    range, maybe a few feet at most, but to the wolf, the scent carried through
    the trees and along the valley. An hour before, Sorcha had begun her
    shuffle; it was a peculiar behavior, Seren thought, and she wondered if
    Sorcha had always done it or if it was something she had instinctively
    developed for Seren’s benefit.
    

    



    She would snuffle, her nose twitching and sniffing while producing a
    comical grunting noise. Like a wild pig, Seren thought. A strange
    noise for a wolf to be making, but then, what experience had she of wolves?
    Only Sorcha. As the scent was identified, and the distance decreased,
    Sorcha scratched at the ground, usually close to Seren, running over to
    stand right next to her before the scratching began and darting back off
    into the trees. I’ve found something, was what Seren liked to think
    the scratching said. The wolf would crouch low in the bushes and fret if
    Seren didn’t join her.
    

    



    For the last two days, the unlikely trio had trudged through the forest,
    heading north-east. They had covered much more ground than Seren had
    expected, considering the rain was now almost relentless in its assault.
    Seren was dry under the layers of deer skins, but Declan, already
    struggling along using the makeshift crutch Seren had fashioned for him,
    was suffering. She had given him some of her deer skins, to replace the
    armor and extra clothing that he had lost, but it didn’t seem to help him
    much. But the boy was determined, and Seren couldn’t help but admire him
    for that. Two days through the forest, over hilly ground littered with
    rocks, and he was still pushing onward, barely slowing to rest until
    darkness came.
    

    



    Except now.
    

    



    The Cygoa had stopped in the ravine below and were listening. To what,
    Seren couldn’t tell. She couldn’t hear anything out of place, and Sorcha
    had stopped fretting and lay silent and motionless next to her.
    

    



    So they waited, and after a few minutes the Cygoa nodded to each other and
    began to move on once more, slowly navigating the rocky bottom of the
    ravine. Seren watched them disappear over a ridge, estimating that they
    were out of earshot, and was about to speak, to question Declan if he had
    heard something, when a quiet, low howl rose in the distance.
    

    



    Sorcha was up on her feet instantly, scratching at the ground again.
    

    



    It was a wolf’s howl, Seren knew. The noise was unmistakable, but it was a
    very long way off to the north.
    

    



    “We should get moving again,” Declan said. “We shouldn’t be too far from
    Raleigh now, and the lake. Maybe we can find somewhere to shelter up
    there.”
    

    



    “You mean in one of the old buildings?” Seren asked.
    

    



    Declan nodded.
    

    



    “I always thought Raleigh was a dangerous place, best left alone. That’s
    what Logan said.”
    

    



    “Yeah, I heard that too, but we may need to find somewhere off the ground
    to avoid those wolves if they are heading this way.”
    

    



    “Let’s hope they’re not,” said Seren.
    

    



    Once they had left the ravine far behind them, Sorcha seemed to relax a
    little, trotting ahead of them and sniffing at the ground. The land sloped
    into a vast valley, and Declan struggled with the downward incline, though
    he always shrugged off Seren’s offers of help. Thick forest gave way to
    sparse woodland that was boggy and more difficult to navigate, but
    eventually Seren spotted a blur of blue green in the distance and pointed
    at it.
    

    



    “Is that the lake?”
    

    



    Declan nodded. “Looks like it.”
    

    



    Seren stopped and for the second time that day took out a short tube, black
    in color, and held it up to look through it. Declan had ignored her the
    first time she had used the looking glass, but now she sensed his curiosity
    as though it were a tangible thing.
    

    



    “It’s called a telescope,” she said, holding it out for him to see.
    

    



    Declan took it and held it up to look at, peering through it as she did,
    and nearly dropped it with surprise. “What is it?”
    

    



    “It’s a looking glass,” Seren said. “It’s not witch’s magic. It’s just a
    curved glass in the end. It makes things look bigger than they are so you
    can see far away.”
    

    



    The boy frowned at her, and she shook her head. “Another thing you found
    along the way?” he asked.
    

    



    “Yes,” she said quietly, thinking of the other items that Abernathy had
    given her. She would have to tell her story soon, she knew. But for now,
    the base had to remain a secret, as did many of the things she had been
    given when she left. People wouldn’t understand. And people could be
    greedy. Maybe not Declan, but others would cause trouble to get their hands
    on ancient technology, and there was no way she was willingly going to hand
    any of it over. Abernathy had given it to her.
    

    



    The land heading into Raleigh was rough, and they had been traveling off
    road for most of it, to avoid any contact with the Cygoa, who mostly seemed
    to stick to the roads. Even the scout groups didn’t venture far from them,
    as though they had a problem traveling through the forests. Seren thought
    about that, wondering if the far north, where the Cygoa had come from, was
    mostly open land with little forest.
    

    



    Even the few scout groups that they had found seemed to take only short
    jaunts out into the forest before heading back to a road, and the one that
    had just passed them was no different. The ravine they had climbed out of
    was barely five hundred yards from an old blacktop road, and that was the
    direction the scouts were heading in.
    

    



    “That road should lead into Raleigh and the ruins,” Declan said quietly.
    “If we follow them but keep our distance, we should be able to keep out of
    sight and still follow them right past the ruins.”
    

    



    Seren nodded and hoped that there were no other scout groups in the area.
    

 





 






Chapter 11
 




    Rav slid down each rock, every footstep sending a slice of pain up through
    his leg and into his collarbone. He tucked his arm against his side, but
    every time his foot slid, his arms flew out to maintain balance, bringing
    with it another wave of pain.
    

    



    He had waited. Watching. The Valk moved across the breach using the
    makeshift platform extending from one end of the ravine to the other. The
    rumble had created a vast gap between the rough stone walls, with the floor
    of the chasm lying twenty or more feet below. It would be too dangerous to
    climb the sheer vertical face to reach either of them without being seen or
    heard. Too much of the wall was loose earth and rubble which could collapse
    at any moment. The Valk who had been sniffing through the dead bodies
    disappeared back into the darkness, and that thought made Rav shiver. He
    looked upward, toward the thin slit of light that was the sky above, and
    thought of the climb. It was out of the question. His injury meant he had
    little strength to haul himself up, and the wall was treacherous. Unlike a
    rocky cliff that had been exposed to the elements for hundreds or thousands
    of years, he couldn’t depend on a single rock to hold him, to stop him from
    plummeting down the ravine once more, and he didn’t much fancy his chances
    of surviving that a second time.
    

    



    A pile of Cygoa bodies sat against the near wall of the chasm. As he moved
    closer, Rav reached out, thrusting his hands into the satchels and pockets
    of the dead men. Soldiers rarely went into battle without a sword and
    flask, and these men were no different. Rav smiled as he pulled a metal
    flask from a man’s belt. The exterior of the flask had been decorated with
    finely-twisted steel which made Rav wonder how they might be able to create
    a fire hot enough to work the metal. The side of the flask had been dented,
    but the cap remained tight.
    

    



    He unscrewed it, feeling the weight of the sloshing liquid inside. Ten,
    twelve ounces at least. Enough to take the edge from his bone fractures.
    Rav took a swig, and the grain alcohol made his eyes water. He chuckled and
    then looked around as if the noise would bring the Valk back.
    

    



    “Fuck ’em and their pale asses.”
    

    



    Rav leaned against the wall, standing on an outcrop of rock high above the
    floor of the breach. The stone ran down at about a thirty-degree angle
    which he’d be able to slide down on his backside. But if he did that, he’d
    be trapped on the floor, like the Valk. And even though some of them had
    crossed the platform and continued through the tunnels, he thought that was
    a better option. The tunnels had to lead somewhere.
    

    



    Rav took another drink, screwed the cap back on, and slid the flask into
    his pocket. He looked to his feet and followed the ridge of rock to the
    right where it came within two feet of the tunnel opening on one side of
    the breach—the tunnel from which the Valk had originally appeared. That
    side had to lead back to a lair, based on the location of the chasm
    compared to where the bridge had been. These foul creatures had been coming
    from Eliz to the west, and their movements below ground seemed consistent
    with what the clans had seen on the surface.
    

    



    Gunney was down there. Somewhere. And probably not far from where Rav
    stood. The man had not been as fortunate; he had not been grasped by a tree
    branch of the gods and saved from a cracked skull at the bottom of this
    gorge. That’s when it hit him.
    

    



    “Jonah thinks we’re both dead.”
    

    



    Nobody would be coming to rescue him. The Elk would not be pacing the
    breach at the surface, yelling down in the hopes of communicating with
    survivors. They had seen the bridge fall, and the men on it to their death.
    Or so it had been for many. Why not him? Why did he make it when Gunney had
    not? The questions began to ache more than his broken bones, and he decided
    it best to focus on what he knew, on what he could do.
    

    



    The Valk were using the tunnels, as they always had. But they had also
    found a way to cross the breach. They were going through it, not
    across it. Rav wanted to scream, to run and find Jonah to let him know
    about the threat they would never see coming. But he couldn’t, because
    there were unlikely to be Elk above and only dead ones below. That the
    Valk’s tunnels could reach this far out from Eliz was unnerving enough, but
    the fact that they went across the breach and farther—who knew how far—was
    terrifying.
    

    



    A noise stirred Rav from his thoughts. He felt the air inside the chasm
    shift along with the resurgence of a stench that was not coming from the
    mangled bodies. He scuttled along the ridge until he was within an arm’s
    length of the opening of the tunnel. He told himself not to look down,
    knowing that one slight miscalculation would drop him to the ground—alive
    and trapped as the Valk approached.
    

    



    Rav reached out with his good arm and used it to pull his upper body into
    the tunnel. He rolled over onto the platform they had put in place to cross
    to the other side. He blinked, black circles threatening to overtake his
    vision, the pain from his broken collarbone escorting him toward
    unconsciousness.
    

    



    “Get up, get up,” he said to himself as hissing intensified from deep
    within the tunnel.
    

    



    He whimpered, his face burning from the embarrassment the fear had driven
    out of him. Rav got to his knees and could hear their teeth grinding as
    they came closer. He looked across the platform to the other side of the
    breach, where the tunnel opening sat in silence like a huge, black eye.
    Maybe these had been the ones searching the bodies, and now they had found
    a way to get back into the tunnel? At that moment, he knew what needed to
    be done both to save himself and to give Jonah and the Elk a chance.
    

    



    His collarbone felt like it was on fire. It hurt whether he kept his arm to
    his side or not, so Rav gave up trying to save himself the pain to make it
    across the makeshift platform before the Valk reached him. And may the gods
    have mercy if those who had already crossed came back through the tunnel.
    

    



    Rav listed to one side as he put one foot down after another. The planks
    the Valk had scavenged to create the platform appeared old and dry-rotted.
    If they cracked or gave way, he’d most likely die from the fall to solid
    rock below.
    

    



    Eyes flashed in the darkness behind as the Valk approached. Rav looked over
    his shoulder at them and then spun around to look ahead, hoping their kin
    had not yet retraced their steps. If the Valk appeared at the mouth of both
    tunnel openings on each side of the breach, he’d be better off tossing
    himself to his death below.
    

    



    He lumbered on, his injuries making him look like a drunk staggering from a
    tavern. Rav ran toward the black eye in front of him while the white devils
    emerged from the one behind him. They moved like insects, crisscrossing
    each other’s paths, ducking and dipping between one another. Rav had a
    fifteen—maybe twenty—foot lead on them.
    

    



    He pushed his legs onward, and the black circles returned at the edges of
    his vision. When he was within five feet of the mouth of the tunnel, Rav
    realized just getting there wouldn’t be enough. He’d have to push the two
    planks of the makeshift platform off the edge of the tunnel floor—with the
    Valk on them and in pursuit.
    

    



    A humming filled his ears. The sound intensified as the horde of
    bottom-dwellers approached. Rav leaped forward, his knees slamming against
    the ancient cement floor of the tunnel, his upper body positioned inside
    the opening while his legs stretched out behind him on the planks. He
    rolled over and saw the first of the Valk now only ten feet away, and the
    smell of rotting meat invaded his nostrils.
    

    



    “Closed for construction,” he said, using the heels of his boots to push at
    the end grain of the one-inch thick planks.
    

    



    The first one slid off the edge and dropped to the floor below, taking the
    Valk on that plank down with it. Some hit the ground and didn’t move, while
    others crawled back into the darkness after dropping twenty feet or so to
    the rock floor below.
    

    



    A hand reached up and grabbed Rav by the ankle. He shrieked, looking down
    his leg at a Valk warrior trying to pull himself up and over the edge of
    the platform using Rav’s leg as a rope. He kicked at the creature’s fingers
    as if trying to dispel an angry rat.
    

    



    But the other plank had to be dislodged or he would be overrun by the rest.
    Rav leaned back, closed his eyes, and pushed his right heel into the edge
    of the board with as much force as he could muster. At first, the plank
    didn’t move. But then something shifted, and he felt his foot kick free and
    into the open air. A shriek came before the plank fell into the chasm,
    landing on the rock floor and clattering against the board that Rav had
    dislodged only moments earlier.
    

    



    His leg was free of the white hand.
    

    



    “For the love of shit pots!”
    

    



    Rav sat up, leaning back against the ragged opening of the tunnel. He
    pulled his arm in to his side and leaned over the edge, grimacing as he
    remembered the painful throb. The dead Valk lay in bloody tangles while
    those who survived the fall crawled into the darkness. He turned around,
    holding his breath and hoping the others weren’t backtracking to see what
    had caused the commotion. They would come soon, he thought.
    
        They would surely have heard the noise, and they wouldn’t be long.
        

        

    


    He had destroyed the platform, and that would prevent more Valk from
    crossing the breach and hunting Jonah and his people. At least for now. But
    that had not solved his problems. Now he had to figure out how the hell he
    was going to get out of this tunnel and back onto the land above, and the
    only way to do that was the dark hole that cut deep into the rock face
    ahead of him.
    

    



    “I hate tunnels,” he cursed before stepping into the darkness.
    

 



















Chapter 12
 




    Jonah could smell the venison roasting on the coals from the night before
    as he walked into the camp. A fine mist had descended upon the forest, and
    the clan folk had been going about their morning tasks silently.
    

    



    He had brought several of his old warriors along and dispatched them to
    help Briar’s hunters pick up what remained of the camp.
    

    



    Both the Valk and Cygoa weighed heavily on his mind. While having all the
    clans united under an alliance would swell their ranks, it also posed
    logistical challenges for both the commandeering and resources of each
    unit.
    

    



    Jonah recognized several hunters who had stood next to Briar through most
    of the skirmishes. They shoveled dirt on the fire as Briar came through the
    trees, pushing the pine branches out of his face.
    

    



    “Jonah,” Briar said. “I did not expect to see you until later this
    morning.”
    

    



    “I figured it best to get a good start. There are things I would like to
    discuss with you, plans for moving the clans out of harm’s way.”
    

    



    A hunter approached Briar, out of breath and his face red with sweat beads
    on his cheeks.
    

    



    “What is it?”
    

    



    The man looked from Briar to Jonah and then back to Briar.
    

    



    “Jonah is the chief of the Elk clan. We have an alliance with him and his
    people. Whatever you need to say, you can say in front of him.”
    

    



    Jonah kept quiet, watching how Briar interacted with his hunters. The man’s
    tone and the words he chose demonstrated natural leadership ability. Jonah
    had seen it during fights, and now he was a witness to it in the camp.
    

    



    “Loner,” the man said. “We cannot find him.”
    

    



    “What do you mean, you cannot find him?” Briar asked. “Where is he?”
    

    



    Jonah shifted his weight to one leg and folded his arms across his chest.
    He had not had many interactions with Loner, but clearly, this was a
    concern to Briar.
    

    



    “We do not know. He had a shift on guard duty last night, and the man who
    came after thought that maybe he had gone to sleep early. No one has seen
    him since late last night, and his belongings are gone as well.”
    

    



    Briar waved at the hunter and sent him off to take care of his morning
    tasks.
    

    



    “Should we go looking for him?” Jonah asked Briar.
    

    



    “Wherever he has gone, he has gone of his own volition. I hold no
    commitments over any of my men’s heads.”
    

    



    “I understand,” Jonah said. “But is there no sense of loyalty to his fellow
    hunters?”
    

    



    Jonah saw the flicker in Briar’s eyes, and he recognized that this was not
    the first time Briar had experienced doubts about Loner.
    

    



    “It does not matter. I will instruct the rest of my hunters to pack up the
    camp. We can’t afford to wait for Loner to stroll back into camp from
    whatever adventure he happens to be on. If he chose to take his things and
    head off into the forest, that is his business and not mine.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded, allowing Briar to handle the situation however would be best
    for his clan of hunters. Jonah looked around, guiding Briar to a more
    secluded spot in the trees where they would be beyond the earshot of the
    other men.
    

    



    “The Valk. They continue moving west. Something tells me the breach will
    not prevent them from crossing.”
    

    



    “With women and children, the old folks and carts, it will be impossible to
    outrun them. And that is assuming Cygoa don’t catch us first.”
    

    



    Jonah understood Briar’s concern, and he shared the same fear, which was
    why he wanted to move the conversation beyond the prying ears of the other
    hunters.
    

    



    “I think you and your hunters should hang back. Keep a rear guard as we
    move the clans onward. You are nimble and fast. If you see any threats
    coming, you’ll be able to get word to me quickly.”
    

    



    Briar rubbed the stubble on his chin. He looked to his men, packing up the
    camp, and then back into Jonah’s eyes. “There are other options, Jonah.”
    

    



    “Such as?”
    

    



    “What if we explored a northerly route? We don’t know exactly where the
    grumble has split the earth. Let me take my men up Ninety-Five and see what
    I can find.”
    

    



    This was not the first time Jonah had considered a northerly route, but it
    would be impossible to take the Elk and the rest of the clans, with all
    their carts, into an unknown situation. The risk was simply too great for
    all the clans. By sending Briar and his men, he could minimize the risk to
    the Elk, but at the same time, he would be left without the protection of
    the deadly accuracy of their bows.
    

    



    “You came from lands to the north. What do you expect to find that we don’t
    already know about?”
    

    



    Briar raised his eyebrows and put his hands on his hips. “The Ninety-Five
    goes north and crosses into the ruins of Virginia. Although I don’t think
    it has been inhabited for a long time, the abandoned city of Richmond could
    provide us some temporary shelter. Or, at the very least, it could give us
    an opportunity to pause and decide what to do about our pursuers.”
    

    



    “And what if the Valk have already infested Richmond?” Jonah asked,
    gripping his axe with one hand. “What if the Cygoa are waiting there for
    us?”
    

    



    “Then we won’t be any worse off than we are right now.”
    

    



    He thought about Briar’s idea and the risk involved in dividing their
    fighting forces. Losing those bows would not be ideal, but on the other
    hand, they were running out of options. Eliz had been overrun, and Rocky
    Mount had been burned to the ground.
    

    



    “I have no idea what the breach has done to the James River. Nor do I have
    any clue if it has disrupted access to the coastal region. I’m not saying
    this is a solution to our situation, but I do think it’s worth exploring.”
    

    



    “I agree with you,” Jonah said. “But how will we know if the northerly
    route is safe? How will you get word back to us?”
    

    



    “Some of my men are fast and light of foot. Given what’s at stake, I would
    suggest I send a direct messenger back to you rather than relying on some
    other form of communication.”
    

    



    Jonah sighed, realizing what Briar was going to risk making sure the Elk
    clan found a haven. He put a hand on Briar’s shoulder and smiled.
    

    



    “Okay then. Pack up your camp and have your men head north on Ninety-Five.
    Just remember that we are heading along the Eighty-Seven, and the
    Sixty-Four all the way to the lake, for the time being. I will expect word
    from you in ten days’ time.”
    

    



    “That would be possible if the trail remained intact. But we have no idea
    what the grumble has done to Ninety-Five farther north. If it takes a few
    extra days, don’t assume the worst.”
    

    



    “Assuming the worst can lead to the best results when lives are at stake. I
    hope you don’t take that personally.”
    

    



    Briar smiled. “I never do.”
    

 





 






Chapter 13
 




    The priests shuffled about the room. Water still glistened on the stone
    where the blood had been washed away. Gaston sat on his throne and watched
    them, smiling to himself as their robes fluttered behind them in silent
    urgency. The sun had dropped below the horizon several hours before, the
    last rays disappearing into the night. The stone of the ruin released the
    day’s heat and brought a darkened chill.
    

    



    Morlan had handed him the coven, and with it, the central power force of
    the Cygoa. The leader both feared and revered Gaston, and their last
    exchange had not been lost on him. But he had to be cautious of his own
    hubris and not allow his ego to get in the way of the book. The fading ink
    on the weathered pages had not led him astray so far, and he would not
    forsake it now.
    

    



    “Anything else, my lord?”
    

    



    He contained a chuckle. The priests addressed him as they did Morlan. And
    if the warrior was not present, he could see no harm in it.
    

    



    “Please pull the doors shut on your way out.”
    

    



    The priest bowed and backed out of the room, closing the doors as Gaston
    had instructed. He sat still for several moments, catching the fading scent
    of spilled blood upon the night breeze. He looked out of the window and
    into the ruins where torches and campfires had sprung up to chase back the
    darkness.
    

    



    Gaston reached inside his robe and took out the book. His fingers moved
    over the worn cover, and he thought about the hundreds of miles he had
    traveled with it. The book had taken him across the northern lands, to the
    south, to the east, and now here in the western lands where the Cygoa would
    again push south and east in the hopes of crushing Jonah and the Elk.
    

    



    The door was shut, and Gaston no longer heard the steps of the priests on
    the stone floor. He opened the book and ran his finger along the edge of
    the worn pages. He stopped at one particular passage he could not remember
    reading.
    

    



    “The outsiders shall gather where they will be overtaken by the creatures
    from within. The dead and dying shall cover the plains, and the crows will
    feast on the rot. He who forsakes the ways of the old will succumb to
    them.”
    

    



    This was not the first time Gaston had seen the Valk. The vile creatures
    seemed to have inhabited most of what the old world left beneath the
    surface. However, he had never heard of so many concentrated in one area,
    and the word coming back from scouts was that the whole of the eastern
    lands, all the way from Eliz to this new breach, was overrun with them. It
    was as if they had been waiting for generations to reclaim the surface. The
    Valk warriors had evolved and adapted like a lethal virus, and now the
    grumbles had shaken their underground homes and they spewed forth. Gaston
    had no doubt that the book had foretold of their rise. The book had always
    been his guiding light, his truth. He turned a few pages and came to
    another passage.
    

    



    “The man of the tower shall fall, bringing the heathens down with him. The
    Earth will rise up and cast off the faithless, purifying it in flaming
    glory.”
    

    



    Surely the book had been speaking of the coven’s leader? With Gaston’s
    unseen hand, Morlan had removed the primitive and faithless priest who had
    sat upon the throne. For a moment, Gaston had considered killing all the
    priests. But what would a prophet be without followers? The taint had taken
    the last refugees of the Elk, and so Gaston would tolerate the
    priesthood—for now. They seemed subservient enough. They were terrified of
    joining their brothers in death, he thought. Fear for their own lives was a
    good motivation.
    

    



    He closed his eyes and turned more pages. When he opened them, his finger
    rested on another passage.
    

    



    “The northern marauders will succumb to the hordes drawn into an alliance.
    The one who follows the wolf’s eyes will bring together the far-flung clans
    and lead them away from the stricken lands and into the new.”
    

    



    Gaston stopped. He read it again, this time silently to himself. He trusted
    the words in the book. He had to. They had saved his life many times. For a
    moment, he considered ignoring the passage and flipping to another page in
    the book. Gaston coughed and looked over his shoulder. The doors remained
    closed and the room empty.
    

    



    “The northern marauders.”
    

    



    The interpretation could not be mistaken. The text left no ambiguity.
    

    



    His people.
    They were the ones from the north, surely? But the book said they would be
    overcome. How had he not noticed the passage before?
    

    



    And whom was this man who follows a wolf’s eyes? He knew of no such
    reference before. There were wolves in the forest, but to follow them? No.
    This made no sense.
    

    



    Jonah. 
    He shuddered. He could think of no reason for the leader of the Elk to be
    referred to as such, but somehow his heart told him otherwise.
    

    



    A strange mix of anxiety and relief washed over Gaston. He felt the sweat
    underneath his arms, and at the same time, his stomach had settled. He had
    no spiritual alliance with Morlan, no long-standing allegiance to the
    Cygoa. In his eyes, Morlan and the coven were simply a means to an end. Of
    course, this would complicate matters. Morlan moved with an efficient
    deadliness that Jonah lacked. The Cygoa leader did not tolerate anything
    except absolute obedience, and Gaston appreciated that trait in the man.
    

    



    He could not ignore the book’s words, but he did not have to share them
    with anyone else. If the book prophesized Morlan’s ultimate demise, then so
    be it. Gaston would plan accordingly. If the Cygoa leader knew what awaited
    his army, he could dispose of the coven—and Gaston.
    

    



    Gaston slammed the book shut, leaving a cloud of dust floating in the air
    before him. He placed the book inside his robe and leaned his head back on
    the throne, closing his eyes. He thought of Roke and Seren, one dead and
    the other missing. Gaston knew the girl was resourceful, a survivor. It was
    likely she was still alive, and if that were the case, and Gaston could
    bring her to Jonah, he might still be of use to the leader of the Elk.
    

    



    “Yes,” he said. “The girl. She helped me once before, and she can help me
    again.”
    

    



    Morlan had called him into service. The priests had spent the evening
    preparing the coven for its journey to the front line. The Cygoa leader had
    asked Gaston to lead them there. What had seemed like a simple mission just
    a few hours ago now felt different. Gaston would deliver the coven as
    commanded, but what he delivered to Morlan had yet to be seen. For now,
    Gaston would keep his motives hidden and rely on the book, as he always
    had.
    

    



    He could get comfortable in the stone tower, commanding the priests. Gaston
    was certain the scavengers in the ruins below could provide him what he
    needed. But the book commanded him otherwise.
    

 





 






Chapter 14
 




    Jonah stood at the gate, leaning on the support post as he idly scratched
    his beard. Several dozen carts had already lined up nearby, along the
    scorched remains of the road that lead out of Rocky Mount, but that number
    wasn’t even a significant amount of what needed to be ready before they
    could leave. This was the thing he liked least about leading so many
    people. Back when it was just the Elk, and maybe even the few clans that
    joined him with Solomon, Gunney, and Declan, it was an hour’s work to pack
    the camp and move out. Now it took more like three. Over a thousand folk
    would now follow him from the mount. Over a thousand. It was
    unbelievable.
    

    



    Another cart joined the back of the queue, but Jonah didn’t notice. His
    mind wandered back to the days when he had been a follower rather than a
    leader. He remembered a day when he sat on a cart, a boy too young to walk
    the great distance, his legs not yet strong enough.
    

    



    “Over a hundred strong now,” he remembered Nera saying. “Next year, maybe a
    hundred and five, then more after that.”
    

    



    His father stood at the edge of the forest village near the reservoir,
    waiting, as Jonah was this day, for the clan to line up their carts in
    readiness of leaving. “And still they take all day,” Judas had said. Jonah
    smiled at the memory.
    

    



    “Too many old ones slowing us down,” said Nera. “Soon that will be us,
    probably.”
    

    



    His father had laughed at that. Neither of the men had made it to a real
    old age. It was barely a year that they had been gone, but it seemed like
    ten.
    

    



    This could be the last time we walk so far,
    Jonah thought as his mind drifted back to the present.
    
        Next year we can’t return to Eliz, but maybe there will be somewhere
        else, maybe even just as far as Rocky Mount, if
    it
    can ever be recovered. Or Raleigh.
    He didn’t like the thought of trying to establish some form of new Eliz in
    the ruins of Raleigh, but it may potentially come to that. The lands around
    the ruins of the ancient city were overgrown but mostly untouched, and
    although the chill weather still reached that area, it was not as lethal as
    the cold that hit the forest each year.
    

    



    
        All these people will have to go somewhere come winter. They will need
        to meet up as we always have, but it can’t be Eliz now that the Valk
        have emerged. Eliz is a memory that must be forgotten, now.
    
    

    



    It would be a difficult thing for many people, especially those who lived
    not far from the plains through the rest of the year. There were entire
    clans among this thousand people that had never been to the forests and had
    barely ever felt the chill of a winter wind.
    

    



    And what of the other seasons? Were all of these people planning to go to
    Wytheville? With the Valk overrunning the east, they may have no other
    choice. It would mean many more clans in the forest. Some of them had spent
    most of their lives along the great sea coast, fishing in the salt waters.
    They may never see the sea again.
    

    



    He sighed and watched as a dozen more carts rolled along the road from the
camp toward the queue. I have never seen the sea, he thought,    and now I likely never will.
    

    



    The familiar figure of Ghafir approached, walking with a confidence that
    Jonah saw in few people; it was almost a swagger.
    

    



    “How goes it today, oh great leader?” Ghafir said as he reached the gate.
    Jonah noticed that he had a new quiver, and both his old one and the new
    were stuffed full of arrows.
    

    



    “Good, but slow,” said Jonah, ignoring the obvious jibe in his friend’s
    tone. “How long does it take to take a tent down and shove it on top of a
    cart?”
    

    



    Ghafir smiled. “Some are not used to the ways of your kin, my friend.”
    

    



    “I did notice,” Jonah said.
    

    



    “Some of these clans, like my own, are used to an almost permanent camp on
    the plains,” Ghafir said.
    

    



    “How did you withstand the summer?” Jonah asked. “Surely the heat was too
    much?”
    

    



    Ghafir nodded. “It was. And we would move farther south and west, almost
    west as far as this, but not in these lands. Farther south, before the
    lands turn to taint, was our other camp, and that was also permanently
    placed. But then we had to go there. When Judas banished us from the lands
    and took our name, we were not welcome in many places. The south is where a
    lot of the grey clans go. It is not a healthy place. Of course, no one
    would bother to take the land from us there. It was only when we came to
    Eliz each year that we would have to play for the best spots on the plains.
    Our camp—where we stayed this year—was far enough from the city that few
    would contest it. Such is the way of grey clans.”
    

    



    “I suppose it’s not much different to what we do,” said Jonah. “Or did. Go
    from one place to the other each year. Though, I will admit, your options
    seem like they were less favorable than ours.”
    

    



    “Indeed,” said Ghafir. “But you have freed us from that, and I do not hold
    you responsible for your father’s actions—or my own, for causing Judas’s
    wrath in the first place. They were both of the T’Yun, and disagreements
    between the subclans of that time were different. Their ways were
    different.”
    

    



    “Hmm. I wonder how different,” said Jonah. “It seems we have the same
    enemies, even after generations.”
    

    



    “That I cannot argue with,” said Ghafir. “And we seem to have gained extra
    ones along the way.”
    

    



    They stood in silence for a while, watching more carts join the line.
    Finally, Ghafir spoke.
    

    



    “Do you think the Valk will continue west?”
    

    



    Jonah shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m hoping the removal of the bridge, and
    the breach itself, will stop them. They live underground, but we’ve no way
    to know just how far their tunnels reach. The breach at least should have
    slowed them in expanding this way.”
    

    



    “Let us hope so,” said Ghafir. “For I fear them far more than any Cygoa. We
    have proven we can fight the Cygoa. Look at what happened to the Nikkt in
    just a week of fighting the Valk.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “Speaking of Nikkt, I see Donast coming. That should be the
    last of the clans. I suppose it’s time to move out.”
    

    



    Ghafir laughed. “More walking. Walk, walk, walk. It’s a wonder the Elk have
    not gained hooves.”
    

 





 








Chapter 15
 




    Rav followed the tunnel, paying close attention to the height and width of
    the space. Sections appeared to have been bored with an almost impossible
    precision, while other stretches forced him to his hands and knees, where
    he crawled through the gaps like a sewer rat. He had not come across any
    intersections in the subterranean space, and he had yet to see a glimmer of
    light at the end of the tunnel.
    

    



    He had no way of knowing whether the sun was up or if the skies were dark.
    Rav stopped when he got tired and closed his eyes, awakening to the same
    total darkness. At some point, on what he believed to be his second day
    beneath the surface, he stumbled into the edge of a huge steel door.
    

    



    A thin gray line stood between the two doors, and as Rav approached, he
    knew there had to have been a light source inside. Rav paused, putting his
    ear to the door. The metal felt rough with rust and gave off a bitter
    smell. He used both hands, running his fingers across the rivets that
    remained on the surface. The doors had to be ancient, and at one time they
    must have protected something important.
    

    



    Rav counted to two hundred. During the count, he heard nothing but a low
    whistle of moldy, dank air passing through the tunnel. If the Valk ahead of
    him had stopped behind those doors, he probably would have heard them, and
    he definitely would have smelled them.
    

    



    The door on the right swung inward with a ragged grinding sound. The hinges
    protested but gave way. Rav looked up to see thin lines several hundred
    feet in the air. At first, he thought he was staring into the night sky of
    a bizarre and alien world—a place where stars dashed instead of twinkled.
    But as his eyes adjusted, he realized that the thin lines of light hanging
    above his head were fissures in an artificial ceiling. He now stood in a
    massive underground space, one that had been built hundreds of years ago
    and for reasons he would never comprehend.
    

    



    Although the ambient light penetrated the ceiling of the underground
    structure, it was not enough for him to maneuver through the space safely.
    A single misstep, a twisted ankle, or a hidden tangle of rusted wire could
    trap him and lead to fatal consequences. Rav dropped to his knees and used
    his hands to scour the ground at his feet. He found copper wire and hunks
    of wood. He used the wire to band the wood together and then ripped a strip
    of cloth from his clothing. But then Rav realized he had no embers, no
    striking stone, no way of lighting the torch he had made.
    

    



    “Fuck me.”
    

    



    He forced himself to sit down and wait for what felt like an hour. In that
    time his vision improved, and he thought that the afternoon blossomed on
    the surface because the light coming through the lines in the ceiling had
    intensified. Now, he could see 50 to 60 yards into the depths of the
    underground cavern. Shapes materialized from the darkness, and Rav decided
    it was safe enough to explore the ones closest to him.
    

    



    He climbed over stacks of broken wood until he stood before three gigantic
    faces staring back at him. He knew they had to have been machines of some
    kind, and yet their metal grimaces made him shiver. Each of the three faces
    had two eyes spread far apart on its face with a long dark rectangle where
    a forehead should be. In between the eyes sat a single row of perfectly
    vertical teeth.
    

    



    As he approached the closest of the three, Rav realized that the face was
    the front of a massive cart not unlike the ones he had used to guard the
    pass. These metal cars stood twice as high as those and twice as wide. And
    when he stepped to the side, he saw a door with steps leading up to the
    cabin. He looked down and to the right and saw rusted steel wheels that had
    not moved for centuries. The people of the old world had used the small
    carts to move several people at a time. This significantly larger cart
    appeared to be able to move dozens at once.
    

    



    Rav grabbed a steel railing and climbed the steps into the head of the
    beast. The inside of the car smelled vaguely of piss and rotten meat. After
    the Dustfall, people had lived inside of this thing—he could tell. As his
    eyes continued to adjust to the low light, he began to notice more detail.
    At one time, seats extended back through the cart, two on each side of the
    aisle. But the people who had crawled down from the surface to live in
    these old carts had stripped the seats. It appeared as though they had left
    in an unanticipated hurry.
    

    



    He walked down the aisle from the front toward the rear. On his right, Rav
    saw something he had never seen before—a rusted steel basket sat atop four
    wheels. Old plastic jugs had been set inside, now covered in cobwebs. He
    kept going, spotting a large black rectangle of glass sitting on the floor
    of the cart. In the middle of the black glass, a crack had spider-webbed
    outward toward the edges. A single black wire ran from the back of the
    rectangle to a head with three silver teeth sticking out of it.
    

    



    Rav bent down and put his hands on the surface of the black rectangle. Few
    windows had survived from ancient times, and most of the structures that
    Rav had explored had nothing but gaping holes where windows once stood. But
    this object was different. It appeared to be a window without a frame, and
    it was completely freestanding. What would those people have expected to
    see when they looked at this thing? And why was a wire connected to the
    window? He shook his head, adding the questions to the thousands of others
    he had gathered over his lifetime about the people before the Dustfall.
    

    



    He continued to the back of the cart, where a door opened into the front of
    a connected car. Rav stepped out of one and into the next, and he saw what
    remained of bedding. Animals had torn open and eaten most of it. He looked
    around and observed that sleeping there would provide some level of
    security. If someone stood guard at each end of the car, it would be
    impossible to ambush the people sleeping inside.
    

    



    His foot bumped into something, and he bent down to take a look. It was
    another object with a strange black wire coming out of the bottom. It had
    what he presumed was a handle and a long shaft at the end. When he looked
    closer, he noticed a screwdriver tip on the end. His men had found many
    tools from the old world inside the carts they stacked at the pass; the
    screwdriver was the most common. But he had never seen one fashioned this
    way, and that black cord made him pause and question what purpose it could
    serve.
    

    



    Rav yawned and looked back over his shoulder at the bedding. It had been
    chewed up and was dry-rotted, but it beat sleeping on the cold, wet rock of
    the tunnel floor. He walked over and lay down on one, casting out a cloud
    of dust mites in the hazy light that found its way inside. The space felt
    protected from the subterranean winds, a protective enclosure like the
    safety of a cocoon.
    

    



    It did not matter what the ancients had done with this space. It had served
    a purpose for the people who came after. Why they left would be a mystery,
    but as far as he could tell, many of them had lived here. Despite the
    continual darkness, there still seemed a lot was left to scavenge.
    

    



    He would allow himself the luxury of uninterrupted sleep. Rav would close
    his eyes and rest without fear, and when he awoke, he would continue his
    exploration of this underground world. He could be comfortable here—safe.
    And if the clans had perished, and he was unable to find a way to the
    surface, he would have no problem living out the rest of his days alone,
    exploring the mysteries of the distant past.
    

 






 







Chapter 16
 




    Rav’s eyes shot open. He stared out at the metal bars running the length of
    the car. Some had leather straps fixed to the bars, and in other places,
    they were missing. The inside of the car was as dark as it was when he fell
    asleep. Sunlight filtered in through the old broken windows but not enough
    for him to determine whether it was day or night. Rav drew a deep breath
    and put his nose in the air. He could not smell the Valk. Their stench had
    become so identifiable to him in the tunnels that he was certain they were
    nowhere nearby.
    

    



    His stomach grumbled, and Rav sat up on the old, moldy mattress. He yawned,
    unable to tell if he felt rested or not. But he knew he would have given
    anything for some northern apples and a flask.
    

    



    “Lots of valuable treasure out there,” he said. “I don’t see why I can’t
    take me some time to go through it today.”
    

    



    Rav thought that if others had been close and heard him talking to himself
    that they would consider him crazy. But then again, Rav never cared for
    what other people thought.
    

    



    The Valk ahead of him could turn back, and the Valk behind him could catch
    up. He could not remember seeing a cross tunnel on his way to this
    underground cavern. Staying here for any length of time would be risky. Or
    would it?
    

    



    Rav used one of the metal bars to pull himself to his feet. He walked to
    the end of the car, put a hand on the doorframe, and went down the three
    steps and through the exit. He turned, looking at the other cars parked
    next to his and the piles of debris spreading into the darkness as far as
    he could see. Any number of things could be living in there, and Rav knew
    that one misstep could cost him his life. And still, the mounds of junk
    beckoned to him. Each artifact told a story, every item part of someone’s
    life. When they had been assembling the carts to block the pass, Rav had
    spent countless hours going through what had been left behind. He picked up
    items, brushed them off, smelled them. He held them up to the sunlight,
    turning the item over until a story emerged inside of his head. He created
    faces, names, and fictional lives. Sometimes he shared the stories with the
    men around the fire, but unless the tales involved spearing fish or women,
    they had no interest. So, more times than not, Rav kept those stories
    inside his head.
    

    



    And now there he stood, on the threshold of thousands of untold stories. He
    smiled and felt a flutter in his chest. The drama, the mystery, the
    adventure, all of these story elements, lay buried beneath the rubble of a
    past age. Now it belonged to him and him alone.
    

    



    Rav walked alongside the car and deeper into the cavern. He noticed that
    his car was the first of four that sat connected front to back. He bent
    down and brushed away some trash to reveal wheels that sat upon the ancient
    steel tracks. He closed his eyes, caught a whiff of motor oil, and thought
    about the men who had affixed these tracks to the ground. Where had they
    found the steel? How had they got it down there? What had they used to nail
    it to the earth?
    

    



    His mind raced with all of the possibilities. Questions he could never
    answer, and yet, the lure of the search for that knowledge was as powerful
    as the shine in a flask.
    

    



    Rav kept walking, the thin lines of light above casting enough of a glow
    for him to see a little way ahead. He could not see the far end of the
    cavern but the noises he made reverberated throughout the space, giving him
    the sense that it extended for hundreds of yards. He looked to his left and
    his right and saw the hulking steel shells of more cars lined up next to
    his. This place must have been a storage unit for the cars, and yet it had
    to have been built at least a hundred feet below the surface. Rav shook his
    head and kept walking, unable to fathom a construction project of that
    magnitude.
    

    



    He looked down at items strewn at his feet. Although covered in dust, the
    junk had survived the centuries, unlike the artifacts left to wither on the
    cold bare earth above. Rav bent down and picked up a doll. Its arms and
    legs were missing but a smiling face sat atop a pink plastic torso. He held
    it up in the air to get a better look at the toy when a slight sound caught
    his ear. He held his breath, paused, and turned his head from left to
    right.
    

    



    
        There it was again.
        

        

    


    The noise was more pronounced this time. It sounded like a branch scraping
    on the edge of a tin roof in the wind. The air inside the cavern had not
    changed, and Rav had not detected heavier movements such as those coming
    from the boots of the Valk.
    

    



    He dropped the doll and started walking back to his car. He laughed to
    himself, thinking how comical it was that he had already claimed this relic
    as his own.
    

    



    As he approached the steps and climbed back into the car, the scratching
    noise intensified. What had started out sounding like a single branch now
    sounded like several. Rav sniffed three times, catching the hint of an odor
    that hadn’t been there before. He opened his mouth and stuck his tongue
    out, trying to taste the air. Beneath the bitter tang of limestone dust was
    the reek of wet fur.
    

    



    Rav stepped up into the car and turned right to enter the next. His eyes
    darted around the space, noticing piles of metal stacked on each side of
    the aisle. He walked faster now, scanning the junk for something he could
    use as a weapon. At the far end of the car, on the right side, he noticed a
    long thin metal bar leaning against the door. Rav ran to it and gripped the
    cold steel in his hands. The bar was about three feet long, and he guessed
    it had been one of the many thousands of pieces of metal used to assemble
    the car. It was three inches wide with a dull edge on both sides, but it
    felt heavy in his hands. If he were to bring this up against the side of
    someone’s face, it would almost certainly crack their skull.
    

    



    He looked through a broken window, and for the first time, had a sense of
    the mysterious force in the darkness responsible for the sounds. He saw a
    set of beady red eyes moving across a pile of junk on the other side of the
    car window.
    

    



    “Fucking sewer rats.”
    

    



    He knew them better than he cared to admit. During some of the harshest
    winters, the hunters would leave the pass and come home with skinned
    carcasses on their belts. They didn’t need to tell Rav that those were not
    rabbits or squirrels, and the hungry people of his clan never asked. The
    rumble in his stomach returned, and Rav licked his upper lip.
    

    



    He ran back to the end of the car and jumped down the steps, running around
    the front to the other side where he had seen the rodent. He gripped the
    metal bar and stepped into the darkness.
    

    



    “Honey, dinner is ready.”
    

    



    Squealing now accompanied the scratching noises. Rav took a step back as
    dozens and dozens of red eyes appeared in the gloom. The rats closest to
    him crawled down from the piles of junk and bared their teeth, hissing. Rav
    felt the chill of the cart’s metal skin at his back. The stench of wet fur
    and shit filled his nostrils and made him gag.
    

    



    He gripped the metal bar until the edges dug into his fingers. The rats
    surrounding him were as big as coyotes, and when the first few creatures
    came closer, getting bolder, the others followed.
    

    



    Within a matter of seconds, Rav was surrounded by a sea of shrieking,
    hungry rats.
    

    



    “Fuck me raw. I survive a tumble into the hole and now I’m going to get
    eaten by a bunch of filthy rats.”
    

    



    Rav cut the air twice with his metal bar, gritting his teeth against the
    pain that shot across his chest and his shoulder—his collarbone screaming
    in protest—but still the rats did not pull back. They inched closer,
    several now nipping at his boots. He kicked at one, knocking it into the
    darkness, and three more took its place. The odor was so strong that it
    brought tears to his eyes. There had to have been hundreds—possibly
    thousands—of rodents in the cavern.
    

    



    He was about to turn and run up the steps to take his chances inside the
    cart when a light cut through the darkness with the intensity of the
    blazing sun. Rav brought his arm up to his face, squinting and trying to
    see what was happening. A flaming arrow had lodged in the ground at the
    base of the steps, and the rats backed away, squealing as if in pain.
    

    



    A whooshing sound filled the air and another flaming arrow struck the
    ground. Even the largest of the rats began to retreat into the darkness.
    

    



    When the third flaming arrow struck the ground several feet from the base
    of the steps, Rav smiled. If those had been meant for him, he would be dead
    and smoldering by now.
    

 





 







Chapter 17
 




    Rav ducked as the fire exploded above his head. Instinctively, he turned
    his face from the flames and felt the rush of heat on his back. He rolled
    through the dirt until his elbow struck the steel rail of the cart above
    him. He blinked twice, rubbing the smoke and dust from his eyes.
    

    



    “Get up.”
    

    



    He saw the silhouette of a man through watery eyes. The fire had
    disappeared, but tiny balls of flame danced across the ground. The arrows
    continued to smoke, but the man made no attempt to retrieve them.
    

    



    “I said get up.”
    

    



    Rav chuckled and then coughed. He looked around and noticed that the rats
    were gone. “Many thanks, kind sir.”
    

    



    The man stepped from the shadows. The brilliant whites of his eyes stuck
    out on a face covered in black soot. Rags hung from his thin body in long,
    stringy tatters. He gripped a bow in his hands and quiver rested on his
    back.
    

    



    “If I have to tell you one more time, I’m going to put an arrow in your
    heart.”
    

    



    Rav stood up, brushed off the dirt, and straightened his shoulders. He
    cocked his head to one side and smiled.
    

    



    “Now, turn and walk in whatever direction you were headed.”
    

    



    “Hey, hey. I just want to thank you for chasing away those rodents. I’ve
    never seen so many fucking rats in all my life. How in the hell are you
    making fire down here?”
    

    



    The man lowered his bow. Slightly. “You can’t stay here.”
    

    



    “So, this is yours?”
    

    



    “Mine?” The man shook his head and shifted his weight onto his right foot.
    “It belongs to them. And if you don’t leave now, you’ll belong to
    them too.”
    

    



    “Okay,” Rav said. “This ain’t no place for a human to live anyway. How long
    have you been down here?”
    

    



    The man’s bow now pointed at the ground, and some of the hardness in his
    eyes softened. He cleared his throat and opened his mouth slightly, as if
    it had been so long since he had spoken to another person that he needed
    time to retrieve the words.
    

    



    “Long enough.”
    

    



    “The grumbles. Not sure if you felt it down here or not, but it opened a
    big-ass breach up on the surface. I fell. When I woke up, I was surrounded
    by even bigger rats. The Valk.”
    

    



    The man took a step towards Rav and leaned in. He dropped his voice to a
    ragged whisper. “You mean the flesh eaters?”
    

    



    “Yeah,” said Rav. “The pale, creepy, motherfuckers that like to eat other
    people. The Valk.”
    

    



    The man looked over one shoulder towards the steel doors at the front of
    the underground cavern. “Are they following you?” he asked.
    

    



    “It’s possible. There was a group moving through the tunnels ahead of me
    and another coming up from behind. I’m pretty sure I stayed ahead of them,
    but who knows where they’re headed. Maybe they’re hungry for some rat.”
    

    



    A little hiss came from the darkness followed by some scratching. The man
    shook his head.
    

    



    “They smelled you—the rats, and probably the flesh eaters, too. You had to
    stop. You had to sleep on the mattress. Now I’m going to be dealing with
    rats for weeks. I think you should leave. Right now.”
    

    



    Rav looked at the piles of refuse stacked between and around the cars. The
    sea of rodents had dampened his enthusiasm, but he still felt the strong
    pull of curiosity. His eyes moved from one dusty, rusted artifact to
    another. There could be untold treasures here, things that hadn’t been
    touched by human hands for hundreds of years.
    

    



    “Maybe I don’t want to. Maybe I want to explore this place a little more.”
    

    



    “You seem to be doing so well on your own,” said the man. “The rats are
    just waiting for me to leave. I’m sure you know that. You have a plan for
    when they return?”
    

    



    Rav cursed under his breath and put his hands on his hips. “Are you part of
    a clan? Do you live down here alone?”
    

    



    The man took another step closer to Rav. His hair swam around his head in a
    dirty, tangled mess. He smelled of body odor and onion.
    

    



    “You are from one of the clans on the surface. I don’t know which one, and
    I don’t care. I have not seen others like you down here, but that doesn’t
    mean there aren’t more coming. I’ve been able to survive below ground. I
    don’t need anyone’s help. But you do. I don’t want to be wasting my fire on
    rats for the next three weeks because you’ve gone and rubbed your scent all
    over the place. So I’m going to make you a deal, because I don’t like to
    kill other men.”
    

    



    Rav frowned but let the man continue.
    

    



    “I will give you information that will almost certainly save your life, and
    it could save the lives of everyone in your clan. In return, you walk
    across the tracks and out of the door on the other side of the terminal
    without turning around. Without coming back for any reason whatsoever.”
    

    



    The forgotten items scattered through the space began to whisper to Rav
    inside his head. He felt a magnetic desire to turn his back on Jonah and
    everything that was taking place in his world. He could be happy down here,
    exploring for the rest of his days. Even if it meant fighting off the rats,
    now and then.
    

    



    “You will die. I see the look in your eye. This place already has a hold on
    you. I should put an arrow in your chest right now and be done with it.”
    

    



    Rav shook his head. He looked up to the gray lines of light cutting across
    the ceiling. Jonah and the rest were somewhere on the other side. They were
    fighting Cygoa and possibly the Valk. They needed him. They needed what he
    knew, or at least what he was about to find out.
    

    



    “Okay. I will leave right now. Tell me.”
    

    



    The hissing intensified, and the scratching sounds inched closer. The man
    pulled a leather pouch from beneath his cloak and opened it. He looked
    inside, using his finger to determine how much of the black powder he had
    left. The man looked into the darkness and shook his head before turning
    back to face Rav.
    

    



    “They’re coming back. And I’m not wasting any more powder on you. Shut your
    mouth and listen to what I have to say. And when I’m done, you’d better be
    running for the other side.”
    

    



    Rav’s tongue stuck to the side of his mouth and his heart fluttered in his
    chest as a bead of sweat broke on his forehead despite the cool damp air of
    the cavern. He nodded.
    

    



    “For some reason, of which I have no knowledge, the flesh eaters have
    decided to make a play for this world. They are no longer hiding in the
    shadows or sneaking out at night to steal the corpses of warriors. They are
    coming, using all the subterranean tunnels that existed before the Dustfall
    and the ones they created after. Over the past several days, I’ve seen an
    increasing number of them passing through. Even the rats hide from them.
    

    



    “Whatever chieftain owns your loyalty, or whatever clan you call your own,
    it doesn’t matter. The flesh eaters have numbers beyond your comprehension,
    and they are bringing a dark reckoning upon this world. What I’ve told you
    probably won’t save your life, and it won’t save the lives of your people.
    But if you leave right now, and you get out of the tunnels as quickly as
    you can, maybe you can warn the chiefs of your world and they can run, and
    keep running. Or they will hold their ground like fools and fall to the
    flesh eaters. You’d better hope they choose the first. It’s about the only
    hope they have.”
    

    



    Rav looked to his left, where the beady red eyes had returned. He reached
    down and picked up his piece of metal, now a seemingly inadequate piece of
    protection.
    

    



    “What if—“
    

    



    “We had a deal. Leave, right now.”
    

    



    Rav glanced at the rats and when he turned back around, the man was gone.
    The hissing grew louder and with it came the stench of wet fur. He ran past
    the cars, through the piles of junk that would now remain untouched, and
    toward the exit submerged in darkness at the other side. Maybe one day he
    could return here. If the treasures of this place had been left alone for
    this long, they may still be here years from now, but he would not be food
    for rats or the Valk, and an arrow in his chest was also not an option he
    wanted to take.
    

 





 



Chapter 18
 




    Rav wondered if maybe his collarbone wasn’t broken after all. It hurt like
    a son of a bitch and the skin at the base of his neck had turned purple and
    black. Some of the other scrapes and bruises had begun to heal, while some
    remained sore and painful. Rav’s aching muscles reminded him that he wasn’t
    a young man anymore.
    

    



    Rav couldn’t remember if two sunsets or three had passed since he had left
    the mysterious man and the underground rodent colony. The first day after
    he accepted the stranger’s offer, or during what Rav thought was a 24-hour
    period, had been spent walking through the utter blackness of the tunnel.
    His eyes hurt from holding them open; the dust in the tunnel made them red
    and sore. He stumbled across rocks and into stone walls more times than he
    could remember. His finger-tips bled from raking them across the ragged
    rock in a bid to find his way through the darkness.
    

    



    Rav would not have been able to eat something even if he could see it.
    Whatever those vile creatures ate, he wanted none of it. At times during
    his journey, he had caught a whiff of their stench. He knew the contingent
    of the Valk that were ahead of him in the tunnel had kept moving, and
    apparently, they had not found any source of food either. Sporadic and
    light air currents pushed through the tunnel, leading Rav to believe he was
    close to the surface. But each time the low whistle of the wind subsided,
    he was left with nothing but his thoughts and fears.
    

    



    Eventually, the tunnel sloped upward, and the unending void gave way to a
    pinpoint of gray light. When Rav first noticed it, he considered it an
    optical illusion, a trick of the subterranean passages. But as he moved
    closer, it grew in size, and after a few more hours of walking, he began to
    hear birds chirping.
    

    



    The final stretch of tunnel led sharply upward, and Rav had to scramble
    over dozens of boulders and broken concrete. He was amazed that he had not
    been stabbed by rusted steel or lodged his foot into a crevice that
    would’ve held him by the ankle for all eternity.
    

    



    He had stumbled through the mouth of the tunnel and into a small field to
    the east of the opening. Rav collapsed into the tall grasses like a sailor
    who had been at sea for too long. At that moment, he was not concerned
    about the Valk or any other flesh eaters that may have been nearby.
    Instead, Rav closed his eyes and inhaled the fresh, clean scent of the
    untamed forests. His stomach quickly reminded him that he would have to
    find sustenance soon, but not at that moment. Rav rolled over onto his back
    with his eyes still closed, and that was when he first heard it.
    

    



    All of his years spent guarding the pass and arranging the carts of the
    ancients at the summit helped him to identify the noise before he could see
    what was causing it. The distinct sound of metal scraping metal brought a
    smile to his face. Rav had no idea where he was, where the grumble’s breach
    was located, or if any of his compatriots were still alive. But he knew
    that where there was metal, there would be people.
    

    



    He climbed to his feet and walked in the opposite direction to the tunnel.
    Rav climbed over a small hill littered with old carts strangled by new
    vines. At some point in the distant past, a cataclysmic event must have
    stacked the carts. Unless there had been an army of thousands, which Rav
    doubted, the huge metal beasts had to have been dropped in place by a force
    far stronger than the hands of men.
    

    



    Beyond the jumble of carts, Rav saw a tower stretching into the sky like a
    lone obelisk. He saw glimpses of red brick through the heavy green vine
    wrapped around the tower, threatening to pull it to the ground. The tower
    itself sat upon another brick structure, this one two stories high but not
    nearly as tall as the tower. The trees had reclaimed most of the land
    around the structure, but Rav could see where the old growth met the new.
    Although he would not have the time or energy to do so, Rav knew that if he
    climbed down to hack away at the new growth, he would find ancient blacktop
    beneath.
    

    



    The wind blew through the leaves, and again he heard the scraping of metal.
    Rav moved down from the hill toward the saplings that had begun to enclose
    the structure. His foot slid, and when he looked down, Rav saw more steel
    tracks heading toward the structure. He had not seen evidence of the rails
    while guarding the summit, but many travelers coming through had told
    stories of the steel serpents stretching across hundreds of miles. They
    told him tales of the old world folks moving carts along the rails and
    through the wilderness. And until he had seen the underground cavern full
    of the metallic corpses, Rav had not believed any of them.
    

    



    For the first time since leaving the tunnel, Rav looked up at the sky and
    let the sun warm his face. It took longer than normal for his eyes to
    adjust to the daylight, and he began to appreciate the golden glow of the
    late afternoon sky.
    

    



    Rav smiled as he walked, and he even considered whistling before his better
    sense came back to him. It didn’t appear as though any clans had been
    anywhere near the structure for decades, if not generations. He was
    unlikely to find a food source waiting for him, but he would be able to sit
    and rest for the first time since the battle of the bridge—without the fear
    of rats.
    

    



    Scraggly trees and vines masked the front doors of the structure. Rav
    pushed through and stood before two large wooden doors, each with a copper
    handle covered in a bright green patina. He reached out to turn a handle
    but noticed that it was already open. Rav stopped and was about to take a
    step backward when the other door flew open. It struck him on the left
    shoulder and knocked him to the ground.
    

    



    Two Valk stood above Rav, their sharpened teeth grinning in their pale
    faces.
    

    



    “Motherfuckers,” he spat.
    

    



    Rav rolled over and raised the steel bar he’d found in the underground
    cavern. He had spent the better part of a day in the tunnel sharpening it
    on the hard stone. It was not as heavy as a battle axe, and it would not
    protect him like a bow and arrow, but he was prepared to defend himself.
    

    



    The Valk took a step closer, and Rav gagged at the stench. They looked down
    at him with a strange fascination, as if they had never seen a human
    before. He did not hesitate.
    

    



    Rav lunged forward and slashed his blade of sharpened steel across the
    throat of the Valk on the left. The creature grasped at his neck with both
    hands, instinctively trying to stop the flow of blood before collapsing to
    the ground. The other Valk took a step back, his curious grin turning into
    a thickened snarl.
    

    



    “What are you guarding?”
    

    



    The Valk looked at his dead brother and then back to Rav. He did not answer
    the question.
    

    



    Rav made a fist with his left hand, spun, and struck the creature on the
    right side of his face. His aggressive approach seemed to catch the Valk by
    surprise. For however long they had been here, Rav guessed that he was
    likely the only human they had come across.
    

    



    The beast stumbled backward and fell against the open door. Rav raised his
    blade of sharpened steel, ran at the creature, and stabbed it in the chest.
    He yanked his weapon free and let the Valk fall face-first into the dirt.
    

    



    “I gotta find me a flask.”
    

    



    Rav took two steps into the structure and immediately realized there would
    be nothing of value left for him, and he began to wonder why the two Valk
    had been left there. The interior of the structure was nothing but a jumble
    of steel, broken concrete, and the hardy vines that could grow in almost
    complete darkness. Rav saw no evidence of any clans having ever been in the
    structure or using it for any purpose.
    

    



    He walked back out and progressed around the side of the building,
    following it in a straight line, until he came to the rear, directly
    opposite the front doors. He kicked some leaves and branches away and saw
    that the steel rails continued straight through the building and onward
    into the wilderness.
    

    



    Rav looked again at the sun and determined that the rails pointed him
    south. Although there was no guarantee it would be an easy passage, the
    steel serpents would eventually intersect with the Ninety-Five. If there
    were anything left of Jonah and the clans, the road would be his best
    chance at finding them—assuming he didn’t starve to death, get chewed on by
    rats, or get eaten by the Valk in the meantime.
    

    



    He sighed, faced the line that the tracks followed, and began to walk.
    

 





 






Chapter 19
 




    Briar knew he had been pushing his men harder than he should have been, but
    they did not complain.
    

    



    Over the course of many years, the trees had crept closer to the trail that
    had once been the Ninety-Five. Long, drooping branches hung over the top of
    the old asphalt, blocking out the midday sun. And while it created a tunnel
    that kept the hunters cool, it made them uneasy. All conversation ceased
    once they left camp—nobody had asked about Loner or questioned whether he
    might return.
    

    



    The breach caused by the grumble snaked south to north, with many branches
    snaking out into the wilderness for miles, and occasionally one of its
    tendrils intersected the trail. Briar had thought it was one single break
    in the earth, but it turned out to be anything but that. Who knew how far
    the damn thing stretched. He kept his hunting party moving north towards
    the old border of Virginia and the ruins of Richmond. They had made a few
    small game kills, such as squirrel and rabbit, which was enough to keep
    their stomachs from growling, but nothing significant, and it slowed their
    progress. One good deer kill would set them up for days, and they would be
    able to cover much ground. If only.
    

    



    They came across the ashes of old campfires and stepped over piles of scrap
    metal that had rusted together, but Briar had seen no evidence of recent
    activity. Whoever had come north on this trail had done so a long time ago,
    and that did answer one question. He had wondered if any of the clans had
    left Jonah’s gathering and headed in the only other direction available
    without walking directly toward the Valk or the Cygoa—north—but they found
    no trace, and the Ninety-Five seemed to be the most likely route anyone
    would take.
    

    



    “Some are getting blisters.”
    

    



    Briar looked left at the man who spoke. He hadn’t heard any of his hunters
    talk, let alone complain, about their feet. On their hunting grounds, they
    had walked many miles, spending entire days on the move.
    

    



    “Are you suggesting we stop and make camp?” Briar asked.
    

    



The man shook his head but did not answer. Briar knew that he meant to say    yes.
    

    



    He would look for somewhere—better to keep them from moaning. Almost in
    answer to his thoughts, a structure appeared through the forest, several
    hundred yards north of their current position. Briar had come to recognize
    the geometric bones of the man-made ruins even though the ivy-covered them.
    

    



    “We can explore that,” he said. “Maybe have a meal.”
    

    



    Briar led his men to within fifty yards of the ruin. He held his hand up,
    and they stopped. The structure was two stories high but the middle of the
    second story sagged downward. Decades of rain had found its way through the
    roof and now pulled it towards the earth. He saw windows beneath the
    leaves, some of the panels cracked, others missing, but there were also
    several still partly intact, and that was an unusual sight.
    

    



    “Looks like it’s not been touched for an age,” a hunter said from behind
    Briar. “Are we going in?”
    

    



    Briar looked at the man and then at the other hunters. He knew his men well
    enough to know how to answer.
    

    



    “No. What’s the point? Doubtful there is anything of value left inside, and
    judging from the condition of the roof, I don’t want to be inside that
    thing when it collapses.”
    

    



    “What about nightfall?”
    

    



    Again, Briar understood the fear in the question.
    

    



    “I have not seen evidence of them. Have any of you?”
    

    



    The men shuffled, most keeping a hand on their bow. None of them spoke.
    

    



    Briar walked around the side of the structure and noticed that the back
    wall had completely collapsed. It stood open, segmented like a giant
    honeycomb. The concrete walls lay exposed like rotten teeth. Something else
    caught his eye.
    

    



    He saw what appeared to be a large branch poking through the leaves. But as
    Briar got closer and used his toe to kick at it, he realized it was a steel
    rail. They had not seen many of these in the forests on hunts. Other clans
    told tales of the people before the Dustfall moving large carts across
    tracks. Briar had no reason not to believe the stories, but he also had no
    interest in them. That world was dead and gone, and chasing the truth
    behind the legends would not feed his family.
    

    



    “If we follow the tracks, do you think they will take us to Richmond?”
    

    



    Briar looked over his shoulder at the hunter who had followed him around
    the side of the building. He sighed and shrugged. “It looks like the rails
    are running north to south. I guess we can assume they run parallel to the
    trail and might be easier to follow, as long as the breach hasn’t ripped
    them from the ground. I think we should keep going. This isn’t a safe place
    to spend the night.”
    

    



    The hunter followed Briar back to the front where the rest of the men had
    been waiting. They all stood, packs on their backs and bows in hand. It
    seemed as though they had been uneasy about stopping there as well.
    

    



    “Let’s go,” said Briar.


***


    The sun began to set to the left, reassuring him that the rails were, in
    fact, running north to south. The men seemed to relax more the farther they
    traveled from the old ruin, as if the ghosts of the men who once inhabited
    that place could not follow them.



    The trees receded from the trail, and Briar spotted an appropriate spot to
    camp for the night. His empty stomach reminded him that he had not eaten
    for hours. Briar rubbed the back of his neck with his left hand and rotated
    his head back and forth. He inhaled, and the familiar scent of death rushed
    into his nostrils.
    

    



    He glanced back and forth across the trail, looking at the rails as they
    appeared to meet at the horizon. Briar sniffed the air and took two steps
    off the trail to the east, where a patch of thorny brush had been trampled.
    A single black boot caught his attention.
    

    



    The hunters stopped, and all conversation ceased.
    

    



    Briar approached. He saw the other boot, a vest, and a scrap of fabric
    blowing in the wind. Dried blood covered the long stocks of grass on both
    sides of the brush.
    

    



    “The men,” said a hunter standing behind him. “They say this was Valk.”
    

    



    Briar knew it was true the instant he smelled death on the wind.
    

    



    The sound of a snapping branch came from twenty yards into the forest. The
    hunters notched their arrows and dropped to one knee. Briar’s eyes searched
    the woods, sensing movement more so than seeing it. He felt the hairs rise
    on the back of his neck and his palms became sweaty.
    

    



    He turned his head to the side at another cracking sound, staring in the
    direction of the noises. This couldn’t be the Valk. When they ambushed, the
    creatures appeared as if materializing out of the earth. They were rarely
    so clumsy.
    

    



    “If you’re going to spook me like that, you had better be carrying a full
    flask.”
    

    



    Briar recognized the voice before he could see who was speaking the words.
    A flutter of leaves and darkened cloth preceded the man.
    

    



    “Rav?”
    

    



    “About damn time. The Valk ain’t much for conversation.”
    

    



    Briar heard his men sigh as he walked up and extended his hand to Rav. The
    big, burly man ignored the handshake and embraced Briar.
    

    



    “Jonah thought you were dead.”
    

    



    “So did I.” Rav laughed as the hunters gathered around him.
    

    



    “It’s good to know you made it through,” said Briar. “What of the others?”
    The man glanced around, looking for signs of other folks.
    

    



    Rav shook his head. “Only me,” he said. “Well, me and a bunch of those damn
    stinkers.”
    

    



    Briar shook his head. “A shame.”
    

    



    “More than you’d know,” said Rav. “Got anything to eat?”
    

    



    “Of course,” said Briar. He reached to a pouch at his side and took out
    some of the squirrel they had killed the day before. Rav took it and
    quickly ate half if it with hardly a breath.
    

    



    “What you doing north?” Rav asked through mouthfuls of dried meat.
    

    



    “Jonah is expecting to hear from me any day now,” said Briar. “We’re
    scouting north, you know, just in case there’re other options. I need to
    send a runner to him. You got anything he needs to know about the lands of
    the Ninety-Five north? The more you got, the more chance we can turn back
    now.”
    

    



    Rav stroked his beard with one hand and then turned to face the tracks. “He
    needs to know that neither the Cygoa nor the grumble is going to keep them
    underground. The Valk are coming. A lot of them motherfuckers. The tunnels
    stretch all the way out here and they are coming in numbers.”
    

 





 






Chapter 20
 




    Loner woke to the sun warming his face. He opened his eyes and inhaled the
    fresh scent of the pine branches he had stretched over his lean-to the
    night before. The fire had dwindled down to a glowing ball of hot coals
    which would have his morning tea ready in a matter of minutes. Loner sat up
    and stretched, surprised he had slept so far into the morning. Without the
    constant commotion of other hunters in the camp, and all the tasks they had
    to complete on a daily basis, he was able to let the day unfold naturally.
    

    



    He walked far enough off the trail and into the woods to avoid being
    noticed by other hunters but stayed close enough to the creek to draw his
    fresh water for the day. Briar’s men, the Valk, and all the other clans
    felt as if they were part of a nightmare from which he was able to wake up.
    

    



    The trap had been sprung. Loner could see the branch pointing upward from
    where he sat. He got up, grabbed his axe, and walked fifteen yards into the
    woods until he saw the still, white fur of the rabbit. He bent down and
    pulled the rope from its broken neck, grabbing it by the scruff and holding
    it up in front of his face. At least three or four pounds of meat by the
    time he skinned it, he estimated. This one trap could keep him fed for a
    day, or maybe even two.
    

    



    The creek water had risen overnight, the water line now above the rocks he
    had sunbathed on the previous day. There were more farther back from the
    bank, and he had already chosen the one he would lie on today.
    

    



    And then that fucker came back. Not the real man, but the voice which Loner
    couldn’t determine to be real or not. Briar.
    

    



    “I have no allegiance to you,” Loner said. “Lead your hunters and leave me
    alone.”
    

    



    He grabbed the rabbit from the snare and walked back to his lean-to. Loner
    dropped it to the ground and snarled, running his hands through his
    straggly hair.
    

    



    “I’ll do just fine on my own, you’ll see. I don’t need you or the clans.”
    

    



    Loner looked up, and he could have sworn he saw branches moving on the
    other side of the trail. He stopped and listened, but heard nothing but the
    bubbling creek in the near distance.
    

    



    “You are all fools, and you will pay with your lives. Nobody listens to me,
    nobody cares about my ideas.”
    

    



    The sun felt stronger now on his face, and Loner had a sudden urge to go
    and hide in the shade. His cheeks burned, and he felt his heart slamming
    against his rib cage.
    

    



    “I can’t hear you, motherfucker. Speak up.”
    

    



    A crow cawed from high in the trees. Loner threw his poncho to the ground
    and then wiped the sweat from his face.
    

    



    “Show yourself. Face me like a man.”
    

    



    The forest held its silence.
    

    



    Loner sat down in the dirt and shook his head. He looked at the rabbit but
    no longer had an appetite. He couldn’t keep doing this. He had freed
    himself from Briar and all the rest, and yet still they tortured him. It
    wasn’t fair, and he wouldn’t stand for it.
    

    



    “Fine. I’ll come back. And when I do, I’m going to put a blade right
    through your fucking chest.”
    

    



    Loner reached down and grabbed the rabbit, tossing it into his satchel. He
    stomped on the hot coals casting flaming dust into the morning air before
    reaching up and tearing the pine branches to the ground.
    

    



    “I’m coming for you, Briar. I’m going to kill you.”
    

    



    He ran for the trail, both hands full. Loner stepped from the woods and
    into the clearing at the edge of the trail, feeling the sun burning
    unmercifully on the top of his head. He turned, continuing down the path he
    had walked the night before.
    

    



    “Stop and drop what you’re carrying.”
    

    



    Loner spun around, his eyes darting back and forth from the tree line to
    the trail. He was tired of arguing with Briar. But these words rang in his
    ears. For a split second, he thought they might even be real.
    

    



    “Drop your weapons or we will kill you right here.”
    

    



    The bushes parted, and Loner watched as the first two scouts emerged from
    the wilderness. Cygoa. What could they possibly be doing this far south,
    miles from the breach? Although Loner could not be sure if Briar had been
    in his camp earlier this morning, he had no doubt that these warriors were
    real and that they would follow through on their threats.
    

    



    “Okay,” he said, opening both hands and letting his weapons and satchel hit
    the ground. His stomach growled at the thought of the rabbit stew he would
    not be eating. “What do you want?”
    

    



    Two more scouts appeared on his other side—both had arrows aimed at his
    chest.
    

    



    “You don’t get to ask us questions. Take a step back from the satchel and
    we’ll promise to make your death a quick one.”
    

    



    Loner’s throat tightened, and he felt beads of sweat rolling down the side
    of his face and into his beard. The Cygoa scouts surrounded him, and even
    if he had a weapon, they would strike him down before he could use it. His
    vengeance would have to wait until the next life—he didn’t think he would
    be able to take down Briar in this one. But something inside convinced him
    it was worth playing out the last option that he had. He raised his arms
    and shook his head before speaking again.
    

    



    “I can get you the Elk.”
    

    



    The scout behind Loner punched him in the back of the head. He fell
    forward, dropped to the ground, and tried shaking the stars from his
    vision.
    

    



    “Liar.”
    

    



    He used his left hand to keep from falling and raised his right hand, his
    finger pointing to the sky. “I am from Briar’s clan. He has aligned with
    the Elk. You can get to Jonah from Briar, and I can take you to him.”
    

    



    One of the other scouts drove the toe of his boot into Loner’s ribs. The
    kick lifted him off the ground and the momentum spun him around. He landed
    on his back, gasping for air. The tip of a long dagger now bobbed between
    his eyes.
    

    



    “I have a lot I can tell you. If you find out it’s not true, you can kill
    me. I can take you to Briar. I can get you Jonah.”
    

    



    “Let’s take him to Greensboro and wait for Carlossa.”
    

    



    Loner waited, hoping the other three scouts would agree with the one making
    the recommendation.
    

    



    “He’s a piece of shit. We should kill him right now.”
    

    



    “No. He can carry our supplies back to Greensboro. Then, if we need to, we
    can kill him there.”
    

    



    He blinked and glanced at the faces of the Cygoa warriors standing above
    him, but the sun and the blow to the head blurred his vision. Loner thought
    that if they were going to kill him, they would have done so already. The
    Cygoa were not known for their verbal negotiations.
    

    



    “Get up,” one of the scouts said, while two others grabbed Loner by the
    arms and dragged him to his feet. “You had a chance to die quickly.
    Whatever happens now is on you.”
    

    



    Loner opened his mouth but decided against speaking. Carrying the gear to
    Greensboro with a broken nose would not be enjoyable. Briar first; that had
    been the plan since he left camp. He would have to wait to get his revenge
    on these sons of bitches.
    

 






 






Chapter 21
 




    The bush cracked loudly as Jonah parted it and forced his way through and
    onto the blacktop. Behind him, a dozen other warriors rushed up the slope,
    also pushing their way through the undergrowth and out onto the road. Jonah
    glanced in both directions, trying to locate the source of the noise. A
    moment later, Ghafir was at his side, the man’s bow already nocked with an
    arrow, ready to shoot.
    

    



    “It was coming from this direction,” Jonah huffed, out of breath. He looked
    along the road in both directions and then into the bushes. Nothing called
    out to him.
    

    



    Ghafir nodded. The man stood still on the road, also looking in all
    directions. “Did you hear it yourself or are we just going on what the folk
    back there said?” he asked with a nod to the forest behind them. Three
    groups of people claimed to have heard where the call had come from, and
    Jonah had been quite a distance away when he had heard the cry.
    

    



    Jonah shook his head as he chose the southern path of the road and started
    walking quickly, glancing in all directions as he moved. The other warriors
    spread out, looking along the line of trees along the other side of the
    road. “No, I heard it myself,” he said, “but only one shout. I had to
    follow directions to bring us here. Whatever was happening is still going
    on, but where the hell are they?”
    

    



    Ghafir looked at the ground along the side of the road but shook his head;
    he also saw nothing, no signs of recent passage. “I suggest we split into
    three groups but stay close together. Spread out but be ready to converge
    quickly, should we—”
    

    



    “Over here,” shouted one of the warriors. The man was at the back of the
    group, facing north, up the road. He ran forward a few paces and then
    stopped, crouching to check the ground. Jonah turned and pushed his way
    through the group, running over to where the warrior knelt. On the ground
    he could see a patch of fresh blood, and nearby, stuck in the ground, was
    the broken shaft of a spear. The head of the spear was buried in the soil.
    

    



    He squinted and looked into the tree line beyond the markings. How the hell
    had he not spotted that? Even at twenty yards the shaft of the spear stuck
    out from the bushes and grass. It was clearly in view.
    

    



    “Okay, hold that idea,” Ghafir said as he arrived next to Jonah. He pointed
    beyond the patch of blood to a tuft of dark, coarse fur that had snagged on
    one of the branches of a nearby bush. “We stick together from here, I
    think.”
    

    



    “Damn it,” said Jonah, shaking his head. “Wolves again?” He stepped past
    the spear and examined the fur. Blood dripped down the branch it was
    attached to. Fresh blood.
    

    



    “Looks like they went that way,” Ghafir said, pointing at a clearing not
    far away. The bushes and ground in between were disturbed; branches broken,
    leaves scattered to the floor, and the undergrowth was heavily trodden.
    

    



    Jonah stood up and looked through the trees into the thick vegetation
    beyond. “There could be any number of them out there.”
    

    



    “Not so many, I think,” said Ghafir. “There’s not as much disturbance in
    the bushes. I’d say a few came this way and happened upon whoever was up
    here alone. Some poor unlucky fellow stupid enough to be this far from the
    camp and on their own.”
    

    



    “Or desperate,” said Jonah. He held his axe out and started forward, slowly
    pushing his way through the bushes. The other warriors followed, some
    circling around the nearby trees. None of them looked very keen to go
    farther into the forest, but they didn’t need to go very far. Just ten
    yards through the grass they found the remains of the two dead people. Who
    they were or what clan they were from was impossible to identify; the
    wolves had not only killed them quickly but had made a rapid feast of them
    too. Bloodied weapons lay scattered around the small clearing, and Jonah
    hoped that whoever they had been had managed to get a few hits in before
    they were torn apart.
    

    



    “Little we can do here,” said Ghafir. “Nature will take care of the rest.
    We should leave them to their peace.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded, glad that someone else had suggested it. He had no stomach
    for clearing up the mess in the clearing.
    

    



    They left, pushing back through the undergrowth and out onto the blacktop.
    “If the wolves are back, they will badger us from now on. Unless we do
    something, this will continue,” Jonah said.
    

    



    Ghafir didn’t answer, but he nodded in what Jonah presumed was agreement.
    

    



    Jonah sighed. “I told everyone that no clan should be left outside the
    perimeter, even if we have to keep making the camp bigger. For lone people
    to be wandering around out here is just foolish. There’s little point
    increasing the watches, and putting more warriors on guard, if there are
    camps outside the barrier.”
    

    



    “It’s their choice, though,” said Ghafir. “Some do not like to be part of
    the greater camp.”
    

    



    “Then we have to put the word out that we can’t protect them unless they
    are,” said Jonah. “This,” he pointed back to the clearing, “I can’t stop if
    they are foolish enough to make camp hundreds of yards outside the main
    circle and wander around the forest alone.”
    

    



    They started walking back the camp on the hill, and Jonah was silent, deep
    in thought. The wolves were back, and they would attack whoever wandered
    from the main caravan. Maybe they would attack it, like they had the autumn
    before when the Elk had camped in the Mall during the early days of The
    Walk. Tomorrow they would pack up the camp and travel the last stretch
    toward Raleigh, and they would be in the ruins again. That would offer some
    shelter and protection, but not enough. The ruins hadn’t stopped the wolves
    before. But what could be done?
    

    



    “We need to be rid of these wolves,” he said aloud, though not to anyone in
    particular. Ghafir, who walked beside him, still said nothing.
    

    



    Jonah stopped and smiled. Ghafir frowned at him, looking as though he was
    considering taking a step back.
    

    



    “I may have just had an idea,” said Jonah.
    

    



    “I’m getting a feeling I may not like this idea,” Ghafir said, though he
    couldn’t resist smiling back.
    

    



    “Your kin can play their pipes and calm animals,” said Jonah. “And they
    have even used it to confuse Cygoa.”
    

    



    Ghafir shook his head. “I did say before that my kin will not use the pipes
    in war, only in defense and a time of need.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “I wasn’t meaning to put them against the Cygoa, Ghafir. I
    remember what you said. But maybe they would be willing to help us lay a
    trap for the wolves. They have, after all, been welcome in the camp for
    weeks now, and have lived off the generosity of the clans.”
    

    



    Ghafir’s grin grew wider. “And the wolves are a threat to the children and
    the mothers, not just the warriors.”
    

    



    Jonah laughed. “Exactly my thoughts.”
    

    



    “And you have a plan?”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “Well, an idea. I will need to think on it, but in the
    meantime would you be able to speak to your folk and ask if they would be
    willing to help? They would be helping all the clans. They would, as you
    suggest, be protecting the children.”
    

    



    “I can do that,” Ghafir said. “I am sure they will listen.”
    

    



    “Good.” Jonah turned to the nearest warrior. “I need the word spreading
    that camps outside of the main perimeter cannot be protected. Whether they
    like it or not, anyone travelling with us must stay within the cart
    barrier. Tell any camp, small or large, that is set up outside the
    barrier.”
    

    



    “Yes, Chief,” said the warrior.
    

    



    “And be very descriptive about what you have witnessed today if they need
    any encouragement.”
    

    



    The outer wall of the camp, built mostly from lined up carts and metal
    sheeting cut in the manner that Leta had designed, came into view. The camp
    was vast now, keeping more than a thousand folk inside the wall, and dozens
    of trails of smoke rose from within the barrier.
    

    



    “And also spread the word that we leave first thing in the morning for
    Raleigh.“
    

 















Chapter 22
 




    Loner felt the blisters beginning to pop on his feet. His eyes burned from
    the sweat that chilled his skin in the cold night air. They had been
    pushing him hard, relentlessly dragging him through the forest, tethered by
    a rope which now rubbed the skin on his wrists raw. A few hours ago, they
    had stopped for long enough to shove a piece of moldy, dried meat into his
    mouth, followed by a few ounces of some foul-tasting water. The scouts
    navigated without the help of moonlight. They ran through thickets and
    across fields as if guided by an inner compass. Loner was no stranger to
    the woods; he had spent most of his life hunting and trapping animals as
    far from the human settlements as he could get. He winced as another
    burning pain came from the bottom of his foot. Yes, he would most likely do
    the same. If they had been in his forest, he would be the one
    dragging them through it.
    

    



    “I need to take off my boot,” he said.
    

    



    The scouts ignored his comment and kept their pace, stepping over felled
    trees and under the low-hanging branches.
    

    



    “Give me two minutes. I simply want to shift my stocking.”
    

    



    One of the Cygoa scouts appeared on his left. The man leaned in, and Loner
    could smell onions and meat on his breath.
    

    



    “We are not stopping,” he whispered into Loner’s ear before falling back
    with the rest.
    

    



    Loner looked up, but the sky had been smothered by the thick trees.
    Occasionally, he caught a glimpse of a patch of sky with a single star
    flickering in it. He could not see enough to determine where they were or
    in which direction they were headed. The Cygoa scouts could not have been
    that clever. They had to have been following a path they’d trodden before.
    

    



    One of the scouts coughed, and Loner heard a glob of phlegm hit the ground.
    This was one of the few noises the men had made during their march through
    the woods. It almost distracted him and kept him from hearing the other
    noises in the distance. Loner turned his nose up and caught a whiff of
    campfire smoke.
    

    



    “Are we almost to camp?” He asked the question but did not expect a
    response.
    

    



    “Yes. Your arrangements have already been made.”
    

    



    The words came from behind, and Loner was sure it was the first time this
    scout had spoken since they found him. Maybe he had been in charge the
    entire time, leading through quiet example.
    

    



    “One misstep or stumble, and we will sever your head from your neck.”
    

    



    The pressure on his wrists lessened as the rope fell away. Loner massaged
    his left arm with his right hand, keeping his head focused in the direction
    they were walking, unwilling to risk turning around just yet.
    

    



    As if commanded by the magic of a high priest, the trees fell away. The
    scouts who had been behind Loner passed him as they approached the camp
    checkpoint. Towering oaks bordered the field, as if the Cygoa had
    intentionally planted them to create a protective barrier. Two guards stood
    before a gate, and several fires glowed within the camp. Once Loner was
    sure there were no scouts behind him, he turned his head and glanced back
    in the direction they had come. He was unable to see a gap in the trees.
    Even if he could outrun them, he would have no idea where he was going—but
    they would.
    

    



    “He needs to see Carlossa.”
    

    



    The guard looked at the scout and then to Loner. The man spat and then
    chuckled before responding.
    

    



    “He’ll have the army here at daybreak.”
    

    



    The scout winked and then nodded at the guard. He turned to Loner. “In the
    meantime, we will keep you safe for your meeting tomorrow.”
    

    



    Loner felt a nudge in the middle of his back that started him walking into
    the camp. Two of the scouts walked with him, one on each side. Both men
    carried battle axes. They escorted him toward a single-story structure in
    the middle of the field. The door was shut, but light flickered through the
    open windows. As they got closer, Loner saw chairs sitting around the table
    and a hammock fastened to one corner of the room. The guards made a sharp
    left and walked Loner around the outside of the building and farther into
    the field.
    

    



    “Isn’t that where you were supposed to take me?”
    

    



    The scouts ignored his question, but he thought he heard one of them
    chuckle under his breath.
    

    



    With the campfires behind them, Loner’s eyes adjusted to the natural light
    of the early morning hours. A purple-tinged glow came from the east. Loner
    saw shapes on the ground, realizing that they were warriors in their
    bedrolls. The scouts kept walking, deeper into the field. About fifty yards
    in the distance, Loner saw the trees on the northern border of the camp.
    There were no fires here, no structures, no soldiers. A pungent stench
    filled his nostrils and Loner gagged.
    

    



    Latrines.
    

    



    “Why are you taking me to your pits?”
    

    



    “Do you think we’re going to have you shovel?”
    

    



    Loner had not expected either of the scouts to reply. As he continued
    walking, the odor became so strong that his eyes watered. And yet, he
    couldn’t see the latrines. With the low moaning came Loner’s realization.
    

    



    The scouts stopped on the rim of the pit with a fifty-foot diameter. A
    single rope ladder sat coiled on the top edge of the earthen walls. He
    looked down, seeing the whites of eyes as if they floated in the darkness.
    A dozen prisoners, maybe more.
    

    



    Before Loner could protest, or plead his case to the scouts, the one on his
    right grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him over the edge. He fell for
    a split second in near total darkness before landing on his hip. Loner felt
    the sharp edge of a rock or root puncture the skin on his back as he rolled
    over to absorb the force of the fall. He tasted dirt and felt a cold, wet
    chill on the back of his neck. Loner gasped for breath, looking up at the
    scouts who turned and walked away from the pit.
    

    



    “I must talk to Carlossa. You can’t leave me here.”
    

    



    There was no response from above the pit and none from within. The eyes
    which had looked up at him only moments before had shut. The few prisoners
    who had stood to gaze up at the new arrival sat back down. Loner heard a
    wolf howl in the distance. He pushed his back against the cold dirt as the
    smell of feces and urine overwhelmed him. None of the prisoners spoke. None
    of them moved.
    

    



    Loner looked up at the sky, which had turned from velvet black to deep
    navy. Dawn was coming, and he would have no choice but to wait for it.


***



    Loner never saw or spoke to the other prisoners in the pit. He had fallen
    asleep for what only felt like a moment before being shaken awake. A Cygoa
    scout pulled him to his feet and wrapped a rope around his waist. By the
    time they had hauled him to the surface, the camp was already bustling with
    the frenetic energy of men preparing to go to war.



    Loner turned to face the middle of the camp, and his heart thudded in his
    chest. What had been a relatively small outpost of scouts last night had
    turned into the holding pen of an entire battalion today. There were so
    many soldiers in the field that Loner struggled to count them. Carlossa had
    brought hundreds of warriors, possibly thousands.
    

 


 















Chapter 23
 




    “There’s dozens of campfires down there,” said Seren. “So many.” She
    squinted and turned the cap of the telescope, focusing on one of the camps.
    Even with the device the range was too far to clearly see much, and the
    darkness didn’t help, but she could make out several figures around the
    campfire.
    

    



    “Let me see,” Declan said. Seren passed him the telescope and Declan lifted
    it to his right eye.
    

    



    “You need to close the other eye,” Seren said. “It makes it easier to see.”
    

    



    Declan nodded, closed his eye, and looked through the telescope. “It’s
    weird. I can’t see much through it. How can you see all the way over
    there?”
    

    



    “It just takes a bit of practice,” she said, taking the telescope back. “We
    need to get closer. See who it is.”
    

    



    “Well it’s not the Elk,” Declan said. “Unless they managed to get the carts
    to drive themselves. This is too far west for them to have got this far
    already. Unless I’ve been ill for a lot longer than I thought.”
    

    



    Seren looked through the scope again, trying to focus on one of the figures
    in the dim firelight, but it was no good; at more than three miles away,
    even the scope wasn’t that much help. “If it’s Cygoa, then we have a lot to
    worry about. There a lot of them down there.”
    

    



    “And if it is, they are getting close to the clans, and they must have a
    reason to be out here in such numbers. How many campfires?”
    

    



    Seren shook her head. “Hard to count them, it’s blurry. A couple of dozen,
    at least.”
    

    



    “That’s a lot of campfires. And a lot of warriors, then.”
    

    



    Seren sat back down on the ground next to where her gear was piled. “Look,
    I’m going to head into the ruins and see if I can get a better view. You
    should stay here.”
    

    



    “You can’t go there alone. What if they capture you?” Declan said,
    frowning.
    

    



    “If they spot me I can run. If you’re with me they would catch us. You
    still can’t go faster than a walk.”
    

    



    Declan shook his head. “We have enough to know they are there.”
    

    



    “But we don’t know who it is,” argued Seren. “And we don’t know how many.
    Jonah will need to know these things, and anyway, I’ll take Sorcha.”
    

    



    Declan sighed. “Okay, but don’t go too far in, and then we have to get out
    of here.”
    

    



    Seren stood up, grabbed her bow, and looked at her pack.
    

    



    “Leave that stuff here,” Declan said. “I’ll watch it, and I can hide it
    nearby. You’ll move faster if you travel light.”
    

    



    Seren nodded and headed into the thick grass, down the slope toward the
    edge of the ruined city. She noted some natural paths in the foliage and
    decided it would be easier to snake her way through those paths rather than
    disturb the tall grass. The last thing she wanted was to alert any watching
    guards when she wasn’t even near the ruins.
    

    



    Sorcha trotted ahead of her as they made their way down the hill, finally
    reaching the trickling stream at the bottom. There was a bridge a hundred
    yards away that took the blacktop road into the city, but Seren decided
    that was too much of a risk. Better to sneak in through the field and the
    woods at the edge of the ruins than walk down the road.
    

    



    She jumped the stream, and Sorcha followed her. Across the stream there was
    a short slope thick with brambles, but there was a gap of two feet under
    most of it, and she managed to crawl most of the way before pushing aside
    the remaining branches. A blacktop road encircled the clearing ahead, and a
    few rusted shells of old carts sat in a line along it. A set of metal
    frames and a plastic slide sat in the center of the clearing. The ancient
    playground had been unused for centuries and was now overgrown with ivy and
    brambles.
    

    



    Seren crossed the road quickly and took cover behind one of the carts,
    sneaking into the playground and making her way to the other side. She
    passed the broken frame of an old bicycle, lying on the ground, and a
    discarded doll that was half-melted, it’s hair blackened by whatever fire
    had consumed it. The plastic eyes poking out of the deformed face made
    Seren shudder. The thing looked creepy as hell. She tried to ignore it and
    headed across the blacktop road on the other side.
    

    



    There was a row of ruined buildings along the north side of the clearing,
many with large open windows leading into crumbling foyers.    Shop fronts, she thought, similar to many of the ones in Galax, but
    these were stripped clean of every piece of wood or furniture, leaving just
    broken bricks and crumbling masonry.
    

    



    This city has been picked clean,
    she thought as she headed into the nearest building. Little was left of the
    interior, and it was easy to navigate her way through to the back room and
    out of the exit at the back of the building.
    

    



    Behind the row of shops was a much larger blacktop road, this one more
    intact—less cracked and overgrown with weeds. Seren looked both ways along
    the road and spotted a tall building farther north that she hoped would
    overlook the camp. She marked a route across the blacktop that would
    include cover from several abandoned vehicles, and then crouched low,
    moving as quickly and quietly as she could across the road. At any moment
    she expected to hear someone shout from a building, but there was no noise.
    

    



    Sorcha was becoming agitated and started scratching the floor.
    

    



    “It’s ok,” Seren whispered, rubbing the wolf across her back. “We won’t go
    much farther, just up ahead.”
    

    



    Sorcha sniffed in reply.
    

    



    They reached the taller building and darted into the darkness inside,
crouching by the front door for a few seconds to listen.    No noise. No movement. Seren nodded at Sorcha.
    

    



    The building was mostly intact, including the stairs that led all the way
    up to the top floor. A few times Seren stumbled, knocking some rubble or a
    pile of rubbish, making noise that she could ill afford. She cringed each
    time, listening, waiting, expecting to be discovered, but either the people
    in the camp hadn’t posted a watch or Seren was overestimating how close
    they were. No one came, and no voices called out in alarm.
    

    



    Eventually she reached the third floor, as high as the stairs would go, and
    she made her way through two rooms, avoiding the rubble this time. She
    found herself at the side of the building, looking out over a large open
    space covered by the strangers’ camp. She took out the telescope and began
    to scan the camp, and it took only two seconds to recognize the garb of
    most of the warriors down there.
    

    



    Cygoa. Hundreds of them.
    

    



    “We need to get the hell out of here,” she whispered to Sorcha.
    

 





 






Chapter 24
 




    The smell of death was strong now. It was a deep, thick scent that The
    Brother could almost taste on his tongue, but unlike the others in the
    pack, he was keeping his urges under control. The rest of the kin were
    almost in a frenzy behind him, weaving in and out of each other and
    snapping at limbs and fur. The ancient Walking One nests up ahead were in
    ruins, long forgotten and unattended, unused, but he could sense there were
    many Walking Ones in the place, even if they weren’t close by.
    

    



    What had made the kills?
    He did wonder. It was quite possible that Walking Ones had left them and
    fled at the sound of his kin approaching. That did happen sometimes, but
    not as often as he wished. More likely the thing that had made the kill
    would still be there and would need to be dealt with. But this was not a
    worry for him now. The pack was the strongest it had ever been, and with
    the young hidden carefully not far away, the mass could descend upon the
    place. Little that he could think of would be able to withstand it, except
    maybe a large Walking Ones camp. They were near this place, through the
    ruins for many paces, but not close enough to be a threat.
    

    



    With a loud bark, he rushed across the open ground towards the remains of
    the Walking One nest that the scent was coming from, and the pack followed
    closely. The entrance to the nest was not wide, and they had to push their
    way through in pairs, but he was the first to enter the ruin and find the
    kills.
    

    



    There were half a dozen of them, scattered across the ground in the center
    of the ruin, all of them young deer, and all so fresh that he could sense
    they would still be warm. As the pack leapt into the clearing, falling upon
    the food, The Brother stopped next to one of the kills. He was about to
    taste it himself when he sniffed. It was a parting thought, and his senses
    had been so cloyed with the smell of the meat that he had not noticed the
    presence of anything else. He looked around, wary, a slight prickle of fear
    stirring under his skin. Something was not as it should be.
    

    



    There—a movement to the right, but high up, on the higher ground above
    them, something was up there and out of reach, hiding.
    

    



    The Brother took a step back toward the entrance and sharpened his senses,
    blocking out the smell of the kills, widening his view.
    

    



    There was more than one up there, sitting in the darkness. Were they
    hiding? Or were they intending to be there? He could sense no fear.
    

    



    A noise quieter than the feasting of the pack tested the very edge of his
    hearing. Footfalls, and not those of animals but of Walking Ones, behind
    them near the entrance. He growled a low, deep growl that should have
    caught the attention of the rest of the pack, but they were too busy eating
    to notice. Irritated, he spun round, looking at the entrance, noticing for
    the first time that it was the only way into the ruin. All around them,
    apart from that small gap, were high walls. He felt a sharp spasm of panic
    as something solid moved to fill the gap. A large object with bright
    markings from old times glared back at him, blocking the only exit from the
    ruins. His mind raced to catch up, to process what was happening, but the
    smell of the food stifled him.
    

    



    More movement from above. The Brother glanced upwards and saw that many
    Walking One figures now stood on the higher ground, but none of them
    carried sharp weapons to cut his kin. They were not moving, merely holding
    some sort of long stick to their mouths and looking down upon his kin.
    

    



    Then came the sound. It was very low at first, but grew with intensity. The
    Brother’s mind could not comprehend such a thing and it held him,
    fascinated and paralyzed, while he listened. He had heard nothing like it
    before, a sound that carried on the wind, low and deep as it hummed from
    wall to wall. He noticed others of his kin had stopped eating and were
    listening too, all mesmerized by the alien sound.
    

    



    He could feel them coming now. All around them. They had been there all
    along, disguised by what manner he could not find, but they were there, and
    more were coming, closing in on all sides.
    












Chapter 25
 




    “That’s the signal,” whispered Gideon. The boy crouched next to Jonah in
    the bushes, not far from the building they had chosen. His eyes were wide,
    and Jonah imagined he must be excited and fearful at the same time. “It’s
    worked,” continued the boy. “They have them.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded and started toward the ruin at a run, still crouched low. It
    had seemed that the wolves would never come, even though they had been
    spotted on the outskirts of the ruins for three nights running. The trap
    had been set every night, and Jonah was tired of waiting. He had begun to
    think that it was a foolish idea. This night, he had decided, would be the
    last time they laid the trap. They would need to think of something else.
    There could be no more wasting of good catches. Deer were rare enough to
    find in the forest, now that the migration had been halted by the breach,
    and though some of the creatures of the forest seemed to have found their
    way back somehow, many had not. The forest, which would normally be teeming
    with prey, was sparse. He could waste the food no longer.
    

    



    But, much to his surprise, the plan seemed to finally have worked. Now the
    wolves were in the trap, and it was time to act. It was fifty yards across
    the blacktop, which took him just seconds to cross. Next to the only
    entrance was the wooden door they had found in a building a few blocks
    away. It had a strange stickman symbol high up in the center that Jonah
    couldn’t fathom, but it was a solid door and would do the job, so they had
    carried it back and placed it there, ready, not too close to the entrance
    that a wolf might notice the smell of men as they hurried into the ruin and
    the trap. Jonah presumed all of the wooden ones had been torn from their
    hinges over the centuries and used as firewood. This one, however, was
    covered in strange layer of smooth material that he knew made it difficult
    to burn.
    

    



    Jonah grabbed one side of it, while Solomon grabbed the other. “Watch the
    gap,” Jonah whispered as they lifted.
    

    



    Gideon had his knife in one hand and a hammer in the other. He crouched
    near the entrance but didn’t move through it.
    

    



    “Stay well back,” Jonah said, and he and Solomon moved the door over to the
    gap and let it drop into place. For a moment, he saw movement through the
    gap, dark fur and sharp, peering eyes, but none of the wolves came rushing
    toward them as the only exit was blocked.
    

    



    “Stay here,” Jonah said to Solomon. He turned to Gideon. “You too.”
    

    



    “But—” Gideon was about to protest, but Jonah raised his hand and the boy
    fell silent.
    

    



    “I want this exit secured so that even if just one of them wants to try to
    escape, it can’t. This job is as important as any other, Gideon.” He turned
    and jogged off, turning the corner and leaving the two men to lean against
    the door.
    

    



    There were many other warriors about, and Jonah knew his son would be safer
    there. He didn’t want him climbing up to the second floor where Ghafir and
    his folk were, where the warriors with bows stood ready. He knew his son
    was growing, almost a man, but the fear of losing him was too great for
    Jonah to allow the boy to be put at risk—at least this time.
    

    



    
        There will come a day when you can no longer shelter the lad, and you
        must let him become a man, but not this day, and not yet.
    
    There was plenty of time for that.
    

    



    Jonah scaled the outside of the building where an area of masonry had
    partially collapsed, leaving a multitude of flat sections of brick to climb
    on. When he reached the top, he climbed through a glassless window frame
    and stepped out onto the wooden floorboards.
    

    



    Only half of the upper floor was still intact; the rest of the floorboards
    had long collapsed into the room below. On one side of the room, Ghafir’s
    people gathered with their pipes, playing a tune that Jonah had never heard
    before. It was a haunting noise, and Jonah shuddered as he thought of the
    Cygoa these people had killed. They had played so their would-be murderers
    had become entranced and confused, and then sprang into action and killed
    over a dozen Cygoa warriors before they came to their senses, or so Ghafir
    had explained. But now that Jonah heard the sound, he found it odd but not
    entrancing in any way. If anything, it gave him the shivers.
    

    



    Maybe they have to use a different sound
    for people, 
    he thought, and he decided that he would rather not find out. To be honest,
    he had decided that this talent Ghafir’s elders had was a farce, something
    that was rumored but not actually true. He had expected to find them
    playing and the wolves either ignoring them or going crazy with anger at
    being trapped. Either way, his goal was achieved. The wolves were trapped
    in the building with no way out, now the gap was blocked. Whether there was
    a room full of angry or passive wolves didn’t really matter. They would
    still be killed, and it would amount to little more than a question of how
    many arrows were needed for the job.
    

    



    But the rumors, it seemed, were true. He looked down into the chamber below
    and was puzzled to see that every one of the wolves was standing perfectly
    still. Some of them looked at the ground, and some at each other, but only
    one large wolf seemed to be watching the players above them. All of them,
    maybe twenty or more, stood perfectly still and calm.
    

    



    “Let’s get this done, and quickly,” Jonah said, nodding to Ghafir, who
    stood a few feet away. Jonah took out his bow, dropped the quiver to his
    side, knelt, and notched the first arrow. Around him, lining the edge of
    the half-broken floor, were other warriors with bows. He had picked his
    best, and even had them compete in target practice for the last few days,
    to make sure they were up to the job.
    

    



    Jonah looked down into the mass of wolves below and took aim on the large
    one that was watching Ghafir’s people play their strange tubes.
    

    



    “Fire,” said Jonah.
    

    



    And the arrows began to fall.
    

    



    * * *
    

    



    The Brother felt the first strike him through the shoulder. The Flying Claw
    came from the darkness above, from the mass of Walking Ones that stood up
    there, and pain jolted him from his stupor. He looked around and saw many
    of his kin falling to arrows, but others stood, perfectly still, captivated
    by the strange sounds that still came from above them.
    

    



    How could he have thought that the Walking Ones above were no threat? How
    could he have fallen for this? A trap, surely. There were many Walking Ones
    up there, and many now used their Flying Claws to strike at his kin.
    

    



    Dazed, he turned and ran for the exit, only to find it blocked by a solid
    wall.
    

    



    He stopped and turned around. There must be another way out. He must
    have gone the wrong way. He was confused, that was all. Two more of his kin
    fell to the Flying Claws nearby, and another of the evil projectiles
    thudded into the soil next to his front paws. He jumped back, panicking,
    and ran at the solid wall. There was something blocking the entrance,
    surely. It looked as it had before but with no hole to run through.
    

    



    The Brother slammed into the solid wall, but instead of it staying solid,
    it shifted and almost moved. Fury boiled in his mind. They had done this,
    the Walking Ones. That had built this thing that blocked the way, just as
    they built other things. He took some paces back, and was about to rush
    forward again to attack the wall that was not a wall, but he stumbled,
    feeling a pain in one of his back legs. He looked down and saw another
    Flying Claw sticking out from his left haunch.
    

    



    The howl came from deep in his gut, louder and more desperate than any he
    had uttered before. The noise echoed around the chamber and brought the
    remaining few of his kin to their senses. Somehow, he managed to snap them
    out of the reverie that the Walking Ones had caused with their strange
    sounding sticks. He rushed forward once more, thinking that he would not be
    alone this time, that his kin would rush the wall that was not a wall with
    him. The wall buckled but soon fell back into place once more. He heard
    shouting from the other side, the sound of Walking Ones just the other side
    of the wall that was not a wall, and the anger turned to pure hatred and
    blind fury.
    

    



    He took a few steps back, risking the Flying Claws once more, and glanced
    around. His kin lay dead, all of them silent and unmoving. Only he was left
    alive. A Flying Claw struck the wall next to him, and another glanced off
    his back, but he felt nothing. Another thudded into his side, but he felt
    nothing. He felt only rage.
    

    



    He rushed the wall that was not a wall one last time, all his strength lent
    to the single task of escaping. He could find the young cubs hidden in the
    forest and take them away from this place. He would take them far to the
    north, deep into the darkest of the forests, where they would grow again.
    

    



    * * *
    

    



    Gideon felt the door shift more than he could hold it, and he cried out.
    Solomon held the main bulk of the door at the center, placing most of his
    weight in the middle, and two other warriors now pushed at the sides. Only
    he was holding the top when his strength gave out. The door flipped over.
    Whatever massive creature was slamming into it on the other side had become
    too much for even the four of them to take. The top of the door came down
    heavily into Solomon’s face, and Gideon heard a crunch as the heavy door
    fell on the man. The two warriors that had been helping hold the door
    stumbled back, thrown aside as the massive wolf burst over the top of them.
    

    



    Gideon had but a second to react as he fell backwards with a face full of
    angry fur. He could hear other warriors around them shouting, but somehow
    it was muffled as he fell back, the wolf landing on him. His hand quickly
    darted to his waist, to the knife as the air was pushed from his lungs. His
    vision blurred, and he saw figures rushing forward to attack the wolf, but
    the creature was looking down at him.
    

    



    It knows,
he thought.    Somehow, maybe by my scent. It knows that I’m the son of the leader.
    How Gideon knew was puzzling. It must have been just gut instinct, but the
    animal was not trying to flee, even though there were enough gaps for it to
    do so. Maybe it was in its eyes as it stared down on him. Some recognition.
    

    



    The wolf opened its jaws, showing a set of sharp, lethal teeth, and lunged,
    just as Gideon managed to free the blade from his belt and thrust it
    upwards. He felt the blade snap, his hand still free, but he didn’t feel
    the pain that should follow. This was where his knife failed him and the
    massive angry wolf gnawed his face off. But instead he felt the wolf
    collapse on top of him, its breath leaving its body.
    

    



    Its eyes were just inches from his, looking at him, and Gideon watched as
    the light in them faded until they stared blankly. The crushing weight of
    the wolf was lifted, and Solomon was there again, his face covered with
    blood and his nose strangely twisted to one side.
    

    



    “You ok there, boy?” he bellowed. “Ye not dead? No bites?”
    

    



    Gideon took a deep breath, finally remembering that he had stopped
    breathing. “No, I’m okay. Is it—”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Solomon. “Damn if ya didn’t stick it right through its neck. I
    thought I’d lost ya, then! Jonah would kill me. Damn it.”
    

    



    Solomon helped him to his feet, laughing, just as Jonah arrived.
    

    



    “What the…?” Jonah looked pale.
    

    



    “Yer boy here just bagged himself a king wolf,” said Solomon. “Damn thing
    knocked down three of us before it got to him, but he stuck it good.”
    

    



    Jonah looked as though he might collapse.
    

    



    “It broke my knife,” Gideon said, grinning and holding up the bladeless
    hilt.
    

 





 






Chapter 26
 




    Rav kicked at the rail. His boot bounced off the steel, his big toe
    stinging from the pain that now radiated up his leg. He had begun to hate
    the damn things. They stretched on endlessly into the wilderness, a pair of
    almost perfectly parallel lines in a hideously imperfect world. He thought
    Briar and the other hunters felt the same way, but they had not talked
    about it. It was as if the past were mocking them, flaunting the technology
    that had once been but was no more—a relic of majestic advancement that
    would eventually disappear like everything else.
    

    



    They 
    had camped for the night at the trail’s edge and continued walking well
    into the next day. Rav saw a few signs of the runner dispatched by Briar,
    which worried him. If Rav could follow his trail, anybody could. If the
    message didn’t make it to Jonah with the runner, it would be up to Rav to
    get there—and soon. Either way, Jonah had to know what was facing the Elk.
    Then again, he expected Jonah to have some sense of what was coming his way
    already. The Valk appeared to be crawling out of their holes in massive
    numbers, and the Cygoa warbands seemed to grow continuously.
    

    



    “I hate these rails.”
    

    



    Rav smiled at Briar and let him continue complaining.
    

    



    “I want to rip them up and toss them on the ruins.”
    

    



    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Rav. “I fucking hate them. Such
    arrogance, when you think about it.”
    

    



    Briar shrugged. “I’m trying not to.”
    

    



    Rav chuckled, realizing that neither of them could do much about the train
    tracks. They had more immediate concerns.
    

    



    “Your runner. He’s leaving shit right out in the open.”
    

    



    “He’s sacrificing concealment for speed,” said Briar. “I haven’t seen
    anyone else come up behind him before us. So, it’s not an issue.”
    

    



    “Not trying to make one out of it. Just an observation.”
    

    



    Briar didn’t take the conversation any further, and Rav let it go. His
    wounds from the fall in the breach had continued to heal, but in some ways,
    they hadn’t. The more he walked, the more he felt the dull ache in his
    bones. Maybe it wasn’t the fall after all.
    
        Maybe this is what it feels like to get old, to have one’s body
        deteriorate one day at a time
    
    .
    

    



    The Ninety-Five trail took them over the crest of the hill with a shallow
    valley spreading out for several miles to the horizon. The old train tracks
    cut a straight but thin line through the thick forest. Rav put a hand on
    his forehead to keep the sun’s glare out of his eyes. He thought he could
    see smoke in the distance, but he couldn’t be sure. A flock of birds flew
    over them silently and towards the west, one of the few signs of any kind
    of migration he had seen all day.
    

    



    Briar’s men stopped and dropped their gear. They drank from bottles and
    canteens, some gnawing on pieces of dried meat. Rav felt a warm breeze rush
    across his face, and yet a cold shiver ran down his back.
    

    



    “Something ain’t right.”
    

    



    Briar looked to the hunters and then held up his bow in front of Rav’s
    face. “Then we’ll make it right.”
    

    



    “I don’t think so,” said Rav. “I can feel the vibrations coming through the
    soles of my boots. If it’s footfall, then it’s way, way more than we can
    handle.” What he didn’t say was how much it freaked the hell out of him.
    Footfall under the ground maybe? No. He was feeling it through the
    rail lines, maybe? He touched the tip of the rails with his foot and felt
    the vibrations increase. This wasn’t under his feet, and it couldn’t be too
    far away, otherwise he would never have detected it. Just the idea of the
    Valk spreading across the lands, out in the open and not hidden in their
    burrows, was unsettling. So much of the game had changed if they were
    willing to walk the land in daylight.
    

    



    The men stopped drinking their water and stood in silence.
    

    



    “Over there.” Briar pointed.
    

    



    Rav looked to the east, where an old ruin sat several hundred yards off the
    rails. The roof had caved in years ago, but the walls stood. The brick
    structure looked as if a giant V had fallen from the sky to crush it. The
    right side of the double doors had been mangled but the left side was open.
    Rav could see nothing but the black hole which led inside.
    

    



    “I ain’t crazy about crawling into that thing, and I’m not sure were all
    gonna fit in there. But what’s coming could be a whole lot worse. Nobody
    has spotted the underground demons since we left the depot, and now I think
    I know why. They’re on the move, in big numbers.”
    

    



    Hunters had grabbed their things and were already moving off the rails and
    toward the ruin when Briar turned to Rav. “Come on.”
    

    



    The more the earth shook, the faster the men ran. What began as a faint
    vibration grew into a stampede, or at least that’s what it sounded like to
    Rav’s ears. He could imagine those creatures scuttling across the surface
    like diseased insects. Another chill shot down his back.
    

    



    Three hunters entered the structure first to scope it out. A few moments
    later, the last one in stuck his head back out and waved Briar and Rav
    inside. He stepped into the darkness with one hand on Briar’s shoulder.
    When Rav cleared the threshold, one of the other hunters pulled a tangled
    mess of wire in front of the doorway. He could see through it and out to
    the rails, but it would be difficult for anyone—or anything—to see inside.
    

    



    Rav smelled them before he saw them. The Valk stench reminded him of the
    refuse pits in the woods, the ones left behind by the nomadic clans. Those
    people filled the pits with their own waste and what was left of the
    animals they hunted. The odor was enough to make one gag. And now, it was
    as if Rav had fallen into one of the pits. His eyes burned, and he breathed
    shallowly through his mouth to keep the stink from filling his nostrils. He
    heard the other hunters gasp as they tried to scramble deeper into the dark
    recess of the ruin.
    

    



    Briar appeared on his right and used his fingers to separate two strands of
    wire that blocked his vision. Rav looked through the opening with Briar and
    saw what had come down the rails only minutes behind them.
    

    



    The Valk lumbered more than marched. They pushed each other, sometimes
    bearing their fangs in silent snarls. Some had blackened the skin around
    their eyes while others had dark streaks running down their faces. Dozens
    of them passed by. Rav held his breath, and he noticed that none of Briar’s
    men moved either.
    

    



    “There could be hundreds of those things, maybe even thousands,” Briar said
    through gritted teeth.
    

    



    Rav waited until the last of the Valk passed by before turning to face
    Briar. “And if that is only one warband, we’re in some serious shit.”
    

    



    The hunters emerged from the darkness, coming up behind Briar and looking
    through the doorway and toward the rails.
    

    



    “They are moving slowly, but if they are as relentless as I’ve heard, it’s
    possible they’ll overtake my runner.”
    

    



    “I know,” said Rav “We either have to stop them or get ahead of them. We
    need to warn Jonah.”
    

    



    “Do you think they’re headed to Raleigh?”
    

    



    Rav moved aside as the hunters pulled the tangle of wire away from the
    doorway and stepped back out into the forest. The stench of the Valk hung
    in the air, overpowering even the fragrant aroma of the pine trees.
    

    



    “They are following the tracks now, but we have no idea why or for how
    long. We can only assume they are on the hunt. Why else would they be on
    the surface?”
    

    



    “I don’t know, Rav. I’m afraid to assume anything about those beasts. There
    has to be somebody in the clans, someone serving Jonah, who has an idea of
    what to do about the Valk.”
    

    



    Rav walked to the top of the rise with Briar and they looked out over the
    rails once again. He looked closer now and noticed that the Ninety-Five
    trail angled toward the east.
    

    



    “We can’t outrun them if they never stop to rest, but maybe we don’t have
    to.” Rav pointed, and Briar nodded. “If we take the angle, we can get out
    ahead of them.”
    

    



    Briar nodded. “I’m not sure we have much of a choice. Let’s go.”
    

 















Chapter 27
 




    The lake wasn’t as clean as the reservoir near the village in the forest,
    and the surface of the water was different too. The water rippled
    continuously, as though some vast creature stirred far down in the depths.
    Having seen several lakes in her travels, Seren had come to believe that
    the reservoir was probably the only clean water left in the world, fed by
    the melting ice from the mountains where there was no taint; she could see
    almost to the bottom when the fish were still. But this lake, south of the
    ruins of Burlington, was thick with dirt and almost brown in color.
    

    



    “We should boil the water from there,” she said as Declan was about to
    refill his bottle.
    

    



    Declan stopped, looked at the water, and nodded. “Sure, yeah. Probably a
    good idea. Just means we’ll be longer, and the farther we are from
    Greensboro the better.”
    

    



    “We’re nearly a day’s travel already,” said Seren.
    

    



    Declan frowned. “Though it’s taken us two.” He shrugged and looked at her,
    and she knew she had to say something otherwise he’d be beating himself for
    the whole journey. Seren was quiet for a moment. She didn’t want to dig at
    Declan’s pride any more than necessary. The right words, that was what was
    needed. “You’ll heal soon enough,” she said. “It was a nasty wound. You’ve
    done well to even live after that.”
    

    



    Declan slumped to the floor and started setting up a small camp fire. It
    wasn’t dark yet, still only half-way through the afternoon, so they could
    light a fire if they kept it small and avoided too much smoke. Seren
    collected wood and they sat and waited for the lake water to boil. Sorcha
    didn’t seem bothered by the color of the water and took her fill before
    lying in the shade of a nearby tree.
    

    



    It was half an hour later, after they had boiled a second pot of water and
    left the water to cool in the bottles, that they heard the crack of
    branches nearby. Seren was up with her bow in a few seconds, but Declan
    struggled to rise. Seren glanced around the small clearing looking for her
    arrows and spotted them at the other side.
    

    



    Foolish
    . She cursed under her breath and jumped the gap toward them, but it was
    too late. A man stepped out of the bushes next to the clearing and kicked
    the quiver of arrows away. Seren nearly collided with him, but instead
    rolled to her right and came up ten feet away. The newcomer may have
    surprised them, but he hadn’t expected that, and he drew a blade from his
    belt. “A clever little bitch, are we?”
    

    



    “Hold up,” said another voice from the bushes. Another taller man stepped
    out into the clearing, and Seren backed away a few more steps. Declan
    finally got to his feet, axe in hand, and tried to steady himself without
    the crutch.
    

    



    “Well, it looks like we got lucky, doesn’t it?” said the second man.
    

    



    “Who are you?” Seren demanded. “Leave us alone. We’re just travelers. We
    don’t have much—” she stopped speaking as another two men stepped from the
    bushes, and behind them another two.
    

    



    “Oh, I don’t think so,” said the taller man. “I think we’ll just be taking
    everything you have. And then some.”
    

    



    “Run,” said Declan. “I can hold them off.”
    

    



    Seren hesitated as the men entered the clearing and stood a few feet from
    Declan. Her arrows were still on the ground and too far away.
    

    



    A growl came from behind her, and Sorcha moved slowly to her side, her
    teeth bared, exposing gums pulled back in a grimace.
    

    



    “What the fuck?” said the first of the men, and he stepped back, edging
    toward the bushes again.
    

    



    The tallest of the men didn’t step back, but he looked shaken. “Is that a
    wolf?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Seren. “And she won’t think twice about tearing your face off
    if you take another step forward.”
    

    



    Two of the men stepped back, but the tallest, whom Seren presumed was the
    leader, cocked his head to the side and grinned.
    

    



    “Six of us, two of you plus the wolf. You ain’t got no arrows, and your boy
    is already messed up. I could blow him over with a fart from here. I reckon
    we still have quite the advantage,” he said.
    

    



    “Well, I ain’t gonna be the one that fucking wolf sinks its teeth into,”
    said the first man.
    

    



    “Stop being a little bitch,” said the leader, and he turned back to Seren.
    “What do you say, girlie? Come calmly and let us have what we want, or your
    boy is dead. Your wolf pet, as well.”
    

    



    “Just turn and go,” Seren said, feeling a rage burning in her stomach. No
    arrows, but she did have something else. She reached to her waist and
    pulled out the handgun that Abernathy had given her. “Who are you anyway?”
    she asked. “Are you Cygoa?”
    

    



    The leader laughed and took a step forward. Sorcha growled, but he didn’t
    seem unnerved by her. The sharp axe in his hand swayed back and forth,
    ready to strike. “Course we are,” he said. “Ain’t no one in control round
    here but us.” He was five feet away now, and Sorcha was ready to leap at
    him, but Seren clicked her fingers and pointed behind her. The wolf backed
    away, and went to stand behind her.
    

    



    The leader went to take another few steps toward her, but Seren raised the
    handgun, pointing it at his face. He frowned. “What’s that? A toy?”
    

    



    “Leave us alone,” said Seren. “Or I’ll—”
    

    



    “Or you’ll what?” said the leader, his voice louder now. He gripped the axe
    in his hand and lifted it to point at her. “Enough play. We could have let
    your boy live, but now you both go the way of the grave. After we’ve had
    our fun with you.” He stepped forward.
    

    



    Seren felt her stomach churn. She had never fired the gun at a person
    before, and she didn’t know what to expect. She only hoped that it would
    work. Firing at practice targets with plastic bullets was one thing. The
    bullets inside the gun right now weren’t plastic.
    

    



    The other Cygoa moved out from the bushes and advanced on them, the leader
    in front. She took one step back, levelled the gun, aimed, and pulled the
    trigger. Nothing happened, just a slight click. Seren panicked. It wasn’t
    working. No—wait—the safety catch. She flicked it, quickly, just as
    Abernathy had trained her to.
    

    



    “What’s the matter? The toy not scaring away the nasty m—”
    

    



    Those were the last words that came from the man’s mouth as Seren squeezed
    the trigger, aiming at his face. The gun went off with a loud bang, much
    louder than she had expected, and the leader of the Cygoa was jolted
    backward, stumbling into one of the other men before he fell to the ground.
    The blast had taken his tongue and his teeth, along with a chunk of the
    back of his head, and splattered it across the three men behind him.
    

    



Seren jumped back, aiming the gun at the next man.    Five versus two, now. Before the second man could shake himself out
    of the shock of being covered with his comrade's blood, she fired a second
    time. This shot hit him in the chest, almost dead center, and he reeled
    backwards, dropping his spear, and fell to the ground, struggling to
    breathe as blood spluttered from his mouth with every gasp.
    

    



    That was enough for the other men. They ran, stumbling over each other, to
    escape through the bushes where they had first appeared from, but it wasn’t
    enough for Seren. She was angry now—furious. How dare they? She
    aimed at one of the fleeing figures and quickly fired once more. The man
    yelled, struck in the lower back, and stumbled to the floor. She fired
    again at the only other visible Cygoa but missed. Taking deep breaths, she
    cursed as the last of the Cygoa vanished into the forest, out of view.
    

    



    “Wait here,” she said, though Declan said nothing. He sat on the ground
    now, staring at the gun in her hand.
    

    



    Seren moved through the bushes to where the third man had fallen, and found
    the grass flattened in a long trail leading behind a nearby tree. There was
    a lot of blood seeping into the dirt. As she rounded the tree, she heard a
    groan. The Cygoa was still trying to crawl away, holding the bloody wound
    in his side. With the man’s back to her as he lay struggling on the ground,
    Seren could see how damaging the gun was. Even though it made a little hole
    at the front, the hole in the man’s back was the size of her fist.
    

    



    So much more dangerous than a bow
    .
    

    



    The Cygoa saw her coming and rolled onto his back, crying out with pain.
    “Please,” he begged. “Please don’t. By the gods I swear I had no idea.”
    

    



    Seren frowned. “What do you mean?”
    

    



    The man struggled to breath, and he was drenched with sweat. “You. Called
    the thunder. You. Of the gods.”
    

    



    She stood silently watching him, as his breathing slowed. “Please,” he
    said. “Let me go.” The anger that had driven her to shoot not one but three
    of the men seemed to evaporate, and somehow, she felt sorry for the man,
    even considering what he had been willing to do. Killing other than for the
    hunt, to fill her belly, was not natural to her. She had no stomach for it.
    

    



    “Go then,” she said. “Though I doubt you will live for much longer.”
    

    



    She watched the man crawl through the bushes. Every few seconds he glanced
back, looking fearfully at her.    Probably expecting me to change my mind and kill him. After a while,
    she stopped watching him, and the sound of leaves rustling dissipated, and
    she stood staring at the gun in her hand. Thunder. Of the gods. She
    shuddered and thought of how the leader of the Cygoa’s face had almost
    exploded when she shot him. Her stomach lurched. She lowered the gun,
    leaned against a nearby tree, and was sick. The shakes wouldn’t go away,
    and even though she carefully put the gun back in its holster, with the
    safety back on, and took a few deep breaths, when she lifted her hands they
    were still shaking.
    

    



    This is what it’s like to kill a man
, she thought.    Come on. You have to get a grip. They would have done worse to you.
    She shook her head. She let one go—let him live—and now she thought that
    maybe it had been a bad idea. She thought for a moment about going after
    him but decided it was too late for that. They had to leave before more of
    the Cygoa came back. But then, would they? Even though the injured man
    would die soon, others had fled. They would tell others of what had
    happened. Maybe letting some of live to tell others of how she could “call
    the thunder” would be a boon?
    

    



    She turned and headed back to the small camp, where Declan was waiting. He
    had gathered most of their things and packed some of them.
    

    



    “We should leave,” he said. “More may come. We need to be long gone.”
    

    



    Seren shook her head. “I don’t think they will be coming back.”
    

    



    She noticed that Declan glanced at her waist, where the gun was holstered
    once more. “No,” he said, quietly. “Maybe not.”
    

 





 






Chapter 28
 




    Loner stood with his jaw hanging open and his eyes wide. He had spent most
    of his life with a small group of men chasing game through the woods.
    During a summer festival, a few years back, he had been part of contests
    and celebrations with a few hundred other hunters. Loner could remember the
    sensation of being overwhelmed by the sheer number of men concentrated in
    one location. The spectacle before him made that festival seem like an
    intimate family gathering.
    

    



    He struggled to estimate how many heads stood in the field and on the
    perimeter of the tree line where more warriors gathered, tipping flasks and
    slapping each other on the back with hearty jokes that had been told by
    their fathers and grandfathers. Some of the men wore elaborate headgear,
    war paint, or carried exotic weapons from the lands far to the north. This
    was not the first time Loner had come into contact with Cygoa, but it was
    an introduction to their warbands.
    

    



    “Let’s go, fucker. Get your ass moving.”
    

    



    The blunt end of a weapon pushed between his shoulder blades and nudged him
    forward. Loner didn’t bother to turn around; the Cygoa all looked the same
    to him. At first, he felt the sweat break on his lip and underneath his
    arms. He thought that they might be walking him to his own execution, a
    bloody stump in the middle of the field where the heathen warriors would
    gather around and watch men’s heads roll. He didn’t think they would
    torture him; there would be nothing to gain. He had been thrown into a
    prisoner pit and would have the unfortunate luck of being the first
    execution of the day.
    

    



    “I have information.” He thought it was worth a shot.
    

    



    “Don’t we all?”
    

    



    “I know where the Elk are headed.” Loner felt the pressure on his back
    lessen for a split second. “I know where they are and where they will be.”
    

    



    The warrior escorting Loner through the camp kept the same pace,
    maneuvering around men preparing for the morning meal and an afternoon
    battle. They passed the structure Loner had seen the night before. A Cygoa
    warrior appeared on his left and on his right as they moved closer to the
    entrance of the camp.
    

    



    As they approached a man seated next to a firepit, warming his hands over
    the still-glowing coals, the man glanced sideways and stood. This wasn’t a
    normal Cygoa, Loner thought. This man was different. He was clean shaven,
    and his hair was closely cropped. He also looked like he may have at least
    bathed in the last few days. The armor he wore was layered leather of some
    form that Loner did not recognize.
    
        

        

    


    Loner felt the pressure ease against his back. The escorts at his sides
    fell away as he stood before the leader of the Cygoa warband. Loner felt a
    sharp smack behind his knees, and he dropped down, his eyes watering from
    the burning pain. A hot, breathy voice whispered in his ear.
    

    



    “Show some respect, motherfucker.”
    

    



    Loner blinked away the tears and raised his head to stare into Carlossa’s
    eyes. The chief looked down on him. The man tilted his head to one side and
    folded his arms across his chest.
    

    



    “I hear that you joined us last night. I hope you had a pleasant stay.”
    

    



    Loner felt the rocky soil digging into his knees. “Am I going to die?”
    

    



    “We are all going to die.” Carlossa bent down.
    

    



    Loner could see the scars on his neck and the unmistakable glint of
    intelligence in his eyes. He glanced to his left and saw that a small
    contingent of warriors had gathered nearby to watch the show.
    

    



    “I have information.”
    

    



    Carlossa stood back up. He let loose with a mighty chuckle that seemed to
    ripple through his men like a powerful undercurrent in the great sea.
    

    



    “Are you hungry? Would you like something to drink?”
    

    



    This time, Loner turned his head to the side. He glanced again at the Cygoa
    warriors who watched the exchange. They had stopped laughing.
    

    



    “Very much so.”
    

    



    Carlossa nodded. He turned and whistled. What Loner thought was a young boy
    approached. But as he came closer, he saw a long black beard with gray
    streaks. The man could not have been taller than five feet, but he seemed
    almost as wide. Thick, short arms stuck out from a barrel chest. He wore a
    stocking cap on his head pulled down to the tops of his eyebrows. When he
    was within three feet of Loner, the short man leaped into the air and
    kicked his heels together.
    

    



    “He is your charge, Frantic. This man is not to leave your sight. He has
    free rein throughout the camp, but he is not to leave it. Get him some
    venison and fresh water, and maybe a woman if he so chooses.”
    

    



    “Or maybe a young boy would be more his style, my lord?”
    

    



    The Cygoa warriors within earshot of this early morning entertainment
    exploded into a massive fit of laughter. Some doubled over while others
    wiped tears from their face.
    

    



    “Yes,” said Carlossa. “He probably does have those tendencies.”
    

    



    Loner’s face flushed and he felt the burn in his cheeks. He bit down on his
    tongue until he tasted blood.
    

    



    “Ya look like one of the white tail chasers,” Frantic said as he pulled
    Loner up to his feet. “I seen them.”
    

    



    The little man put his fists above his head, one finger up on each hand. He
    pranced in a circle around Carlossa and Loner, soliciting another round of
    riotous laughter from the Cygoa warriors in the camp. What had begun as a
    handful of onlookers grew into most of the warband.
    

    



    “Don’t shoot me. Don’t shoot me.” Frantic ran around Loner while Carlossa
    turned and walked away.
    

    



    “They are headed to Raleigh,” said Loner, raising his voice a little and
    hoping to catch the leader’s attention before he was too far away.
    

    



    Carlossa stopped, and he spun around to look at Loner while Frantic
    exaggerated his performance for the Cygoa warriors. “I already knew that.
    And if that was the only information you had for me, you would still be in
    the pit, or your head would be on the block. I want to know about the Valk
    and what section of the Raleigh ruins the Elk plan on using. But right now,
    I have other things I must attend to.”
    

    



    Frantic bent down and used his fake antlers to scrape against Loner's legs,
    pretending to be a buck rubbing the fuzz from his horns.
    

    



    “In the meantime,” said Carlossa. “Explore the camp and enjoy your guide.
    He can be quite amusing, if you can resist the urge to kill him. I suggest
    that you do.”
    

    



    Frantic stomped down with one foot and snorted like a deer, sending yet
    another wave of laughter through Carlossa’s men.
    

    



    Loner looked around as the warriors slowly returned to their morning
    duties. But the little man was not deterred. He kept up the performance,
    milking it for a final few chuckles.
    

    



    “At least I’m not dead,” said Loner.
    

    



    Frantic broke character and looked up at Loner. “At least not yet.”
    

 



















Chapter 29
 




    Leta enjoyed her time with Keana. Sure, the girl was the chief’s daughter,
    and there was some political advantage in that relationship, but that was
    not the way the old woman operated. Jonah had taken her in. He could have
    left her on the streets, and with the Cygoa and the Valk sweeping across
    the land, Leta had no doubt that she would have died out there.
    

    



    The old woman and the girl pushed their cart along with the rest of the Elk
    clan. The front of the convoy had already reached Raleigh and begun to head
    through the ruins to the lake on the other side. It would be several hours
    before the last in line found a place for their cart. Leta continued to
    marvel at the sheer size of their group. She had never been part of such a
    massive collection of humans. Hell, she had never even seen a gathering of
    any kind this big.
    

    



    The sun would set soon, and night would steal the rest of the heat from the
    ruins. They had moved farther west, and some said getting farther from the
    great sea meant warmer weather. Leta hadn’t seen any evidence of that yet.
    The nights felt as cold as they had been farther north, and with it came a
    soggy chill that seemed to be able to penetrate her old bones. At least
    that had been the case until Jonah presented gifts to the women.
    

    



    The Elk hunters had finally managed to corral and ultimately kill the wolf
    pack that had been stalking them since they left the distant lands of the
    north. Jonah had not said much to Leta. He hadn’t explained to her how they
    were able to wipe out all the wolves, and Leta didn’t think that mattered
    much anyway.
    

    



    Jonah gave Leta and his daughter each a set of wolf skins. The hunters had
    kept the skulls, but the rest of the fur remained intact. Leta helped Keana
    affix the top of the skin to her head, creating a helm and a cloak. The
    thick fur and the spirit of the wolf seemed to ward off the chilly night
    air.
    

    



    “Are we staying in Raleigh?”
    

    



    Leta looked at the girl and found it difficult not to stare at her wolf
    head. “No. I heard we’re not staying there. Jonah is taking us past the
    ruins to an old marina on the shore. He doesn’t think the ruins are safe. “
    

    



    “Why not?”
    

    



    “I don’t know, girl. He is your father. Why don’t you ask him?”
    

    



    Keana shrugged, and the wolf skin shifted on her shoulders. “I will.”
    

    



    Leta looked to the west, where some members of the caravan had already
    begun to veer off the trail toward the marina. Those people had been
    members of clans who had lived in the area, and they knew how to safely
    circumvent the ruins of Raleigh.
    

    



    “Hey. You up for a little adventure?”
    

    



    “Of course,” said Keana. “What kind of adventure?”
    

    



    The old woman looked to the east again and then down at the cart. “You
    think we can pull this through some weeds and over some rough patches?”
    

    



    “Sure.”
    

    



    Leta angled the front wheels of the cart off the trail and toward the east
    where several other groups of people were headed. Most of the caravan
    remained on the path heading directly into Raleigh. They would all end up
    at the same place—the shore of the lake. It would be almost impossible to
    get lost here.
    

    



    Keana dug in to help Leta push the wheels of the cart over bumps in the
    rough trail. They followed the cart in front of them, but as the sun
    descended in the west, it cast long shadows toward the east. If the carts
    didn’t come through the ruins or reach the other side of the forest before
    sundown, they would have to stop for the night beneath the trees.
    

    



    “There’s Logan.”
    

    



    She looked to where Leta was pointing and saw the old man sitting on a rock
    and smoking a stock of wild weed. He was looking in the other direction,
    watching the carts move past.
    

    



    “Put your head down, don’t say anything, and follow me.”
    

    



    Keana turned her head sideways and furrowed her brow. “What are we doing?”
    

    



    “Shut up, girl. Follow me.”
    

    



    Leta shambled toward Logan, her arms outstretched and her head down so that
    the wolf’s ears were raised on the top of her head. Keana followed her.
    They approached Logan, and he turned to face them. Leta saw his eyes go
    wide and he dropped his smoke to the ground. She couldn’t hold her laughter
    in any longer.
    

    



    “I got you, you old badger.” Leta pulled the cloak back, and Keana stepped
    to the side doing the same.
    

    



    “You bitch,” said Logan. He spat and shook his head. “Where did you get
    those skins, and why are you walking around here with them covering your
    face? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
    

    



    “Don’t be such a pansy. We could have snuck up and scared the living
    daylights out of you. Take a joke, would ya?”
    

    



    Logan bent down and picked up the smoldering butt of his smoke. He inhaled
    until the end glowed a fiery red. “I can imagine the girl playing games,
    but it’s not right for old hags like you.” He pointed his crooked finger at
    Leta’s face.
    

    



    Leta slapped Logan’s hand away.
    

    



    “Why are you sitting here?” Keana asked Logan. “Why aren’t you going to the
    ruins?”
    

    



    “Because that ain’t where your father is taking us. I’ve been through here
    before, and there’s nothing left to see. I only got so many miles on these
    feet, and I’m not about to waste steps. If you two she-wolves want to walk
    through the camp tonight scaring folks, have at it. But leave me the hell
    alone.”
    

    



    “I swear, with each day you get more and more miserable,” said Leta. She
    shook her head and stepped back, pointing at the cart. “Come on, Keana.
    Leave the old fuck here.”
    

    



    Logan sighed. “Hold on.”
    

    



    Leta and Keana both stopped and looked at him.
    

    



    “How many of those wolf skins you got?”
    

    



    The old woman smiled a toothless grin and did a pirouette, nearly tripping
    over herself. Keana pranced around Leta bringing a smile to Logan’s
    weathered face.
    

    



    “Just these,” said Leta. “But I think Jonah brought back fifteen or twenty
    skins total. I’m sure they’ve been traded and passed around the carts
    several times by now.”
    

    



    “They look nice, ladies. Warm.”
    

    



    Keana bowed, and Leta did the same.
    

    



    “So you know we’re not staying in the ruins.”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Leta. “Of course we do.”
    

    



    “You see that gap in the trees over there?” Logan pointed to the east where
    people and carts continued to walk although it became more difficult to see
    them as night fell. “We should keep going that way. There’s a lake on the
    other side, and, from what I hear, an old marina. Some say those ruins are
    in better shape than Raleigh. I imagine that’s where Jonah is taking us.”
    

    



    Leta stepped aside as a man and two women maneuvered a cart past them. She
    nodded and noticed that they had been staring at her head. She looked at
    Keana and was reminded that they still had the wolf skins wrapped around
    them.
    

    



    “Do you think that’s going to be our new home?” Keana asked Logan.
    

    



    “Only your father knows the answer to that question, my lady. But from what
    I’ve heard about the armies coming our way, I’m not really sure where we’ll
    live.”
    

    



    Leta looked at Logan, but he didn’t need her glare to realize it was time
    to shut his mouth. He nodded at her.
    

    



    “I’m sure my father will find a safe place for us to live.”
    

    



    “Yes, I’m sure he will. Right, Logan?”
    

    



    “Jonah will keep us all safe.” Logan grabbed one of the handles of their
    cart. “Folks are setting up camp near the old village of Wilsonville. It’s
    close to the lake. I’ll take you there. This way avoids some of the rougher
    roads through the city.”
    

    



    Leta watched Keana grab a handle on the cart, a soft smile on her face. The
    old woman had been around long enough to know how important it was to
    treasure the peaceful moments that always preceded the storm.
    

 





 






Chapter 30
 




    Gideon led the boys through the trees and down a steep embankment that took
    them to a pile of ruins at the bottom. They had been walking for most of
    the day, throwing rocks and taking shots at squirrels. He had insisted that
    every boy chase down their arrows. Gideon understood how important that was
    to his father, knowing that the war with the Cygoa was far from over.
    

    



    His mother had given him the idea. She told him to head out with some
    younger scouts and explore the area. Gideon wondered if she fully
    understood the risks involved or if she had realized that he was becoming a
    man and no level of protection or coddling would stop that from happening.
    He had promised her that he would also be on the lookout for
    supplies—things to fix the carts, carry water, or any other artifacts left
    from the old world that could be repurposed and used by the Elk.
    

    



    “Hey, look.”
    

    



    Gideon turned to see his friend pointing at the pile of rubble. “Yeah? So
    what?”
    

    



    “Behind it, fuck nut.”
    

    



    Gideon put his hand over his eyes and stared at the collection of massive
    concrete slabs at the bottom of the ravine. It was quite possible that at
    some point in the distant past, a structure had tumbled down the mountain.
    But it appeared as though his friend had seen something else.
    

    



    “What?”
    

    



    “There’s a ruin behind it. A building.”
    

    



    It was an old word, one that he had heard his father use on a few
    occasions. The Elk had used the term to describe a ruin that hadn’t
    completely collapsed—a structure one could explore without the immediate
    danger of being buried alive beneath it.
    

    



    Gideon pushed past his friend. All of the other boys took a moment to take
    a drink of water from their flasks. He scrambled down the side of the hill
    with his arms out, trying to keep his balance on the loose scree. He walked
    around the pile of rubble and then saw it for the first time.
    

    



    The building had four levels, based on the evenly spaced openings that
    stretched vertically into the early afternoon sky. A handful of crows sat
    on the northwest corner of the building in a neat line, fidgeting on the
    ledge but not spooked by Gideon’s presence.
    

    



    He left the boys and their laughter behind as he walked toward the
    building. A doorway had been cut into the wall, most likely part of the
    original design. The opening was tall enough for him to walk through easily
    and wide enough to fit two carts side-by-side. Gideon put his hand on his
    axe and inhaled deeply. He caught a whiff of oil—the slick black lubricant
    the people of the old world had used on the carts to keep the gears from
    binding. He closed his eyes and listened, hearing nothing except the
    occasional flap of the crows’ wings and the wind blowing leaves across the
    concrete floor.
    

    



    With his heartbeat racing in his ears, Gideon stepped through the doorway.
    A wide hallway snaked to the right. The width had closed, narrowing to fit
    one cart at a time instead of two. The floor rose on a slight incline as it
    circled around itself, and as Gideon walked the middle of the hallway, he
    realized he was ascending from the first level to the second. The
    tunnel-like hallway opened as Gideon stepped out on the second floor. Trees
    had grown up through the gaps in the concrete, and a thin layer of leaves
    had accumulated over time, but most of the paint and the old plumbing
    remained intact. Without the violent effects of seasonal weather, the
    interior of this building had been preserved.
    

    



    Gideon walked to the right, stopping in front of a concrete pillar, and ran
    his hand gently over a large number two that had been painted in red,
    probably centuries before he was born. He used his index finger to trace
    the shape, feeling the smooth precision of it all.
    

    



    He saw a series of pipes in perfect parallel lines running over his head
    and into the other end of the level. Some of them had been fashioned out of
    copper and turned green by time, while others remained wrapped in white
    insulation of some kind. Gideon shook his head, unable to fathom why those
    people would have wanted to protect pipes made of copper or steel. What
    could have possibly harmed them?
    

    



    Under normal circumstances, the boy would have spent an entire day
    exploring the carts. Other than the barricade that Rav had built at the
    pass, Gideon had never seen so many carts in one place. The Elk had been
    collecting and using them for years, but these carts remained as they had
    been when the original owners had left them to rot. Most of the glass had
    been shattered, either by people, animals, or fluctuating temperatures. But
    some of the carts still had their glass even though it had been hazed over
    by centuries of dirt and grime.
    

    



    Gideon stood before one such cart. He used the palm of his hand to clean
    the window and then peered inside. He saw the seats inside the cart as well
    as some other artifacts strewn about the floor. He lifted the handle, but
    the door would not open. It seemed to be held secure by a hidden mechanism.
    The boy yanked on the handle, he looked at the door, and then shook his
    head. Nothing blocking it, nothing tying it secure. And yet, the door would
    not open. He raised his axe, and for a moment, he considered smashing the
    window so he could get inside the cart. That single act would satisfy his
    youthful curiosity, and he would be able to examine whatever items had been
    preserved for so long. But as he reared back, another feeling rose from his
    gut—a deep sense of sadness for all the things that had been lost, things
    no person alive now had ever known. Those memories, or feelings, or
    whatever Gideon labeled them, sat behind the magically locked door. And
    with his sudden sense of sadness came a feeling of responsibility to those
    forgotten people. Breaking into this cart would be like opening one of
    their graves, or unearthing a Dustfall. He thought about his father and
    what the man would say.
    

    



    
        Those people are gone and whatever they left are just things. Items
        that could save our people.
        

        

    


    Yes, that’s exactly what his father would say. Gideon could almost hear the
    words in his ears despite the fact that the chief of the Elk was miles
    away. But he was not his father. Gideon loved the man and respected him,
    but his father had different responsibilities, a different perspective on
    what had happened to the world and where it was headed.
    

    



    Gideon stepped away from the locked cart. He turned his head, counting at
    least twenty more carts that sat in neat rows on the concrete floor. Three
    or four of those carts had their windows intact, like the one he had been
    standing in front of.
    

    



    His heartbeat quickened as he remembered the scouts waiting for him at the
    top of the embankment. They would come looking for him soon, and if they
    found this place, he would not be able to stop them from smashing the
    windows and plundering the carts. The realization formed as a pit in his
    stomach.
    

    



    He looked to the corridor on his left which turned upward to the next level
    and then to the one on his right which descended to the ground level.
    Before Gideon could take a step in either direction, he heard a scratching
    sound, followed by a low growl coming from behind a cart only ten feet
    away.
    

    



    Gideon clutched his axe as a mountain lion walked out onto the floor,
    hissing at him, daring the boy to make a move one way or the other.



    

    



    At first, Gideon could do nothing but hold his breath. The wild cat’s fur
    gave off a musky, damp scent. The animal took two slow steps toward Gideon.
    Its hackles rose and its eyes blazed. He saw that the cat’s gray fur had
    been streaked black on its back, no doubt from crawling beneath and through
    the old carts. The cat’s hissing gave way to a low growl.
    

    



    “Stay there, stay there,” Gideon said. He started to raise his axe until
    the cat growled louder, sensing the minor aggression. “Okay.”
    

    



    Gideon looked around but had not yet seen evidence of a mate or cubs. If
    the cat was a lone predator, he would have a chance. But if more emerged
    from the carts, he would have to seriously consider whether it would be
    best to stand and fight or run, crying out for the others who would
    probably be nearby by now.
    

    



    Unfortunately for the boy, the wild cat made the decision for him. It
    hissed, bared its fangs, and lunged at Gideon. With his youthful and sharp
    reflexes, he spun. The cat’s right paw struck Gideon’s right shoulder,
    almost avoiding the collision. The force of the impact spun him around, and
    yet he kept his hand on the axe and both feet on the concrete.
    

    



    When Gideon turned, the cat had already sprung from its hind legs and was
    in the air again. The animal's jaw was open, its teeth aiming for the boy’s
    throat. He brought the axe up in time to wedge the handle in the cat’s open
    maw. Gideon twisted his upper body, transferring his weight to his left and
    throwing the cat with it.
    

    



    He heard a thud and saw the wildcat stumble. Gideon had tossed it into the
    concrete wall, and now the cat shook its head back and forth, the hissing
    turning into a pained whine. He stood there for a moment, his options
    running through his head. Gideon looked at the stunned cat and then to the
    concrete ramp that descended to the ground where the others would be. He
    knew killing the cat at this moment was his best chance at survival. And
    yet, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He had wandered into this animal’s
    lair. This place belonged to the cat, not him. Gideon would bury the axe
    blade in the cat’s neck if it saved his own life, but he was not about to
    kill the animal needlessly. A small voice in his head cautioned him about
    turning his back on the defensive, angry, stunned cat. Gideon blinked and
    decided to ignore it. He ran.
    

    



    Gideon sprinted down the concrete ramp, listening for the cat. He wanted to
    look over his shoulder, but he also knew that might slow him down. Instead,
    he pushed his legs harder, leaping over broken stone and dancing around
    piles of rusted metal that he had climbed over on his way up to the second
    floor of the building.
    

    



    The ramp angled down in a circular motion and when he reached the bottom,
    he ran straight into the first boy standing there. The other scouts had
    come down the embankment and stood at the entrance of the building,
    surmising that Gideon had gone inside. None of the boys had worked up the
    courage to go in looking for him.
    

    



    Gideon put his hands up before slamming into the boy, his momentum knocking
    them both to the ground. The others took a step back. Gideon rolled over
    and came up onto one knee in time to see the wild cat sprinting down the
    ramp and heading right for him. The other boys ran, and the one Gideon had
    knocked to the ground clawed in the dirt on all fours, trying to scramble
    away from the attacking cat.
    

    



    The animal leaped, springing with its powerful hind legs, but this time,
    Gideon went on the offensive. Instead of using his axe handle to deflect
    the attack, he swung. The blade hit the cat below its left ear. The
    animal’s body fell, dead before it hit the ground. Gideon stood and drew a
    deep breath. He yanked the axe from the animal’s skull before turning and
    vomiting into the weeds. Gradually, the others who had run off came back.
    Some poked at the dead cat while others surrounded Gideon.
    

    



    “Thanks for standing and fighting with me, fuckers.”
    

    



    Several of the boys smirked while others tried to hide their reddening
    faces.
    

    



    “You had that,” one of the boys said to Gideon.
    

    



    “Whatever.” Gideon looked past the building, and something unusual caught
    his eye. “What’s that?”
    

    



    The other boys had been too fascinated with the kill to look and answer his
    question. Gideon took three steps towards the north side of the building.
    The trees and other wild growth had consumed the ruins and would eventually
    take this building down as well. It wasn’t the color or the volume of the
    vegetation that made Gideon stop. He had noticed a rectangular area, ten
    feet wide by thirty feet long. And inside the space, the plants appeared to
    be of uniformed height—not something that occurs naturally in the
    wilderness.
    

    



    He pushed through a patch of brambles and came to a low fence. Someone had
    bordered this patch of vegetation with rusted wire. The crosshatch of the
    fence sections would not keep out insects, but the pattern was tight enough
    to prevent squirrels or rabbits from getting through. Gideon lifted his leg
    and stepped over the fence, finding himself in the middle of five rows of
    pepper plants. His people had planted green peppers before, and Gideon
    could fondly remember how sweet they tasted, roasted over an open fire. But
    over the last few years, the Elk’s seeds had degraded. The plants they put
    in the ground had barely sprouted, and the ones that survived didn’t
    produce peppers.
    

    



    The tops of these plants came up to his waist, and each one was being
    pulled back toward the dirt by the weight of several green peppers. Gideon
    stood still. First the wildcat, and now this. He had much to tell his
    father. His stomach growled.
    

    



    The boy took two steps forward and reached out to caress a ripe pepper. He
    squeezed it gently in his palm, the way he imagined he would a woman
    someday. The pepper was firm, and Gideon had pulled it from the stem and
    put it to his mouth before he could second-guess himself. He bit into the
    soft flesh, the sweet taste on his tongue silencing his stomach. He spat
    out the seeds, devoured the rest of the pepper, and was reaching for
    another when he stopped.
    

    



    “Someone planted these,” he said to himself.
    

    



    Gideon turned around to see that several of the boys had lost interest in
    the dead cat and they had followed him to the pepper field.
    

    



    “What are these?” One of them asked.
    

    



    “Peppers. Green peppers, I think. But if you leave them on the vine long
    enough they turn red. And those are the sweetest of all the peppers.”
    

    



    The boys walked past Gideon and were about to feast on their find when one
    of them said, “Weird.”
    

    



    Gideon was about to ask the boy why when he continued speaking.
    

    



    “My dad, in the northern lands, he’s planted stuff. They gave up on peppers
    because they use a lot of water. Ain’t no river or lake near here.”
    

    



    He thought about what the boy said, and Gideon looked again at the size of
    the green pepper plot. They had seen no source of water other than what
    fell from the sky. He paused, his brain cycling on that last thought.
    

    



    Gideon walked the length of the pepper plot and stepped over the fence on
    the other side. He was now halfway down the wall on the north side of the
    building. A bright blue patch of color three feet off the ground caught his
    eye. He pushed some weeds and low hanging branches out of the way to reveal
    three plastic drums. They had found a few of these over the years, and the
    old folks called them “fifty-fivers.” It had something to do with the
    amount of water they could hold, in some arbitrary measuring system of the
    distant past. He put his hand on the one closest to him and shook, hearing
    the water sloshing around inside the barrel. The other two blue, plastic
    drums also contained water. He looked up and saw a white plastic pipe
    extending from the top floor of the building and down into the barrel.
    Towards the bottom of each barrel, Gideon saw a thin white pipe connecting
    them.
    

    



    The peppers needed adequate water to grow, and the only water they had seen
    had fallen from the sky. Someone had the intelligence and skill to rig
    this. A clan—one they had probably not encountered before—had figured out
    how to capture the rain, store it, and redistribute it in precise and
    strategic ways.
    

    



    His father needed to know this. Immediately.
    

 





 






Chapter 31
 




    They had managed to keep east of the Ninety-Five trail, staying ahead—and
    out of the way—of the Valk. But no man could endlessly march down the
    trail, let alone through the wilderness. Despite the danger of discovery,
    Briar permitted the hunters to set up camp for the night.
    

    



    Rav let the wicked moonshine burn his throat while the low fire warmed his
    chest. Briar had dispatched another runner with a sequence of hand motions,
    and Rav had to believe that they had had a conversation earlier. But then
    again, he had seen some strange things since leaving his hilltop pass.
    

    



    Most of his wounds had turned into raw aches. It was a different kind of
    pain, something he could manage with a few tips of his flask. He had
    followed the hunters as the sun set. Briar led them to a set of ruins. The
    old crumbling structures of the old world did little to stoke his
    imagination anymore. They all looked the same, weathered and emptied
    decades ago. Now, they provided a support structure for young saplings and
    fast-growing vines.
    

    



    The hunters seemed at ease, despite evidence of the Valk being in the area.
    These men had spent their days tracking other living creatures through the
    woods. They had a sixth sense for their surroundings and did not feel
    compelled to explain that to him.
    

    



    “Your men can drink,” said Rav.
    

    



    Briar unscrewed his flask and tipped it at Rav in a mocking salute. “Yes.
    They’ve had many nights of practice.”
    

    



    Rav laughed, and a sharp pain tore through his rib cage and up to his
    shoulder. So much for the dull ache.
    

    



    “Will they sleep, Briar?”
    

    



    “They have no choice. They cannot fight against the night and its unnatural
    inhabitants.”
    

    



    Rav nodded, understanding exactly what Briar had meant by unnatural.
    

    



    As if on cue, the men began to peel away from the fire. Some unpacked their
    bedrolls while others found spots beneath low-hanging branches. Rav sat in
    silence, drinking with Briar, neither man ready to rest.
    

    



    A rustle came from fifty yards north. Briar’s head turned before Rav’s, but
    they both heard it.
    

    



    “After you,” Rav said as he stood and brushed the ash from his cloak.
    “You’re the marksman.”
    

    



    “It came from the ruins. I’m not sure that’s a place we want to be in the
    middle of the night. I’ve seen men break ankles and die from the infection
    afterward. The structures are dangerous even if they’re empty.”
    

    



    Rav understood. He spent years scavenging what was left of the carts and
    arranging them at the pass. A simple scrape or cut could turn into a red
    line beneath the skin that would leave a man dead within days.
    

    



    “I’d much rather sit here with my flask,” Rav said. “And I ain’t about to
    go inside one of those things. But I think we need to see what’s making
    that noise.”
    

    



    Briar stood, his bow in one hand. Rav followed with an axe in his. They
    walked through the camp and around the sleeping men. At first, Rav thought
    Briar might wake them up and bring numbers to the potential fight. But the
    chief kept moving, either not believing he needed his men or assuming it
    was nothing but a raccoon hoping to steal scraps from their camp.
    

    



    The two men went deeper into the woods and towards the ruins, leaving the
    warmth and safety of the fire’s glow behind. The noise had ceased—Briar’s
    concern had not. He kept looking over his shoulder at Rav, as if to make
    sure the older man was keeping up.
    

    



    “Over there.”
    

    



    Rav followed Briar’s gaze, the hunter using his eyes to point at the east
    wall of the ruins where two shapes moved in front of it.
    

    



    “Valk?” Asked Rav.
    

    



    Briar nodded, but he didn’t speak. Rav looked over his shoulder and saw
    that several of Briar’s hunters had followed—fanned out behind them, each
    one with an arrow in their bow.
    

    



    “Look,” said Rav. “They’re going inside.”
    

    



    The hunter hesitated, waiting for the creatures to crawl through the dark
    doorway. He then took several steps forward, and Rav followed. The odor
    lingered, forcing Rav to breathe through his mouth again. They stood at the
    top of stairs that descended into a black void. Briar held up one finger
    and twirled it before turning around and walking back towards their camp.
    When they were a safe distance from the ruins, Rav put his hand on Briar’s
    shoulder and spun him around.
    

    



    “They’re underground, aren’t they?”
    

    



    “Yes. I doubt that surprises you.”
    

    



    Rav raised his eyebrows and waited for the other hunters to follow them
    back into camp. “No, not at all. I don’t want to even think about how many
    of those fuckers are down there. They are like roaches. For every two you
    see, there are one hundred you can’t.”
    

    



    By the time they made it back to camp and stomped out the fire, the sun was
    beginning to rise on the eastern horizon. The men who had followed Briar
    now gathered leaves for the morning tea, and those who hadn’t climbed from
    their bedrolls.
    

    



    Rav walked through the camp to a pile of rocks that could have been left by
    the last Ice Age or hunks of ancient concrete that had tumbled from one of
    the nearby structures. He pushed through some tall grass and stopped. Thin
    tendrils of smoke rose from the tops of the trees, spiraling into the
    morning sky. He had never seen the vile creatures from below the earth use
    fire. Apparently, they preferred to eat their human flesh raw. Rav moved
    through the trees, keeping his feet off downed branches and avoiding piles
    of dead, brittle leaves. He stopped behind the trunk of a maple tree which
    concealed his entire body and peered around the edge.
    

    



    Cygoa.
    

    



    There was only a handful of them, but there was no question of their tribal
    affiliation. He saw the paint, the weapons, and the unmistakable gait of
    the Cygoa warriors. The scouting party camp was several hundred yards away
    on the opposite end of a huge field. The wind came from the south which was
    probably why they had not smelled the campfires in Briar’s camp. Rav
    watched for several minutes as they tended to morning duties, unaware of
    the hunters nearby—or the Valk most likely beneath their feet. Rav turned
    and jogged back to camp, less concerned with making noise and hoping to get
    to Briar before the Cygoa did.
    

    



    “We’re ready,” Briar said as Rav entered the camp. “Get your stuff.”
    

    



    “My stuff be right here,” said Rav, patting the flask tucked inside a
    pocket beneath his garb. “Don’t need much else.”
    

    



    Briar didn’t even crack a smile.
    

    



    “There’s Cygoa scouts over yonder.” Rav wasn’t sure how much time they had
    before a potential skirmish erupted between the factions. “We’re downwind,
    so they didn’t sniff us out.”
    

    



    “That’s why we’re packed. A few of my scouts kept an eye on them overnight.
    The Cygoa didn’t appear to know we were here—so we stayed. But the day is
    breaking, and we need to get on the move.”
    

    



    “Couldn’t agree with you more,” Rav said, looking past Briar and toward the
    other hunters lining up on the trail. “What we gonna do about the Valk?”
    

    



    “What are we going to do about the Cygoa?” Briar asked in return.
    

    



    “Too bad we can’t pit them against each other.”
    

    



    His last comment drew a wide grin on Briar’s face.
    

 





 








Chapter 32
 




    “Dammit,” Declan cursed as he stood looking out over the burned field. “I
    knew they would be moving on, but I thought we’d cross them somewhere.”
    

    



    Seren kicked at a lump of burnt soil. “They must have taken a different
    route.”
    

    



    “Obviously,” Declan said and then cringed.
    

    



    “Hey, don’t blame me,” said Seren. “You’re the one who wanted to use the
    forest road.”
    

    



    Declan frowned. “Because it was the most direct route, and kept us off the
    main road, away from Cygoa.”
    

    



    Seren sighed and looked over at Sorcha. The wolf sat in the sun a few yards
    away, uncaring of human troubles. Around them were the charred remains of
    Rocky Mount. Seren remembered staying there each year, but now the place
    was a burned ruin. Where a few buildings had stood intact, now there were
    just scorched shells.
    

    



    “Sorry,” said Declan. “I didn’t mean to.”
    

    



    “It doesn’t matter,” said Seren. “No point us arguing, really.” She looked
    over the fields that had once held crops. It had been one of the few places
    that anyone had managed to grow anything with the shifting of the weather.
    

    



    “Who would burn all this?” she asked of no one in particular.
    

    



    “Cygoa did it,” Declan said. “I was here the night they lit it. We were
    sent out to scout ahead before the clans came this way. The Cygoa held the
    buildings and the ridge, and even though we were quiet, it didn’t matter.
    We caught one of them and he said they were told to burn the fields on
    first sighting. I guess in some way this is my fault.”
    

    



    “Hardly,” said Seren. “These Cygoa seem to need little reason to burn and
    cause harm. Makes me wonder if the tales of the T’Yun weren’t true after
    all.”
    

    



    “How so?” asked Declan. He lowered himself to the ground and sat in the
    dirt. His leg was healing well, and a lot of the time he barely used the
    crutch anymore, but the distances they had been traveling always took a
    toll on him when they stopped.
    

    



    “Well, when I was younger, I heard all sorts of tales about them. You know,
    the same old. They were cruel barbarians that deserved to be slaughtered,
    they sacrificed children, ate each other, all that. I wondered, though. A
    lot of it seemed to be over the top, too much. I couldn’t imagine a type of
    people that could be so horrible. The T’yun tales make our warrior
    ancestors seem noble and the Cygoa enemy like monsters, but to me it always
    seemed that the T’Yun were the ones burning down villages and killing
    people. It made me wonder if the Cygoa were just another group of people,
    trying to survive, and the T’Yun were the bad guys. Now I wonder if they
    weren’t just as bad as each other.”
    

    



    Declan nodded. “I see what you mean.”
    

    



    Seren looked at the burned ground and wondered if crops could ever be grown
    there again. She had learned a lot about growing things at the base, but
    that had been inside the greenhouses. The ground had not been burned there.
    

    



    “Don’t react quickly but there’s someone in the trees over there,” said
    Declan, breaking the conversation but keeping his voice the same, as though
    nothing had changed. “Don’t look too quickly or they will know we’ve seen
    them.”
    

    



    Seren tried not to freeze, and continued to kick the dirt, but Sorcha had
    already spotted the figure in the trees. Seren turned slowly and glanced in
    the direction of the tree line before looking away, trying to pass it off
    as a casual glance. She couldn’t see anyone at first. Then she saw a slight
    movement at the edge of her vision. Two figures moved to the edge of the
    tree line and stood silently watching them. “I see two near the copse of
    trees to the far end of the field.”
    

    



    Declan nodded. “That’s two more, then.”
    

    



    “What do we do?” asked Seren. Who is it? More Cygoa?”
    

    



    “No, worse,” Declan said, quietly. “They’re Valk. You can tell by how pale
    they are.”
    

    



    “The ones you said came from under the ground?” Seren asked.
    

    



    “Yes,” said Declan. “I’m going to get up slowly and we’ll walk off into the
    ruins. Act as though we don’t see them and they may just watch us, if we’re
    lucky.” He did as he said, slowly rising, grabbing his crutch and axe.
    

    



    They started to walk slowly toward the ruin, every step of it difficult as
    Seren fought off the urge to run. She tapped her side as she passed Sorcha,
    and the wolf obediently jumped up to walk by her, but unlike her, Sorcha
    had no qualms about watching the Valk in the woods behind them. Eventually
    they moved into the ruined building, and the woods were no longer in sight.
    

    



    “Now what?” asked Seren.
    

    



    “We move as quickly as we can,” he said. Speeding up, he used the crutch to
    propel himself forward across the broken ground, heading to the entrance on
    the other side. “We need to go through the old camp and quickly see if
    there are signs of which way they went. They probably took the Ninety-Five,
    so we need to head that way as quickly as we can.”
    

    



    “What if the Valk foll—” Seren asked as a figure stepped to block their
    path out of the ruin. The creature was pale skinned, just as Declan had
    said, more so than Seren had imagined, like they were dead already, and the
    dark armor, roughly put together from scraps of sheet metal, was painted
    black, making the Valk’s skin seem even more pale in contrast.
    

    



    It raised its blade and grinned at them. Seren reached for her gun but
    wasn’t quick enough. Sorcha leapt forward, growling, just as Seren managed
    to free the weapon. The Valk lurched backwards, screaming, it’s eyes wide,
    as it stared at the rapidly approaching she wolf. Sorcha lowered herself,
    ready to pounce, and growled deep in her chest.
    

    



    The Valk bolted back through the gap, smashing into the wall as it fled in
    blind panic. Seren frowned and took her hand away from the gun, but she
    thought twice and drew it anyway. Just in case.
    

    



    “What in the hell?” Declan asked as Sorcha reached the entrance, slowed,
    and then stopped, panting. Seren could still hear the shrieking of the Valk
    as it fled through the ruins.
    

    



    There was a noise behind her, and she spun to see two more Valk—probably
    the ones from the trees—step near to the entrance behind them, but they too
    seemed not at all interested in her. Sorcha stood once more, her teeth
    bared, and growled low. Then the Valk were gone. These two didn’t scream as
    they fled, but they went quickly, leaving a trail of dust behind them.
    

    



    Declan stood in the middle of the ruined building, crutch in one hand and
    axe in the other, frowning. “What was that all about?” he asked, lowering
    the axe. “They just... They ran?”
    

    



    Seren looked at him, and then down at Sorcha, who sat panting once more.
    “For some strange reason, they find my furry friend here quite terrifying.”
    She smiled, perplexed.
    

    



    “That nuts,” said Declan. “They’re not afraid to face a warband, fully
    armored, but a single wolf and they run pissing their pants.”
    

    



    Seren gave a short laugh, unable to contain it. “Well, either way, we seem
    to have gained an advantage. I suggest we get out of here and not waste the
    gain.”
    

    



    “Damn right,” said Declan.
    

    



    The remains of the main camp were just along a path out of the ruins and
    through some trees. It was easy to find. The tracks of carts and footprints
    through the woods had left a bare, muddy trail ten feet wide.
    

    



    “They went out the south entrance,” said Declan. “That’s why we didn’t
    cross their path on the way here. “They must have avoided the main road
    west and cut through the fields to get to the Ninety-Five. We should follow
    the trail and see which way they went.”
    

    



    “How many did you say there are now?” Seren asked as they headed through
    the trees, following the mud trail.
    

    



    “A thousand, at least,” Declan said, breathing heavily. “Jonah took in all
    sorts of clans from Eliz after the disaster, and from what I guess, a load
    of others are just tagging along.”
    

    



    “Maybe they have nowhere else to go,” said Seren.
    

    



    “I don’t think many people have a place to go anymore,” said Declan.
    

 






 







Chapter 33
 




    “They left already, my lord,” said the scout. “Two days back.”
    

    



    Gaston stood in the middle of the empty camp. He had expected to see
    hundreds of men milling around, waiting for him to catch up with the army
    as Morlan had requested.
    

    



    “Left already,” Gaston muttered. He turned to the priest nearby and stared
    at the man. The man was old, as most of the coven had been, but this one
    seemed older than all of them. He had been the coven’s castellan, and
    Gaston had decided to let the man keep the job for now, though he was sure
    he should have left him behind. He was slow on the road, and a number of
    times had needed to ride the single cart that the coven had taken with
    them, slowing them down further still. Morlan had given him command of ten
    warriors to guard an equal number of his coven priests, who were to join
    the army at the front. Just ten, and it had required four of them to pull
    the cart in shifts. They were already exhausted and would be no good in a
    fight if they were needed.
    

    



    “Morlan sent word ahead with scouts that Carlossa should wait for us to
    arrive. It would bring great courage to the clans to know that the coven
    was with them on the battlefield.”
    

    



    “Yes, my lord,” said the old man. “Yes, he sent word, ten days back, before
    we left.”
    

    



    Gaston paced the ground in front of the cart.
    

    



    “And yet it was not quick enough. You,” he said pointing at the scout. “Did
    Morlan’s messengers get here before the army left?”
    

    



    The scout looked uncomfortable, was wringing his hands as he spoke. “Yes,
    my lord. They were here four days past, and they spoke to Carlossa.”
    

    



    Gaston stopped pacing and turned to face the scout, his nonchalant
    expression sharpening to annoyance. “I don’t understand.”
    

    



    “Ah,” said the scout, looking embarrassed. “I means that they got here
    before the army left, my lord. Carlossa led the expedition out maybe three
    days after, and he also took the messengers with him, recruited into the
    scout ranks.”
    

    



    “Yes, you idiot,” snapped Gaston. “I understand that part, but what I fail
    to comprehend is why, if the messenger got here, did Carlossa not wait as
    instructed? Morlan made it quite clear they were to expect us.”
    

    



    “Yes, my lord.”
    

    



    “Then what am I missing here?” demanded Gaston.
    

    



    “Ah, you were expected days ago, my lord,” said the scout.
    

    



    Gaston glared at the man. It was a strange sense that now filled him. If he
    commanded it, one of his own warriors would kill the scout, for whatever
    reason Gaston decided. The warrior would simply execute the man right
    there, in front of the dozen warriors left to hold the camp, and no one
    would argue, not even the other scouts to whose group the man belonged.
    Even stranger, he thought. It was that sense of command, something that he
    had never possessed in his life before meeting Morlan, and taking over the
    Coven, that was saving the scout.
    

    



    “Tell me why the message was ignored,” said Gaston.
    

    



    “I don’t know, my lord,” said the scout. “But I can suggest that Carlossa
    found out some new information—from a captive, I think—about where the
    peoples of the Elk were going to be and when. One morning I comes out of my
    tent, ready to go out on my usual scout and hunt, but everyone is up
    already and packing to leave. They was in a mighty hurry. Carlossa was
    snapping orders left and center and all. They left before the sun was even
    high and marched off south.”
    

    



    Gaston frowned. “South? Not East?”
    

    



    “No,” said the scout. “They went south, well south east as it is, along the
    Four Twenty-One and I heard mention of some place called Seaforth.”
    

    



Gaston stared at the ground. Southeast, the Four     Twenty-One. That didn’t, as far as he could
    remember, lead directly to Raleigh. The road south east may eventually join
    another that did, but then the lake was in the way. Unless there was a way
    across the lake? “Where is this Seaforth?”
    

    



    “Side of the lake, my lord,” said the scout. “Least that’s what I heard.
    Near a causeway. I didn’t pick up much more than that.”
    

    



    “Causeway,” said Gaston. “A way across the lake. They mean to come from a
    direction that the Elk won’t be expecting. How very clever this Carlossa
    is. You know of this place that they are heading?”
    

    



    “Ah. Sort of, my lord. Not well. I knows where to go to get to it, but I’ve
    not ranged down that way. I knows what I know from reports of the land down
    there though, from other scouts who have gone that way.”
    

    



    “Good,” said Gaston. “You and two more of your scouts will take us the way
    Carlossa travelled. We will catch them up.”
    

    



    “I’m supposed to stay here and help watch this camp, my lord,” said the
    scout.
    

    



    Gaston frowned at him. “Do you know to whom you speak?”
    

    



    “Yes, my lord. Sorry, my lord,” said the scout. “Of course we will
    accompany you, as you say. I just wanted to make sure you knew I was given
    orders, that’s all. We’ll just be a few minutes to gather our gear.”
    

    



    “Better answer.” Gaston shook his head and stood waiting as the scout
    hurried off to collect his things. He turned to the old man, a wicked
    thought in his head. “And you, old man, have a new task. You must represent
    our coven here at the camp, and after one week, you will travel back to
    Wytheville with an update of what has happened—when a new cart goes back
    that way from the supply line.”
    

    



    The old man’s jaw dropped.
    

    



    “Trust me,” said Gaston. “You would prefer that to the alternative.”
    

 





 





Chapter 34
 




    “What are we doing?”
    

    



    Briar looked into the faces of his men. He’d stood next to many of them as
    a young boy, learning how to track deer through the woods. He had fought
    with them, fought against them, bled with them. He had become brotherly
    with these men in a way he had not with his real brothers. But the world
    was changing. Briar had known what was happening for years; he could feel
    the shift in the cosmic energy—not something he would share around the
    campfire after a day’s hunt, but he knew some of his men felt it as well.
    Things seemed to be slowing down—devolving. It wasn’t just the
    breach caused by the grumble, or the recent resurgence of the Valk crawling
    up through the cracks in the earth. It wasn’t even the appearance of Cygoa
    warriors, the fierce men from the north who had dipped farther south than
    they ever had before, taking back what they considered to be their old
    lands and their right. No, Briar had felt the change in his gut, deep
    within his own being.
    

    



    “Briar? What are we doing?”
    

    



    He had sent Rav off but did not tell his men. They would find out soon
    enough, and the clan leader should never be compelled to share the
    rationale behind the hard decisions that needed to be made. Briar’s men had
    trusted him for years, even though they had not always been aware of what
    it would take to keep the clan alive.
    

    



    It was Rav’s idea, and Briar could not imagine a scenario in which it would
    work. But there wasn’t anything else they could possibly do. The Valk
    warband was moving relentlessly and in legion. Their bows and arrows would
    be no match for their swelled numbers. So, Briar had agreed to the plan.
    Rav had assumed his own level of risk—if it didn’t work, the possible
    demise of the clans would be on his head.
    

    



    Briar’s men had not lit fires, and even though the days had been warming,
    the nights continued to send a chill into the men’s bones. They had spent
    the better part of the day running through thick brush. Most of the men had
    dried blood in their beards from the thorns and sharp branches that
    scratched at their faces. They didn’t have time to cut it down or go around
    it. The Valk had continued on the Ninety-Five trail, so Briar’s men had to
    move faster to get out in front of them. And now they would wait.
    

    



    “We’re waiting here. Arm yourselves. No fires to be lit.”
    

    



    He felt the hunters rustle in the darkness, their feet kicking the leaves
    in a nervous dance.
    

    



    “Of course, Chief. Where’s Rav?”
    

    



    He turned his head toward the voice—one of the hunters who had just joined
    the clan recently. So recently that Briar couldn’t even remember his name.
    

    



    “We need to draw the Valk to us,” he said. “We need them to give chase.”
    

    



    None of the hunters responded. Briar’s words hung in the dark, chilly
    night. Before any of them could respond, the bitter stench of death filled
    the air.
    

    



    “Come on. They are sending guards to scout the perimeter of their camp. We
    should be able to shoot several.”
    

    



    “We’re going to attack them? The Valk? There must be a hundred of
    them, two hundred maybe.”
    

    



    Briar brought his bow out and released an arrow in one motion. It cut
    through the air and lodged into the right eye of the first Valk warrior
    coming through the trees. The beast fell and Briar’s second arrow was
    already flying towards the next Valk warrior. That arrow also found its
    mark. The Valk fell on top of his dead brother. A third warrior paused,
    looking at Briar before turning around and running back into the forest.
    The Valk warrior made hissing and clacking noises that reverberated through
    the trees.
    

    



    “They’re coming,” said Briar. “Fall back to the tree line and climb on top
    of the rocks we marked earlier today.”
    

    



    Before his men could object, Briar watched Rav stumble between the hunters
    at the edge of the circle. A bead of blood ran down the side of his face.
    He hunched over, his hands on his knees, his body racked by coughs. It
    wasn’t until he stood up that Briar realized Rav was laughing. The hunters
    took a step closer, wanting to hear what the crazy old man would say next.
    But it was Briar who spoke.
    

    



    “Does this mean you have some friends on the way?”
    

    



    “Yeah, I sure do. It’s time to party,” said Rav.
    

    



    Briar ran and his men followed. They pushed through some low brush and
    climbed the rocks they had scouted earlier. He wanted to explain what was
    happening to all of them, but there wasn’t time. The Valk would be coming
    from one direction, and if what Rav said was true, Cygoa would be coming
    from the other.
    

    



    “Take cover and ready your bows,” Briar said to his men. “If they don’t
    engage, we will need to encourage them with a few arrows. If need be, we
    shoot anything that enters the field below us. But we need to keep our
    location hidden, so don’t go volleying. Give each shot a count of five
    before the next.”
    

    



    Cygoa appeared first. The warriors stopped in the narrow clearing and spun
    around. A second later, the Valk warriors approached from the other side.
    Without so much as a hesitation, they engaged. The Valk hissed and ran
    forward while Cygoa screamed, wielding heavy battle axes and hammers.
    

    



    Briar couldn’t see the fight from their vantage point in the darkness. But
    he didn’t need to see much. He drew back and began firing arrows into the
    melee. The other hunters followed his lead while Rav leaned back against a
    rock, chuckling.
    

    



    “It’s working,” said Rav. “We ran them right into each other. Hold on the
    arrows. We may not need them ‘til the end.”
    

    



    Briar nodded at this. More and more bodies flooded onto the tight
    battlefield and Briar could smell their blood. His hunters had become more
    strategic, saving their arrows for clean shots. It seemed as though the
    warriors in each warband had come through the trees ready to fight. And
    when the wounded tried to retreat, Briar and his men took them down. He had
    been so intent on being accurate with his bow that Briar hadn’t noticed
    that Rav had climbed down from the rocks and was now on the edge of the
    clearing.
    

    



    “Hold your fire,” Briar said to his men.
    

    



    He slid down the rock and joined Rav, who was now five steps ahead and
    making a straight line for a Valk warrior crawling through the dirt. The
    rest of the slain bodies remained motionless. Briar glanced over his
    shoulder and saw that the hunters had their bows out, keeping him covered
    as he entered the battlefield.
    

    



    “This one here ain’t dead yet,” said Rav. “I think I’d like to talk to this
    piece of shit.”
    

    



    Briar stumbled, the stench of blood mingling with the bitter rot of the
    Valk overwhelming his senses. He looked through the trees and did not see
    any more warriors approaching. He glanced in the direction of the Cygoa and
    saw nothing there, either.
    

    



    “What could he possibly tell us?” Briar asked. “They’re coming out of the
    ground, and they’re coming for us. It’s not a mystery.”
    

    



    Rav shook his head and brought his boot down on the left hand of the Valk
    warrior. He used his other foot to kick the beast in the ribs. Rav took a
    blade from beneath his ragged cloak and buried it to the hilt in the Valk’s
    back.
    

    



    “How many in your warband?” he asked the dying Valk.
    

    



    Briar stepped back, and for a second, he believed the Valk warrior might
    speak. Instead, the creature turned its face up at Rav, grunted and then
    spat blood at him before dying. Rav yanked his blade free and wiped it
    clean.
    

    



    “How many is a ‘grunt’ in Valk?” Rav asked.
    

    



    Briar looked around and noticed that his men had climbed off the rocks and
    were now going through the bodies on the battlefield, taking whatever they
    could use.
    

    



    “We bought ourselves some time. I can’t believe your bat-shit-crazy plan
    worked. But you know more Valk and Cygoa are on the way. Let’s get to
    Jonah.”
    

 





 



Chapter 35
 


    Seren watched from the tree line. There was no movement in the ruins ahead,
    so she carefully trod over a prickle bush and stepped out onto the dirt.
    There was a stretch of open ground stretching between the edge of the
    forest and where the ruined building started that was flat, where very
    little vegetation had grown. Even though the forest had reclaimed much of
    the world there were still spots that it could not reach, for no obvious
    reason.
    

    



    Sorcha followed her out of the trees, and she could hear the thump of
    Declan’s crutch as he caught up to them. Bow in hand, she jogged across the
    open ground, her eyes darting from one hollow window frame to the next.
    There were many buildings, maybe a dozen or so, and she was finished with
    forgetting to be cautious after their encounter with the Cygoa near the
    lake and then again, with the Valk, at Rocky Mount. Both encounters had
    been too close; it made her shiver just to think about it. She wasn’t
    letting her guard down again anytime soon.
    

    



    She slowed as she reached the first ruin, crouching and peering over the
    wall. Signs of recent occupation were everywhere. Small bones from birds or
    forest animals were cast into piles in the corners and left for other
    animals to scavenge, the kicked-out remains of a fire lay in the center of
    the building, and even a torn cloth that was covered with a dark stain,
    which Seren was relieved wasn’t red, lay a few feet away. This place had
    been used very recently, maybe only days before, but by whom?
    

    



    She hoped it was the Elk, and that they were closing on them. The trail had
    led them out briefly onto the Ninety-Five, and down the Eighty-Seven. With
    as many people travelling as Declan said there was, it was easy to keep to
    the trail and the travelers hadn’t left the road, or so it seemed. They
    found the remnants of several encampments roughly a day of slow marching
    within each other, and Seren was still surprised at how large the perimeter
    was where the dirt had been churned up by cartwheels, footfall, and tents.
    

    



    “They must be getting close to Raleigh or Greensboro,” Declan said as he
    crossed the ground between the trees and the first ruin. Seren had noticed
    that he was walking faster now and with more confidence. The wound was
    healing well. Hopefully it wouldn’t be long before he could move without
    aid.
    

    



    She turned back to him. “Surely they won’t be going as far as Greensboro?
    They must have found other Cygoa scouts. They must already know how
    dangerous it is to go farther west?” She looked at the ground. “I was
    hoping to catch up with them before they reached that far, to warn them.”
    

    



    “Well, Raleigh seems to be the best choice,” said Declan. “At least I
    wouldn’t go any farther west than that.”
    

    



    “Maybe they went farther south?” Seren suggested.
    

    



    Declan shrugged “Too far and it’s all tainted lands that way. South-east
    maybe, but straight south is not an option.”
    

    



    “Not all of it,” Seren said. She watched as Sorcha entered the building and
    started sniffing at the ground. The wolf was oddly sullen and had been all
    morning.
    

    



    “So where now?” asked Seren.
    

    



    “Back to the road, I’d say,” said Declan. “Looks like they used these ruins
    to camp overnight. The tracks of the carts are still reasonably clear on
    the road and they carry on west from here.”
    

    



    “Let’s just hope we’re following on the right tracks,” said Seren.
    

    



    Declan shrugged. “Can’t imagine there being another group of folks that big
    wandering around here.”
    

    



    “Cygoa,” said Seren.
    

    



    “Ah, well, yeah,” said Declan with a shrug. “You know what I mean. They’re
    much farther west, and I don’t think the majority of them are moving. I’d
    say they are quite happy to have stolen Wytheville and our lands. Why would
    they be coming this way?”
    

    



    Seren was about to speak again when Sorcha’s head snapped upwards. The wolf
    had sensed something, and she trotted towards the other side of the ruin,
    sniffing frantically.
    

    



    “What’s wrong, girl?” Seren asked. Sorcha seemed to ignore her, carrying on
    through the other side of the building and out onto the road. She headed
    towards one of the other ruins at the edge of the hamlet.
    

    



    “What’s got her back up?” asked Declan.
    

    



    “No idea,” Seren said, following the wolf. “I guess we’ll find out.”
    

    



    “Go,” said Declan. “I’ll catch up.”
    

    



    Seren nodded and jogged after Sorcha, who sped up, sniffing at the ground,
    almost running towards the building opposite.
    

    



    It was the largest of the ruins and seemed to have just one arched
    entrance. A huge metal door lay on the ground nearby and there were dried
    patches of blood scattered across the ground. There had been a battle here;
    even before she stepped through the archway, she could smell the scent of
    death, and she didn’t step farther into the courtyard. It was a huge space
    between the walls of the building, which once had been covered but was now
    open to the sky. It may once have been part of the hall, or a shop, and had
    balconies overlooking it, some of them still intact. Quite a lot of the
    upper floor hung from broken rafters that should have fallen long ago.
    Scattered over the ground were broken arrows, nearly all of them bloodied,
    and there were similar patches of dry blood across the ground.
    

    



    She stood for a moment, her mouth open, looking across the flat ground.
    Dozens had been killed here, she thought. But were they her people or an
    enemy? Sorcha sniffed the ground and paced the area long enough for Declan
    to catch them up. “What the hell happened here?” he asked, peering through
    the entrance. Seren just shook her head. Sorcha stopped sniffing at the
    patches of blood and scurried towards the entrance where Seren stood, but
    she didn't stop. Instead, the wolf hurried straight past Seren and began
    sniffing around outside.
    

    



    “She certainly picked up something,” said Seren. “Maybe someone survived
    this? Maybe someone’s wounded?” Seren knelt by the patch of blood, pinched
    at the darkened ground, and sniffed it, cringing. It was certainly blood.
    “Doesn’t smell human,” she said. There was something odd about it that she
    couldn’t place. Logan would have known just by the smell, she thought, and
    she stood again.
    

    



    “Wait here,” she said as Sorcha started off toward the tree line. “No need
    for you to be traipsing through the trees. I’ll be back soon.”
    

    



    Declan sighed and leaned against the archway. “No problem with that,” he
    said, reaching round to take his pack from his back. Seren jogged after
    Sorcha as the she wolf headed into the woods.


***



    Sorcha slowed as they approached a more dense area in the forest. It was
    still deathly quiet, but Seren was beginning to worry about the distance
    they had travelled from the ruins, where they had left Declan. Already
    nearly half a mile, now, she thought.



    The wolf sniffed around at what appeared to be the entrance to a den of
    some kind, maybe that of a badger. Seren had seen similar dens in the
    forest before but had rarely seen such a creature.
    

    



    “Don’t tell me you brought me all the way out here for a badger’s den,” she
    said, her hands on her hips. Sorcha whined in reply, and Seren was about to
    scold her when another whine answered, this one coming from the hole in the
    ground. Seren stopped, frozen on the spot, frowning at Sorcha, who
    immediately ran back to the hole and sniffed at the slope. Seren knelt down
    and peered into the darkness. The hole was bigger than she had thought, big
    enough for maybe a creature half of Sorcha’s size to get in and out
    comfortably. She spotted something reflecting the light, used her hand to
    shade her view from the sun, and peered into the darkness, into a pair of
    eyes.
    

    



    Sorcha growled, and a series of whimpers came from the hole. A moment
    later, the first of the wolf pups stepped cautiously out into the sunlight.
    

    



    Declan was still leaning against the wall of the ruin when Seren stepped
    back out of the tree line an hour later. He stopped chewing on the dried
    piece of meat he had been saving and looked up. “Took you long enough,” he
    said. “At this rate it’ll be dark in a few hours, and we won’t get much
    farther—”
    

    



    He stopped mid-sentence as Sorcha followed Seren out of the trees, and
    behind her came a troop of half a dozen wolf pups, frantically biting at
    each other and at Sorcha’s tail.
    

    



    Seren looked at him, then at the puppies, and shrugged. “I seem to have
    gained more friends.”
    

    



    “Oh, you have got to be kidding,” he said.
    
 




 



Chapter 36
 


    Rav found the flask, removed the cap, and took a drink. The liquid scorched
    his lips, and he felt the fire burning in his chest. Whatever the Cygoa had
    brewed was almost as vile as the stench of the Valk. The sun had begun to
    illuminate the eastern horizon, and the first few birds chirped in the
    early morning hours. Rav raised the flask again and nodded at several of
    Briar’s hunters as they went through the last of the gear scavenged from
    the dead bodies. Even Briar held two hammers in one hand.
    

    



    Rav couldn’t believe it had worked. Each enemy had pursued so quickly that
    they hadn’t had time to process what was happening. Rav expected the Valk
    to come fast and furious, in-keeping with their animalistic instincts. But
    he thought the Cygoa would have been somewhat more cautious. The men in
    that warband committed early to a full-on chase, and that decision had cost
    them their lives.
    

    



    “Now what?” Rav asked as Briar walked toward him. “I mean, we have to get
    to Jonah and the rest of the Elk clan. But how?”
    

    



    “Due south-west,” said Briar. “I’m not sure I understand your question. My
    men are almost finished sorting the weapons and valuable items. We have not
    seen another Valk or Cygoa coming through the trees, and I haven’t heard
    anything either. I think we can make it to the clans in half a day’s
    travel.”
    

    



    Rav had really come to admire and respect the leader of this hunter clan.
    Briar appeared to be nothing more than a man of the woods, able to track
    game and find whatever medicinal herbs were needed to keep his people
    healthy. And that he was. But he also possessed a sophistication and
    intelligence hidden by his natural ability to read the environment, and it
    was something Rav had not seen before.
    

    



    He’d had the opportunity to talk to hundreds—if not thousands—of travelers
    as they came through the pass, one year after another, season after season.
    Rav had collected their common wisdom, and even though he had not spent
    time living in the high-rise structures of the old ruins, he believed
    himself to be familiar with the history and ways of the world. Briar had
    spent the majority of his life crawling through the forest, but he seemed
    to have gained his own level of knowledge. Rav shook his head and listened.
    

    



    “Then let’s pack up, asshole. Let’s get these guys moving again.”
    

    



    Briar winked at Rav. He grabbed the flask from his hand. “Jonah will be
    happy to see you alive once again.”
    

    



    “And I, my friend,” Rav said taking the flask back, “will be happy to get
    my buzz on again.”


***



    By the time the hunters had re-gathered and packed their belongings, the
    sun had crested the eastern horizon. Rav had stayed out of the way,
    allowing Briar to direct his men to get them on the trail as quickly as
    possible. There had been some discussion about hiding the bodies, but Briar
    decided to leave them on the battlefield. If the hunters moved quickly, and
    kept up the pace, they would meet up with the other clans in a matter of
    hours. There had been no other sign of Cygoa warbands in the forest or the
    Valk coming from beneath the earth.



    “Raleigh Correctional Facility.”
    

    



    “What?” Rav asked.
    

    



    “What do you think they corrected at that facility?” Briar asked. “I would
    have to imagine that Raleigh is the name of the settlement, although it
    could be something entirely different.”
    

    



    He looked up at the sign as they got closer. It stood on the edge of the
    trail, and Rav was quite surprised to be able to still read the letters
    after all of these years. Most of the signs from the old world had faded or
    rusted over. For some reason, this one had not.
    

    



    A winding trail originated behind the sign and Rav followed it to the trees
    where it stopped at the base of a massive fence. It was one of those steel
    chain-link fences, the kind that one could climb if they were brave enough.
    Sections of the fence had fallen, but other sections remained upright, and
    a few still had barbed wire across the top. Whatever they had been keeping
    inside that facility must have been extremely valuable.
    

    



    “I try not to think about those ancient people,” Rav said. “Reading some of
    that old nonsense will make your head hurt. Even more than the shitty
    firewater the Cygoa have in their flasks.”
    

    



    Briar chuckled. “I’ll avoid it. Anyway, my men tell me the clans are headed
    due west, through and around the ruins, mostly keeping to the southern edge
    of the city. Several trails lead that way that couldn’t be missed.”
    

    



    Rav looked up.
    

    



    “Do you think your runner made it to Jonah?”
    

    



    “I do, Rav. But I’m sure Jonah will want to hear much more from you.”


***



    Rav saw the carts littered along the trail. He was able to recognize the
    old, rusted steel better than the types of trees that grew in the region.
    Several of the old women looked up as they washed pots or hung, dripping,
    tattered rags on hemp lines. He wasn’t sure how many of these people had
    come with Jonah from the north. The Elk had absorbed clans as they moved
    south, and judging by the number of carts Rav saw, Jonah had continued that
    practice.



    Briar’s men walked with their bows slung over their shoulders, surrounding
    their leader and Rav as they walked.
    

    



    “Where’s Jonah?” Briar asked one of the old hags hunched over a dying fire.
    “I need to see him.”
    

    



    “He’s at camp,” she said, her tongue slapping empty gums.
    

    



    “Which direction?”
    

    



    She pointed to a trail branching off the main one that appeared to be
    nothing more than a buck run. “Few miles that way. Ghafir and Gideon are
    with him. Wolf pack been on our trail for a long time. Jonah went to take
    care of it. We’re just picking up what’s been abandoned. You know, broken
    carts and stuff.”
    

    



    “Donast of the Nikkt?” Briar asked. “Is he with them?”
    

    



    The old woman chuckled and shook her head, her eyes glazed over with
    cataracts. “How should I know? So many clans from all over. Strange folk.
    Don’t think they all belong here, neither. Time will tell.” She turned her
    back on Briar and never even looked in Rav’s direction. He pulled Briar to
    the side while the rest of the hunters remained on the trail.
    

    



    “There are a lot of new people here. You think anyone has a flask?”
    

    



    “Let’s follow the trail,” Briar said, shaking his head and trying to keep
    the grin from spreading across his face. “You fucking drunk. I’m sure there
    will be some in the camp.”
    

    



    Briar and Rav led the men down the trail. They crossed a narrow creek and
    climbed out of the valley to where the trail took them to the east. Nobody
    from the clans had pulled their carts across, and it didn’t look like
    anyone had been hunting on this side of the stream.
    

    



    They walked for several miles until Briar held up his hand, stopping the
    group. Rav looked around and back to Briar. The man put a single finger to
    his lips and shook his head. Rav held his breath through the silence.
    

    



    “As long as you don’t have a tail or bark at the moon, you’re welcome
    here.”
    

    



    Rav knew it was Jonah before he even saw his face. Ghafir and Gideon
    stepped out from behind the trees while Donast and Jonah approached the
    trail from the other side. Jonah smiled at Briar before his eyes fell upon
    Rav.
    

    



    “Holy fuck,” Jonah said, visibly shocked.
    

    



    “Ain’t never been nothing holy about me, Jonah,” Rav said with a grin.
    

    



    He felt Jonah’s arms around him. Rav embraced the chief of the Elk clan
    before stepping back and looking at the man.
    

    



    “I thought you were dead, Rav,” Jonah said, shaking his head.
    

    



    “Then maybe you should do less thinking.”
    

    



    Briar’s men, and those who had been in the woods with Jonah, laughed.
    Handshakes and hugs followed while Jonah and Rav stepped to the side.
    

    



    “Briar’s scouts told me of Ninety-Five. They didn’t mention you. We should
    talk—“
    

    



    “Jonah, wait. There’s more.”
    

    



    Jonah crossed his arms. “Of course. You must be exhausted, and I want to
    know how the hell you are standing here before me.”
    

    



    “All I need for that is a flask and a warm fire to get me going—and maybe
    some of those northern apples. But there are more important things we need
    to talk about, things I’ve seen, things that are coming our way.”
    

    



    The corners of Jonah’s mouth dropped, and his brow furrowed. He glanced
    back at the men sharing firewater and stories. “What about Gunney?”
    

    



    Rav shook his head. “He didn’t make it, and we will celebrate that
    warrior’s Dustfall. But now, you really need to know what is happening to
    the north.”
    

    



    “Cygoa?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Rav. “And more.”
    

    



    He could tell that Jonah knew what he was about to say, but Rav had to say
    it anyway.
    

    



    “The Valk. They’ve crawled out of their holes. They are moving through the
    forests, and it doesn’t look like they’re satisfied with just corpses
    anymore.”
    

    



    Jonah put a hand to his forehead and sighed.
    
 




 



Chapter 37
 


    “I found another one,” Keana called. She stood looking down at the bright
    orange flowers sticking out of the top of the weed that was huddled between
    some ferns. Leta arrived a few seconds later and stood nodding.
    

    



    “Good, excellent. Just another two—maybe three—more of those and the salve
    will be perfect.”
    

    



    Keana grinned. She wasn’t really that keen on Logan, and had always found
    him to be rude—too short with people, unless that person happened to be
    Seren. He also didn’t smell too good. Since Seren had left them, Logan had
    gone further into his moods and was barely friendly these days. But she
    didn’t wish the man to die, and she knew that Leta only wanted to help. But
    finding the damn orange plant was becoming laborious. Leta had said they
    were rare, but this was ridiculous. This was only the second, and they had
    been searching for most of the morning. When Leta had said they could go
    out and find them, she had hoped to be back for lunch. Now they were three,
    maybe four miles from the camp, and deep into the woods to the east, not
    really too far from where the ruins began, and that made her nervous. She
    didn’t mind buildings, but huge, sprawling, unknown areas of large ruins
    like those of Raleigh reminded her of the things that had crawled out of
    Eliz’s underground.
    

    



    What if the Valk lived under every city? What if they were just waiting in
    the ruins?
    

    



    While Leta picked at the orange flowers, carefully cutting off the small
    cloves that grew underneath them, Keana squinted and looked across the
    expanse of fern, hoping to see a glint of orange amongst it, but her eyes
    didn’t settle on a flower. Instead they landed upon two figures moving
    through the forest toward them. One was tall, but seemed to be limping, and
    was using a crutch, and the other was smaller, only shoulder height to the
    first, and was shrouded in furs. Then she noticed the other movement around
    the pair. Dogs, maybe, or some other animal. There were a few of them
    following the pair.
    

    



    “Ah, Leta,” she whispered. “How far are the guards? We have company.”
    

    



    Leta looked up, then signaled Keana to crouch next to her. They both peered
    through the tall ferns and watched the pair approach.
    

    



    “The guards are on the other side of the clearing, near the trail. If we
    call them, those people will hear us too,” said Keana.
    

    



    “Yes,” said Leta. “But I don’t think we’re going to need them.” The woman
    stood up. Keana was about to grab her and pull her back down, but she was
    too slow. “Declan!” Leta shouted. “You are almost two weeks late reporting
    back! Jonah will not be pleased.” Then she was smiling and pacing through
    the trees towards the pair.
    

    



    Keana wondered who this new person with Declan was. It didn’t look like one
    of the scouts had left with him, which didn’t seem right. No, this new
    person was too short, maybe two inches shorter than she.
    

    



    Then the girl with Declan pulled off her hood and Keana almost leapt into
    the air. Instead, she hurried forward, unable to contain her joy, and threw
    her arms around Seren. “You’re alive! Oh, gods, you are! I knew you
    wouldn’t be gone, I just knew it,” Keana said, hugging her friend tightly.
    Seren hugged her back, unable to suppress a smile. “How? Where have you
    been? What happened. Tell me everything!”
    

    



    Seren sighed. “That is a very long story, maybe for another time—well,
    tomorrow. We really need to speak to Jonah, and soon.”
    

    



    It was then that Keana noticed that the dogs had surrounded them. She froze
    for a moment. Leta, who it seemed had realized that these were wolves and
    not dogs a few seconds before Keana had rushed to Seren, had stopped twenty
    feet away, her eyes wide as she watched the larger wolf move to stand
    between them and the pups.
    

    



    “Seren…” Keana started. She stood still, unable to move. Wolves.
    There were wolves around them, but somehow Seren wasn’t frightened.
    

    



    It was Declan, and not Seren, who spoke first. “You’ll get used to them
    pretty quickly,” he said. “Though it’s a bit un-nerving at first. I must
    admit I thought for the first few nights that I was going to not wake up
    the next day because Sorcha decided I was dinner.”
    

    



    “Sorcha?” asked Keana, with a frown. She relaxed a little, but it was
    difficult. Her instincts were still screaming at her to run.
    

    



    “This is Sorcha,” Seren said, bending down to nuzzle at the large she
    wolf’s head. “We met during the snow. We were trapped in the same place
    together, and it took a while, but we became friends. She isn’t that keen
    on many other people, though, but she knows not to be nasty.” She looked at
    the pups. “These we only just found. I think they must be orphans or
    something. Sorcha found them not far from where you all camped on your way
    here. We’ve been trailing you from Rocky Mount, though we came east first.
    We must have crossed trails at some point and missed you.”
    

    



    Leta coughed. “Of course,” she said. “Back in the ruins, not many days ago.
    Jonah and the others, they put together a plan to trap the wolf pack that
    had been attacking us. They got rid of the wolves. But there were no young
    ones among them.”
    

    



    Seren stood up, and glanced to Declan, who nodded. “And that would explain
    the blood in those ruins, and how these got left behind,” he said.
    

    



    “I’m not sure how father will take to having these around,” said Keana.
    “Wolves aren’t the most popular of things around the camp. We’ll have to
    spread the word or the guards will kill them if they are wandering about.”
    

    



    Seren looked worried. “If they can’t stay, I’ll have to take them away,”
    she said. “I’m not parting with Sorcha after everything we’ve been through.
    She’s my friend.”
    

    



    “I’ll talk to Father,” Keana said. “I’m sure we can work something out.”
    

    



    There was a shout from farther back in the forest, and Keana turned to see
    several of the warriors that had been sent with them to guard the foraging
    groups rushing through the trees, weapons drawn.
    

    



    Sorcha whined, and Seren quickly patted her side. The wolf moved closer to
    her, and the pups moved closer to Sorcha, somehow aware of the danger. By
    the time the guards were twenty feet away the wolves were huddled behind
    Seren.
    

    



    “Stop!” called Keana. “There is no danger, it is fine. This is a friend and
    these are her...pets. They are safe.”
    

    



    The four warriors stopped, and the leader glanced first at Leta and then
    back to Keana. “Are you sure?” He asked, his axe still drawn. “They look
    like wolves to me.”
    

    



    “That’s because they are wolves. But the girl insists the big one is
    trained,” said Leta, “and the others are just pups, they can be trained
    just as dog pups.”
    

    



    The warriors didn’t look convinced, but lowered their weapons. “Wait a
    minute,” one of them said. “You were Elk once, I recognize you. You left
    with Gaston and the others. You were all banished.”
    

    



    Seren didn’t answer.
    

    



    “I am right hand to Jonah,” Declan said, stepping forward from the tree
    where he was leaning. The warriors visibly relaxed upon seeing him. “I am
    traveling with Seren, and I will be speaking to Jonah on her behalf. She
    saved my life and deserves to be forgiven.”
    

    



    The first warrior nodded, but pointed at the wolves. “And what of these,
    chief?”
    

    



    “They are wolves,” said Declan. “Yes, they are dangerous. I’ve seen it
    myself. But this one is trained, just as Leta says.” He pointed at Sorcha.
    “The others are just pups. Imagine trained wolves? I thought it ridiculous
    at first, but this one has protected and helped me, after I was wounded and
    left for dead by Cygoa, as much as Seren has.”
    

    



    The warrior nodded. “You still have an injury? I can send for a cart to get
    you back to the camp and send word ahead. Jonah will be pleased that you
    are alive, and we have several doctors now.”
    

    



    “Please, do it,” Declan said, still leaning heavily on the crutch. “A rest
    from walking on this leg will be welcome.”
    
 




 



Chapter 38
 


    Jonah looked down at the map. It was a large diagram, scratched and drawn
    onto a full sized adult deer skin with charcoal. Roads were marked clearly,
    along with areas of the old cities and lakes, covering the lands all the
    way from Eliz to the forest beyond Wytheville. In the far northwestern
    section of the map there was even a patch of blue and a small cross that
    marked the village, and it was this mark that he was staring at. Less than
    a year ago, maybe only ten changes of the moon in total, he had left that
    place. A small village on the edge of the settled lands. Everywhere beyond
    that was the wilderness, and unless you travelled far to the north for many
    weeks, through unsettled lands, you wouldn’t meet a single soul.
    

    



    Now half of the map to the west was chalked with red marks that showed the
    edges of the lands that the Cygoa had overtaken. All of the west, beyond
    Greensboro, was overrun. Scouts had returned from all directions, reporting
    the movements of the Cygoa warbands, and the enemy was spreading out, even
    in the north towards the mountains, all across the valleys and the forest
    lands, and their numbers were great.
    

    



    And here he was, having brought possibly most of the remnants of the
    eastern clans and the forest clans right to their doorstep.
    

    



    “But what choice do I have?” he asked, though no one else heard, for the
    command tent was empty apart from him, An hour ago he had stood with a
    dozen other prominent leaders, arguing the very same questions but finding
    no answers. To the west the Cygoa, and to the east, the Valk. To the north,
    the mountains and only the deadlands and the taint, and to the south much
    the same. There was no refuge, and over a thousand folk of the remnant
    clans looked to him for answers. Answers that he didn’t have. This place
    called Raleigh was the only place he could find in the lands that they may
    be able to hold, but it wasn’t far enough away from either of their
    enemies.
    

    



    “Judas would have taken the war one way or the other,” he muttered. “East
    or west. One enemy is no different to the other. They both can be killed.”
    

    



    He stood in silence, thinking of the years that stretched behind him.
    Blissful, ignorant years. Would that he could take it all back to that
    time.
    

    



    He tried to snap out of that thought and looked at the map again. There
    were places in the wilderness. Places to the north and the south where
    large areas of land were wilderness and may not be tainted. One of those
    directions would have to be chosen, but either direction meant moving into
    unknown lands not far from the taint. The risk was high.
    

    



    He touched the book that lay on the makeshift bench that held the map. The
    book his father had given him. The word of the Elk.
    

    



    “You’re an idiot,” he said, this time slightly louder. “You lost half of
    your clan to Gaston, following him to the south. Following a dream of a new
    land, just because you were stubborn and wanted to keep your people on the
    right path. You could have chosen to listen to him, instead of insisting on
    your stupid book. If we had all gone south, maybe we could have escaped
    this. But in ignorance you took the same old path.”
    

    



    That path had been to walk to Eliz and back every year. He had been
    determined that it should remain so, and the traditions be kept, but now
    Eliz was no longer theirs. It was no longer anyone’s. Even the Valk
    appeared to be abandoning it. There would be no return to the city that now
    lay mostly in ashes and rubble.
    

    



    His mind swirled with unease and uncertainty.
    
        You let them go off and follow a dream, and you could have taken the
        whole clan there. They never came back, did they? Not as far as you
        know. For all you know they could be planting their crops on green
        fields.
        

        

    


    “Jonah,” said a voice behind him. He spun round, half expecting the shade
    of his own father to be standing there, come to judge him. It took him a
    moment to recognize Declan, who now stood in the entrance.
    

    



    “Declan?” he asked, confused for moment. This boy was presumed dead, and
    yet here he was. So it would be a different ghost that would come.
    

    



    “Are you well?” Declan asked. “You look pale.”
    

    



    Jonah blinked. This was no ghost.
    

    



    “You’re alive?” Jonah asked. “You made it!”
    

    



    Declan grinned and tapped his leg. “Yeah, I made it. Somewhat battered up,
    and a bit later than you asked, but I did it. Sorry. The scouts I went
    with…I lost some to the Cygoa. We were caught, and they injured my leg
    pretty badly.”
    

    



    Jonah stepped forward and hugged him, surprising Declan. Then he took a
    step back and held him at arm’s length. “I thought we’d damn well lost you,
    boy.”
    

    



    “Hey,” said Declan. “Less of the boy. I’m still a right hand, you know.”
    

    



    Jonah laughed. “Of course. But how the hell? The lands west are riddled
    with those damn Cygoa.”
    

    



    “I had a little help,” Declan said. “From someone you might remember.” He
    hobbled aside and pulled back the tent flap so that Jonah could see
    outside. Standing just outside the entrance, her face pale and concerned,
    was Seren. Jonah went to speak, but he couldn’t find the words. He found
    himself stuttering something, but it came out wrong. Then she was hugging
    him, arms tight around his neck, and he held her back, smiling, feeling the
    pressure of the day lifting as haunting questions were answered. It was
    then that he noticed the crowd gathered outside. Sasha and Keana were
    chatting and smiling, and Leta was standing next to them. She gave him an
    approving nod.
    

    



    “Well I guess that answers that question,” said Declan.
    

    



    Seren let go of Jonah and stepped back.
    

    



    “What question?” asked Jonah.
    

    



    “Whether she is allowed back in the clan,” said Declan.
    

    



    Jonah turned back to Seren. “There never was a question,” he said.
    

    



    “I’m sorry,” she said, looking at the ground. “It’s just… Roke. I couldn’t
    let him go alone.”
    

    



    “Forget it,” Jonah said, feeling the flood of relief wash over him. “You
    never left.”
    

    



    A cheer went up in the crowd. People clapped, and the silence that was in
    the glade a moment before became a busy hum of chattering and laughter.
    

    



    “We have news,” Seren said. “It can’t wait. We need to talk.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “Come in,” he said. “Both of you.”
    

    



    When they were seated in the command tent, Jonah walked over to the map,
    looked at it once, and then looked at Seren. “Tell me,” he said.
    “Everything.”
    

    



    Seren took a deep breath, and then recounted all that she could
    remember—the journey south, the sickness and the dying, her stay over
    winter, her travels east after the frosts subsided, the fate of the Elk who
    had followed Gaston, and finally what she found in the ruins of Galax.
    After she had finished, Declan took over, telling Jonah of his discoveries
    while scouting, how the rest of the scouts were lost, how Seren saved him,
    and finally of the army that now came west. He nodded at Seren, and she
    took out the gun. “This is one of the weapons that they have in Galax.”
    

    



    Jonah looked at the thing and frowned. He had seen such things before, but
    not often, and he remembered how they had been rumored to be powerful
    weapons once, many centuries before, but now they were relics, their fire
    dead. “A relic. No more. Surely?”
    

    



    “No,” said Seren. “I’ve used it. It takes things called bullets to fire.”
    She took out one of the bullets from the small pouch at her waist and
    handed it to Jonah, who examined it. “Those are why the old weapons no
    longer work. They need something to fire, just like a bow does, but instead
    of arrows they need bullets. At Galax they have them. I don’t have many,
    only what they could spare me.”
    

    



    Jonah turned the thing over in his hand and then gave it back. “Why did
    they give that to you?” he asked, pointing at the gun. “If these things are
    so powerful, why give one to you?”
    

    



    “They wanted me to stay, really,” she replied. “But when I said I had to
    leave, to warn you and the other clans of the Cygoa, and the taint, and
    everything I’ve learned, they said they wanted me to be safe so that I
    could guide others to them. They wanted me to return to them.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “This changes things,” he said. “With the Cygoa coming here,
    we can’t stay. I’d hoped we could stay for at least one year before moving
    on. I thought the Cygoa would be busy just surviving in our lands, not
    pushing so hard to face us. I will need to call a council and speak to the
    other leaders. We will have to move—”
    

    



    He was interrupted by the distant sounds of a horn blowing.
    

    



    “What’s that?” asked Declan.
    

    



    “An alarm. We built a barricade on both of the causeways and along the
    roads, and we keep all of them guarded. It’s an early warning. That’s three
    blasts, so it’s from the west causeway. Come—we have to go and find out
    what it is.”
    

    



    * * *
    

    



    Jonah halted just short of the causeway barricade and bent over, his chest
    heaving as he struggled to catch his breath. Behind him, Solomon and
    several other warriors jogged across the blacktop. A dozen warriors stood
    atop the barricade, which had been hastily built using some abandoned carts
    and trees chopped from the nearby woods. Still, it was an impressive
    defense. There was a gate that normally stood open, but the guards had
    pulled it shut and were looking west across the blacktop, toward the forest
    on the other side.
    

    



    One of the warriors rushed to meet him and pointed across the lake. “We saw
    them just a short while ago,” the woman said. “A dozen or more. Moving
    through the trees toward the road. They was dressed like Cygoa. So we shut
    the gate. We just saw another group just off the road at the end of the
    causeway. There’s a lot of movement in the woods.”
    

    



    Jonah climbed the steps up to the top of the battlement. It was fifteen
    feet from the top of the wooden struts to the blacktop below. Far enough
    that a man couldn’t just jump up, but as Jonah looked at the length of the
    barricade, he wondered what the weaknesses could be. He had thought they
    had more time, and that he would be able to revisit the barricades and
    other defenses in the coming weeks, but now he looked across the causeway
    to the other side and saw shadows moving in the forest. Many
    shadows.
    

    



    “That isn’t just a scout group,” Solomon said at his side. “There’s too
    many.”
    

    



    “Then what?” asked the female warrior. “It could just be more than one
    group.”
    

    



    Jonah watched as more shadows moved through the trees until finally a small
    group walked out onto the blacktop and stood at the end of the causeway.
    Two of the figures hauled something from the trees. They then pulled it
    upright in the center of the blacktop. A tall pole, maybe thirty feet in
    height, rose up high, until finally a large sheet of cloth fell from the
    top and rolled down, revealing a large banner. Painted on the massive
    cloth, an eagle’s skull with an arrow jutting from the eye socket glared at
    them from across the causeway.
    

    



    “What news from the north causeway?” Jonah asked.
    

    



    “Nothing,” said another warrior. “No movement in the forest up there.”
    

    



    Jonah watched the movements on the other side of the causeway. It made
    sense. The other causeway was broken. It had mostly collapsed and fallen
    into the lake and would be difficult to cross. Plus they would have had to
    travel miles around the lake to reach it, whereas this causeway fed a
    blacktop road that was mostly untouched, and led all the way west and north
    back up to Greensboro, where scouts had claimed the movements of the Cygoa
    were thickest.
    

    



    “It could just be scouts,” said Solomon, but Jonah could sense the man
    wasn’t convinced of his own words.
    

    



    “No,” said Jonah. “Scouts don’t carry banners. That is the first warband of
    an army.”
    

    



    “An army?” asked Solomon. “They’re here already?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Jonah. “The Cygoa have come.”
    
 




 



Chapter 39
 


    Loner crouched behind the thick stump of a tree that had been cut down long
    ago and stared across the water. The causeway itself was maybe fifty feet
    across, and the sides had begun to collapse into the water after so many
    years unattended, but the blacktop that cut a line across the top, leading
    all the way across the water to the other side, seemed to have been
    untouched by time. No weeds grew up through cracks, and the reeds that
    lined much of the lake’s edge had somehow failed to creep along the
    causeway itself.
    

    



    Nothing to hide in when they cross
    , Loner thought.
    
        Hundreds of yards of open roadway in full view of the wall that had
        been built on the other side. It will be a slaughter.
    
    

    



    He looked across at the makeshift defense the clans had constructed and
    nodded. Their ideas about defense had improved in the last few months, and
    he almost wished he wasn’t facing the wall from the outside.
    

    



    This hadn’t been part of the plan. In leaving Briar and the others, he had
    intended to head much farther north, into the mountains, to hide away for
    the rest of his life, avoiding contact where possible. That was the life he
    yearned for. But now he was stuck with the Cygoa, closely observed by
    Frantic, the scout assigned to watch him. The man may have been half a cup
    short of a drink but he had eyes like a hawk. Loner liked Frantic, but had
    come to realize over the last week that he would have to kill him at some
    point if he stood any chance of escaping from this chaos.
    

    



    When, though? Soon the battle would begin, and he would be expected to join
    it, but on the other side, possibly facing people he knew, who could
    potentially recognize him. There was a much worse fate than being a
    prisoner of war, and he knew if he was captured, and inevitably recognized,
    he would be branded a traitor. Hell, they might even blame him for all the
    knowledge the Cygoa had in preparing their attack, and, honestly, he
    thought they would be right, to some extent.
    

    



    It had been he who told the Cygoa of the Elk’s plan to come to this place,
    though he couldn’t take the credit for knowledge of the area. That had been
    the job of the scouts like Frantic, those who had already wandered this far
    south, checking the lands around for potential gains or threats. From what
    he had heard, Frantic and his men had travelled even as far as Eliz,
    disguised as other clansmen, wanderers and hunters. They had gone south
    from there too, much farther south than the causeway and the marina. They
    knew where the blight started in all directions, including all the way
    north to The Wash. They had been traveling these lands for a few years
    before the Cygoa even decided to come here.
    

    



    They knew too damn much,
    he thought.
    

    



    The bushes behind the row of scouts rustled, and the tall figure of
    Carlossa stepped into the clearing, followed by a dozen heavily armed
    warriors who spread out along the tree line and looked out at the water.
    Frantic left the bushes and jogged over to talk to the tall leader. Loner’s
    ears were good, but the two men spoke in low voices, and he could hear
    little of it.
    

    



    “Mostly accurate,” he heard Frantic say, and “Difficulties with crossing
    without too many casualties.”
    

    



    “Not your concern,” was part of Carlossa’s answer. “I will worry about
    that.”
    

    



    So they would cross the causeway,
    Loner thought. Probably behind a wall of those massive shields he’d seen
    stacked on the carts that came with the baggage. Huge things, they were,
    taller than a man and lined with metal as well as wood. They would easily
    take arrows by the dozen and hide the men behind them, but they held
    another surprise when they reached the defenders of the wall. The backs of
    the shields were lined with strips of wood that formed a kind of ladder.
    They could dump the shield against the wall and negate the first six feet
    of height.
    

    



He wondered how high that wall over there was.    Ten feet, maybe, in most places, but much higher in others. Knowing
    his luck, he would be the one behind a shield that struck the higher point.
    

    



    “Let’s move out, boys,” said Frantic. The short man had moved back to the
    tree line and was standing a few feet away. “New orders.”
    

    



    Loner stood and stepped back from the trees into the clearing and fell in
    with the other scouts as they followed Frantic out of the clearing.
    

    



    “We go north and back around the lake,” said Frantic.
    

    



    “The other causeway?” asked of the other scouts.
    

    



    “That, yes,” said Frantic. “But not just there. Bossman wants to know just
    how many of them are spread out north of the lake, if any. He wants to know
    numbers on that north causeway, and he wants to know it without anyone
    being seen up there. So we keep low, and quiet, and if we’re spotted, we
    kill them all.”
    

    



    The scouts started jogging through the trees, heading farther away from the
    water’s edge.
    

    



    This could be useful,
    Loner thought.
    
        If we go far enough north, where there aren’t many Cygoa or Elk, maybe
    —
    just maybe
    —
    
        I can make my exit with little noise.
        

 




 



Chapter 40
 


    Briar had been happy for the old man. Not many people could come back from
    the dead. Rav and Jonah spent most of the night eating and drinking,
    slapping each other on the back and telling stories. The exaggerations
    reminded Briar of the tales hunters told and fishermen passed down to their
    sons.
    

    



    But despite the revelry, Briar was not in a mood to celebrate. He had seen
    too much, heard too much. The creatures from beneath the earth were on the
    move. They had become more aggressive, brazen. It seemed as though the
    Cygoa were no longer the primary threat to the existence of the clans.
    Starvation, sickness, disease—those things had always been around. Tribal
    warfare and invading armies had been a threat for generations. That had all
    changed, as if all the sounds and movements coming from deep within the
    forests had become real. In fact, they had.
    

    



    “Is it your guard shift?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Briar. “I’ve got it.”
    

    



    The hunter nodded and walked back towards the fire, not giving Briar a
    moment to change his mind. The leader chuckled to himself and shook his
    head. He would have done the same.
    

    



    He listened to his hunters telling stories and laughing around the fire.
    Briar looked around and saw no immediate threat from the Cygoa or the Valk.
    He walked towards the north causeway and out of the camp where the air felt
    cooler, and one could hear the night songs of the few insects that still
    existed in the world.
    

    



    Life before the clan warfare had seemed simpler to him. Briar longed for a
    time when his only responsibility was tracking deer and looking for buck
    rubs on the spring saplings. Now, alliances had been formed and deals made.
    He had managed to keep his clan on what he believed to be the right side of
    morality, but Briar was intelligent enough to understand that anyone could
    move that line and that the right side depended entirely on where you
    stood.
    

    



    He glanced back over his shoulder and saw the flicker of the campfire
    through the thick trees. He had walked well beyond the perimeter of the
    camp and could no longer see the causeway in the distance. Briar turned
    right on the path and headed north. He broke a sweat as he steadily climbed
    upward in elevation and away from the rest of the clans. He breathed
    heavily and yet the cool night air made him shiver.
    

    



    Briar kept walking, deeper into the forest as well as into the night. His
    mind drifted while his eyes observed the trees, watching the way they
    swayed, pushed along by the wind. He thought he caught a whiff of roasting
    venison which forced a rumble in his stomach. The hunters had most likely
    fallen asleep by now, leaving nothing but hot coals and bones from their
    evening meal. He struggled to figure out if the aroma was real or a figment
    of his imagination. In the end, it didn’t matter. Whatever smells or
    thoughts he had been manifesting had begun to make their way up from his
    unconscious mind. A decision needed to be made, and he was the one with
    both the duty and the responsibility to make it.
    

    



    “We must go home.”
    

    



    It was as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Speaking
    those words made the decision a reality, one that had been visiting him in
    his dreams since all of this began. Briar respected Jonah and all the clans
    that had followed the Elk. And yet, he could not continue to commit his men
    and their resources to the cause. As people died off, the world had become
    an even bigger place. Even if the Valk had swarmed to the surface and waged
    war on all the clans above, enough pristine forest existed for Briar to
    keep his hunters hidden and fed for generations to come—never worrying
    about running into another clan in the vast wilderness.
    

    



    He pushed down the guilt that had been slowly creeping up in his throat
    like bile. That was a mantle of leadership, one that every man who made
    decisions on behalf of his people had to deal with.
    

    



    He came to the top of a rise where the trees parted, allowing Briar to see
    for miles to the crest of the next hill in the waning moonlight. He could
    almost smell their sacred hunting grounds, and he knew which turns in the
    path would take them home. They had done everything asked of them and more.
    The hunters had protected the clans—their women, children, and resources.
    But it was not his responsibility to protect their future. That was Jonah’s
    job, and Rav’s by association. He would not abandon his new friends or
    leave them in the still of the night. Briar could empathize, and he would
    not appreciate that happening to him. He decided, while standing at the top
    of that hill, that tomorrow would be the first morning on their journey
    home. Briar would pull Jonah aside and explain the situation to him and
    fulfill any outstanding responsibilities he owed the Elk leader.
    

    



    The impending fight was not his, and he could no longer justify his
    hunters’ role in it. Jonah had shown himself to be an intelligent and fair
    leader; he would understand Briar’s situation. And if he didn’t, there was
    nothing Briar could do about it.
    

    



    It was time to go home.
    
 




 



Chapter 41
 


    “This is no time to question Morlan’s orders,” Carlossa said, his voice low
    but calm. He stood just behind the tree line, staring across the causeway
    toward the defenses. A dozen other warriors stood nearby, all warleaders of
    the various Cygoa clans come together under Carlossa’s command.
    

    



    “But annihilation?” asked the nearest. “I know reclaiming our lands was not
    the only reason we came south, but many of these folk may not even have
    been T’Yun. They come from other clans farther east, across the new breach.
    Some may even be descendants of our own people from before the exodus, the
    ones that stayed behind. Others must have survived. Not just those who
    fled.”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Carlossa. “This is probably true. But what would you have of
    them? Slaves? You think they will not bide their time and do as we have
    done? The folk of these lands will not understand the reasons we take their
    lands other than for greed. They will not simply submit and forget, do you
    not see that? To them, two generations ago was forever. They don’t
    understand our need to take back what was owned by our ancestors. They just
    see us as the next threat, the new invaders. To them, we are the evil in
    the land. To them, this place is theirs. Their right and their lands.”
    

    



    The other warleaders nodded, but Carlossa could tell that they were still
    not pleased at the prospect of what they must do. This, though, was good,
    he thought. He had no taste for slaughtering the young, the old and the
    weak. Warriors could stand and fight, defend themselves against an enemy,
    but those could not. Yet they were the worst threat of all. You leave the
    young to live and they remember. Was this not, as Morlan always reminded
    him, what brought the Cygoa south after so many years?
    

    



    He paced the ground, looking over the causeway, then turned back to the
    other warriors. “Do you think Morlan really wants to slaughter as the T’Yun
    did? Some of the clans are more than happy to kill off entire clans of our
    enemies, but not all. Survival. We came here for survival. The north is
    growing more tainted and deadly as the years pass. The lands unable to
    produce crops, the lake and the rivers too poisoned to bear fish other than
    mutations that kill those who would eat them. We gathered our strength over
    two generations to seize back these lands, and in the end, we come not just
    for revenge but because we have to. Another few years and our clans would
    be no more. The people of these lands must be removed. To enslave them
    would be to keep our future enemies alive. Morlan gave this order because
    we must do this to survive, and we must. There will be no question.”
    

    



    “There is one other reason this must be,” said another voice. Carlossa
    turned quickly, his hand moving to his waist but not quite reaching the
    handle of his axe. Across the clearing, another figure stepped into the
    sunlight, this one dressed in the long robes of a coven member rather than
    the skins and metal of a warrior.
    

    



    “Gaston,” Carlossa said, turning back to look over the causeway once more.
    “Finally you have arrived. You certainly took your time. I apologize that
    we could wait no longer for you at Greensboro, but this is a time sensitive
    task.”
    

    



    Gaston moved into the center of the clearing and was followed by half a
    dozen other coven members. Carlossa looked back, glancing at each in turn.
    They were all dressed in a similar manner to their new leader, though some
    wore robes that were older and less well kept. Some were spared, he
    thought. More than should have been. Each of the coven members wore
    a chain around their neck, though the item that hung from the chain was
    different for each man. Carlossa wondered what they symbolized, but he had
    never concerned himself enough to ask. It meant little to him. None of them
    wore armor or were prepared to go onto the field in a battle. Such men were
    a waste of space to him.
    

    



    “Ah, Carlossa,” said Gaston. “Ever cheerful and welcoming. I would have
    thought you more pleased that we have come to support you in this, the
    final battle and the moment of our people’s greatest victory.”
    

    



    “The battle is not yet won,” said Carlossa.
    

    



    “But it will be,” said Gaston. “The signs say it will be so, as does the
    book.”
    

    



    “And does your book name me specifically? Does it name this place?”
    Carlossa asked, immediately regretting the disdain in his voice. “Maybe now
    that you have arrived the signs are good,” he continued, trying to sound
    less irritated. Morlan had a use for this man and his coven, and it would
    do him no good to cross them, even if he didn’t understand the need for
    them. In Carlossa’s view, the coven should have been totally wiped out when
    Morlan had killed the council, not just some of them.
    

    



    “Are the preparations for attack in order?” Gaston asked, showing no sign
    of being offended.
    

    



    “All in place and ready,” said Carlossa. “Though I have one more thing to
    do before we launch our attack, one last possibility.”
    

    



    “Oh?” asked Gaston. “Interesting. Maybe you could share this last thought?”
    

    



    “Or maybe you can just bear witness,” Carlossa said, turning back to the
    forest and looking into the dark trees where a group of warriors waited.
    “You may find it amusing.”
    
 




 



Chapter 42
 


    At first, Briar thought he had put his head too close to the campfire. He
    opened his eyes, the sunlight blinding him. There was a pool of drool on
    his roll, and his tongue felt as dry as kindling, so he reached for his
    flask and took a swig.
    

    



    The camp had already begun attending to the morning necessities. Men had
    walked into the woods to take care of their personal needs while others
    reignited the previous night's coals as they prepared to breakfast. A
    slight breeze pushed the cool air across his face, a welcome contrast to
    the intensity of the morning sun.
    

    



    “They are boiling water for the tea. I’ll bring you some.”
    

    



    Briar sat up and nodded at the scout. “Thank you.”
    

    



    The young boy bowed and walked toward the campfire.
    

    



    Briar stood up, stretched his hands into the sky, and waited for his neck
    to crack. He tilted his head left and right and looked around. At some
    point, he had come back to camp, lost in a mental haze of sleep and
    hesitation. Briar knew what he had to do, but knowing it and executing the
    action were two different things.
    

    



    Some of the hunters in the camp had already adjusted to their current
    situation. They had become skilled in the art of archery, no matter what
    their target. Several of his men had become comfortable burying an arrow in
    the chest of human warriors instead of just the shoulder of deer.
    Friendships had formed between Elk warriors and Briar’s hunters. It would
    not take long for the old ways of his clan to give way for what Jonah
    needed—an army. It wasn’t as if Briar had any moral confusion surrounding
    his role in the battle. He had killed, and he had done so without remorse.
    But Briar could not ignore the dull, nagging itch that beckoned him home.
    

    



    “Here,” said the scout, handing Briar a mug of steaming tea. “Have you
    spoken with anyone on guard duty last night?”
    

    



    “I haven’t. Why do you ask?”
    

    



    The scout shrugged. “They all heard something.”
    

    



    Briar turned and walked to where the group of hunters stood, their brows
    furrowed and the conversation taken down to almost a whisper.
    

    



    “We are leaving. I’m taking our clan home. If you have something that you
    need to tell me that would affect my decision, I need to hear it right
    now.”
    

    



    The men looked at each other over the tops of their mugs, none of them
    wanting to be the one to tell Briar what they had seen and heard the
    previous night. He looked into the faces, one at a time, until the youngest
    of the guards spoke up—a boy barely old enough to pull back his bow.
    

    



    “West,” the boy said. “Cygoa.”
    

    



    Briar shivered at the sound of the word. “Near the causeway?”
    

    



    The other hunters nodded to confirm what the young boy had said.
    

    



    “The four of you. You are coming with me. Finish your tea and load your
    quivers.”
    

    



    He turned and stomped away as the men followed his command. Briar walked to
    the edge of the camp and looked down the ridge toward the causeway. He
    stared at the trees, waiting for his eyes to adjust and detect motion in
    the forest. It didn’t take long for his hunter’s sight to zero in on the
    enemy camp that had grown since the previous sundown.
    

    



    The four hunters arrived and stood behind Briar, waiting for his next
    command. He felt their presence and turned to face them.
    

    



    “We're going to climb down the ridge and get more specific numbers we can
    share with Jonah. He needs to know what is happening before he engages.”
    

    



    Without waiting for a reply, Briar started down the ridge with four hunters
    in tow. He moved from the cover of one trunk to another until he could see
    that the Cygoa camp consisted of hundreds of warriors, no doubt with more
    on the way. He stopped behind a massive boulder and looked at his men. They
    shuffled from one foot to the other, each man white-knuckling his bow, eyes
    shifting from their paltry weapons to the army gathering below.
    

    



    “The five of us are not engaging. For that matter, neither is the rest of
    our hunting clan. Relax. I want to provide Jonah with as much information
    as we can before we leave for home.”
    

    



    The young boy who had been the only one to speak up sighed and nodded at
    Briar, but the rest of the men stood with their eyes focused on the
    bloodthirsty Cygoa warriors.
    

    



    Briar looked again at the enemy camp, and he felt a twinge in his stomach.
    

    



    “Why are so many here and not at the south causeway?”
    

    



    It was as if the answer had begun as a knot in his gut and now grew into a
    full-on headache. The other hunters shifted, and he could tell from their
    movements that they understood what was happening as well. Briar answered
    his question out loud before his men could.
    

    



    “It’s a ruse. This is where the attack will come from.”
    

    



    Briar turned to run back to their camp, and his men followed. He darted
    back up the ridge, and as he approached the summit, a dozen Cygoa warriors
    stepped out from behind the trees. When he saw the man leading them, Briar
    felt the blood rush to his face.
    

    



    “You son of a bitch.”
    

    



    “You should have gone home, Briar,” said Loner. “You should have left this
    war to Jonah and his other clans.”
    

    



    Briar’s four hunters raised their bows and then immediately dropped them as
    the Cygoa warriors encircled their small party.
    

    



    “You desert and now you fight for the enemy. How noble.”
    

    



    “Survival has nothing to do with nobility or loyalty. I’m sure you’ve
    figured that out by now.”
    

    



    Briar saw the Cygoa warriors gripping their weapons and tightening the
    circle around his hunters. Loner’s unit had not reached for rope—they
    carried no binds or shackles.
    

    



    “I can’t let you report back to Jonah or anyone else in the Elk clan. You
    understand that, don’t you?”
    

    



    “Do what you must, but stop justifying it.”
    

    



    Loner gave the signal.
    

    



    The Cygoa warriors screamed, raised their weapons, and closed in on Briar
    and his men.
    

    



    Briar felt the cold shock of an axe blade as it sliced through his skin and
    lodged in his shoulder. He felt another tear through his right calf muscle.
    The steel weapons opened him up, and now Briar felt like one of the deer he
    had spent his entire life hunting.
    

    



    He rolled over and saw Loner standing above him, smiling.
    

    



    Briar looked to the sky as blood burned his eyes and the Cygoa warriors
    chopped his body into pieces. He drifted away, his men screaming as the
    warriors butchered them.
    

    



    Although not the way he had anticipated, Briar was going home.
    
 




 



Chapter 43
 


    Jonah stopped walking, placed his feet apart in a wide stance, and gripped
    his axe with both hands. Ghafir was on his right and Solomon to his left;
    just the three stood in the middle of the causeway facing the road ahead.
    Twenty feet away, Carlossa waited alone.
    

    



    The man was much taller than Jonah had expected, standing at least half a
    foot over him, and his armor was something that Jonah had not seen before.
    He glanced at the darkened material fashioned into a flexible mesh, just
    like a butcher’s glove that he had seen Logan using once. Metal, he
    thought, molded into a million tiny hoops and weaved together like it were
    wool. And this man wore a suit of it that hung to his knees.
    

    



    Carlossa nodded and stood staring at him for a moment, and Jonah was about
    to speak when Carlossa beat him to it.
    

    



    “I’ve been looking forward to this moment,” he said, with a nod. “Many are
    the tales that have drifted west on the tongues of travelers. Tales of the
    great leader, Jonah of the Elk. I must admit I expected you to be taller.”
    

    



    Jonah smiled. “And I thought you would be shorter.” Carlossa’s smiled
    wavered for a moment, then it was back again and he nodded. “As sharp of
    wit as the travelers say.”
    

    



    “Let’s not waste time here,” said Jonah. “What are your demands? Let’s get
    those over with so I can tell you to turn around and go home to the north.”
    

    



    “Ha!” said Carlossa with a laugh. “Straight to it, then. Well, would that
    we could turn and go. No, our arrival here is not a thing that can be
    reversed. And nor would we, if we could. The lands here are much too rich
    for us to turn around and return to a scant living in the north. Not now
    that we have so much of the land under our control.”
    

    



    “Then we face a problem, don’t we?” said Jonah. “You are on our lands, and
    we are taking them back. Leave or be removed. It’s quite simple.”
    

    



    Carlossa continued to smile. “Not much of an offer, that,” he said. “Let me
    think about this... No, let me not. We’re not here to bargain with you,
    Jonah. I have quite specific orders.”
    

    



    Jonah frowned. “And what may they be?”
    

    



    “Kill you,” said Carlossa. “And take your head back to the lord of the
    Cygoa.” The man stood perfectly still and straight, not shifting or moving
    in any way. Jonah had to admit to himself, the man’s demeanor was a little
    unnerving.
    

    



    Jonah still smiled, though he found little humor in the conversation so
    far. “That’s it? No asking us to join the Cygoa, and no bargaining? Just
    take my head?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Carlossa. “I suppose that is an offer, of sorts. Your people
    could hand you over so we can end this with only a single death. That would
    make this easy. But of course you wouldn’t give them that choice, would
    you?”
    

    



    “No,” said Jonah. “I wouldn’t. I’d have no guarantee you wouldn’t hunt them
    down anyway.”
    

    



    “We would,” said Carlossa. “To a man, woman and child. All of them. Even
    after your death. We’d hunt them all.”
    

    



    “As much as I said. No offer at all, really. You hate us that much?” asked
    Jonah. “Just because of the past? We’re not our fathers.”
    

    



    “But you are,” said Carlossa, looking past Jonah and the others toward the
    barrier at the end of the causeway. “The very same. Among your kin are the
    elders, warriors who slaughtered our grandmothers and grandfathers, and
    caused our mothers and fathers to flee for their lives, decades ago. Some
    among the Cygoa today were alive, then but many of the T’Yun still walk
    among your people. We’ve seen them. The old. Your elders will be the first
    to die after your warriors fall. There are few of that age among our kin,
    since most were killed in their homes by your brave ancestors.”
    

    



    Jonah looked at Carlossa, trying to weigh up the man. What was it that he
    wanted other than his head? He had crossed the causeway to meet him, and
    the man had come alone. Was that a show of strength or just bravado?
    

    



    “Why meet me here if you have no real bargain to offer?” asked Jonah.
    

    



    “Just because I wanted to meet you before I face you over this causeway,”
    said Carlossa. “It’s difficult to judge another in the fury of battle. When
    we cross this road to face you, we will come in numbers. It would be
    difficult to speak to you when my men are trying to take your head.”
    

    



    “Then we have nothing else to discuss here,” said Jonah. “If you are not
    willing to back off and leave us be, then we will face you.” With that,
    Jonah turned and started to walk back across the causeway. Solomon and
    Ghafir turned with him. They walked for twenty paces before Jonah glanced
    back to see that Carlossa hadn’t moved.
    

    



    “I have one other thing to ask you, though,” Carlossa said, still smiling.
    The man still stood straight, not in the slightest bothered by the three of
    them.
    

    



    “What is that?” asked Jonah,
    

    



    “How fast can you run, Jonah of the Elk?” and with that, Carlossa lifted
    his hand to his mouth and whistled. The sound was high, and piercing, and
    carried across the causeway and the lake.
    

    



    Jonah frowned, and looked to Ghafir and Solomon, who both shrugged, but
    then he looked back, past Carlossa, and across the causeway to see movement
    from the trees. A dozen dark shapes burst from the bushes and onto the
    causeway, running at a speed that no man could move.
    

    



    Dogs
    , thought Jonah. He glanced behind him to where the barricade blocked the
    way –hundreds of yards away—as a dozen large, black dogs tore across the
    causeway toward them.
    

    



    “Run!” shouted Jonah, and turned away from Carlossa as the man began to
    walk in the other direction, laughing as he went.
    
 




 



Chapter 44
 


    Jonah heaved a breath of air and felt a stab of pain in his chest. He
    looked up, his gaze blurry with exertion, but he managed to focus on the
    palisade ahead of them. It was another two hundred yards, and he could
    almost feel the dogs at his heels. To his right, Solomon stumbled and
    nearly went down, but Ghafir was next to him and pushed him back upright,
    shouldering him into movement once more.
    

    



    Jonah glanced behind him and saw that the dogs were barely fifty yards
    behind them and closing fast. They wouldn’t make it. The dozen baying
    hounds would catch them before they could make the safety of the wall, and
    even if they could reach it before teeth were snapping at them, they would
    never be able to haul themselves up fifteen feet of wall. If they went for
    the water, it may delay the dogs, but the three of them had geared up with
    armor before they went out to meet Carlossa. They’d be pulled under by the
    weight of the armor. It was no good. Behind the hounds, in the far distance
    now, he saw the figure of Carlossa standing on the causeway with his arms
    folded.
    

    



    All over before it has even begun
, he thought. Outwitted    by an enemy just because you were foolish enough not to think faster
    . But, how could he have known that the Cygoa could train dogs? Hardly
    anyone tried it anymore. Most dogs were wild things no more tamable than
    wolves.
    

    



    Than wolves.
    

    



    That thought jumped into his mind as he turned toward the palisade, still
    running as fast as he could. The blur of white fur sped toward him across
    the causeway. His eyes were filled with sweat, and stinging, but he blinked
    as he ran, trying to make out what thundered across the blacktop. But it
    was past him, and rushing toward the dogs, before he could focus. White
    fur. A blur of it, but still clear enough. He looked behind him and then
    slowed. Ghafir, just a few feet away from him, reached out to grab him, to
    haul him onward, but then also stopped to look back behind them.
    

    



    In the center of the causeway, now just twenty yards away, was a mass of
    white and grey fur, four legs bunched together as it raised its front legs
    up and higher than the dogs. Every one of them had stopped the chase, and
    they were backing away. They still growled, but their heads were low in
    submission to the creature that dwarfed them all.
    

    



    Seren’s wolf.
    

    



    Ghafir acted before Jonah could, before he could even think. The man’s bow
    was out and firing, one arrow after the next, thudding into the dogs as
    they stood in a line across the causeway, unable to chase their quarry a
    step further for fear of the wolf that now held them at bay, giving Ghafir
    the time he needed to fight back. The dogs, it seemed, may have been
    trained to chase a man down, and to obey their master, but they had not
    been trained as a pack. This was something new to them. A single wolf,
    double the size of the dogs, held them all at bay, for each dog feared only
    for itself. They didn’t recognize—yet—that one charge from all of them
    could end that fight, even against the larger foe.
    

    



    
        Sorcerer? Was that her name? It was something like that. The she wolf
        that Seren somehow managed to tame.
    
    He knew she would never fight off all of the dogs, but she was certainly
    stopping them in their tracks. But if they decided to charge as one, it
    would all be over quickly.
    

    



    Then an arrow whisked past him from behind, and another. He turned, holding
    up his axe, ready to strike whatever new enemy was coming, but saw Seren
    and several hunters running toward them. Seren shot as she ran, more arrows
    thudding into the growling dogs. Then the hunters reached them and stopped
    on the causeway, loosing arrows at the dogs, but Seren was past him and
    still going forward, moving to the side of the causeway so she wasn’t a
    target.
    

    



    Jonah collapsed to the ground, exhausted but unable to look away. Only
    three of the dogs managed to survive the arrows, baying and whimpering as
    they panicked and ran back along the causeway. One of the dogs even ran
    into the lake and started swimming away as fast as it could.
    

    



    He leaned over and placed his hands on his knees, breathing deeply. Once
    more he had been saved by others. Just how many lives did he think he had?
    When his breath returned, he looked up to see Seren crouching next to the
    she wolf, petting her and fussing over her.
    

    



    Jonah shook his head.
    

    



    Saved by a wolf, and it witnessed by everyone. He knew Seren had worried
    that her wolves would not be accepted, that she would have to take them and
    leave, and he had no answer to give her at the time other that he would try
    to make people understand, even though he had been unsure of it himself. A
    difficult thing after the wolves that had killed many.
    

    



    Now he had no doubt that the she wolf would be a hero and the talk of the
    camp for days.
    
 




 



Chapter 45
 


    “Here they come,” said Declan. The younger man stood a few feet away from
    Jonah, up on the platform behind the barricade that stretched across the
    causeway. The ground was twenty feet below them on the other side of the
    barricade, and a four-foot-high barrier provided cover for those up on the
    platform. The one thing the barricade did not have was an easy way in. A
    large gate stood in the middle, barred from behind by a thick trunk of
    wood. It was difficult enough for them to let people in in a hurry, let
    alone be broken down. This, Jonah hoped, meant that if they kept the edges
    of the barricade guarded, the Cygoa would have to scale the wall to get in,
    unless they wanted to swim out into the water for ten feet, where it was
    already deep.
    

    



    Jonah nodded as he looked out over the long stretch of road that crossed
    the lake. At the far end, a row of shield bearing warriors emerged from the
    forest and began to form a line. The shields were large, he noted, at least
    six feet in height and certainly not made for fast moving combat. They
    would form a shield wall all the way across and make their way to the
    barricade hidden behind it, he thought. That was the only way to stop them
    being peppered by arrows, for he had two dozen hunters on the platform, all
    ready with three or more quivers of arrows, and there were two dozen more
    on the ground behind them, ready to fire volleys if needed. Behind those
    waited a host of over two hundred other warriors, shields and weapons,
    ready should the palisade fail. It was not the full strength of the clans,
    but they could not guard just the northern causeway. Donast and the Nikkt
    guarded the southern causeway, and they had warriors at the camp and
    several other small outposts.
    

    



    The attack would come across this causeway
    , he thought,
    
        and unlike the Cygoa, we can’t field everyone.
        

        

    


    As he watched, more warriors left the tree line and joined the force now
    building upon the road until there were three rows of tall shields. He felt
    a churning in his stomach watching the Cygoa gather in numbers. How many
    were in the forest? He had no way to know their strength. They had not been
    able to send scouts out to gauge the enemy force without high risk of
    losing them, and the ones he had sent north days ago hadn’t returned. For a
moment, Jonah’s thoughts went to Briar and the others.    Why had they not returned? Were they taken by the Cygoa?
    

    



    The wall of shields started to move, slowly trudging along the causeway
    toward them, and with that, more warriors, this time armed with bows, left
    the cover of the forest and joined the queue. There were a lot of those
    bowmen, and Jonah frowned as yet more joined the gathering horde.
    

    



    “How many do you think?” Declan asked when the last of the bowmen had
    joined the warband moving along the road. No more warriors left the tree
    line, and it made Jonah frown. There were a lot, but it didn’t seem as many
    as he had expected.
    

    



    “Three rows of shields, a dozen a row, plus maybe forty bows. Eighty at
    most,” said Solomon, who was standing nearby. “Doesn’t seem that much.”
    

    



    Jonah nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. We’ve got triple that number
    back here. You should climb down. With that leg injury…”
    

    



    “Is it possible they don’t have the numbers we feared?” Declan asked,
    ignoring the comment.
    

    



    “You tell me,” Jonah said, smiling at the young man’s tenacity. “You saw
    the camp.”
    

    



    “We saw the camp while we were travelling, sure,” replied Declan. “There
    were more than this, I’d swear it. But who knows if they sent them all
    here?”
    

    



    “We wait,” said Jonah. “No doubt more will show their faces when the attack
    comes. These are slow moving, probably just to weaken us.”
    

    



    “If they can,” said Solomon.
    

    



    “If they can,” echoed Jonah. “Make sure everyone back there knows to stay
    under shield or other cover. They have a lot of bows out there, and I doubt
    they will be firing straight at the wall. We wait until they reach the
    marker. Eighty yards.”
    

    



    At a hundred yards from the wall, twenty short of the hidden marker that he
    had placed the day before, the front row of the Cygoa halted and the
    shields lowered to the ground, the men behind them crouching low. Then the
    other rows of warriors did the same. No sooner than the last row had
    stopped and the arrows began to fly.
    

    



    “Everyone down!” Jonah shouted as he crouched behind the barrier, his
    shield held above his head. Many arrows thudded into the wooden wall, and
    one thrust all the way through, its point just inches from Jonah’s knee. He
    moved back half a step and then crouched lower, glancing behind him. No one
    had been injured in that volley, but before he could react and send a
    volley in return, another flight of arrows loosed from the enemy ranks.
    Then he heard the noise of thudding boots on the causeway road, and took a
    risk to glance up. The first two rows of warriors had lifted their shields
    once more and were now running towards the barrier.
    

    



    “Damn it,” he cursed, taking cover once more as another flight of arrows
    thudded into the wood around him. This time, a hunter at the other end of
    the barrier cried out, pierced through his shield and into his shoulder by
    a long shaft of wood. The man fell back, tumbling off the platform.
    

    



    They were pinned down and the enemy was already approaching. The arrows
    were coming in too fast, not leaving enough time, but Jonah knew they had
    to do something or this could be a victory for the Cygoa even though they
    were outnumbered.
    

    



    “Ready bows!” he bellowed, casting aside the shield and pulling his own bow
    from his back. More arrows swept in from the enemy lines, and this time
    more of the defenders fell, but when Jonah stood up and shouted “Aim,” many
    still stood. Even though another flight of arrows was already coming from
    the enemy lines, his bowmen still stood.
    

    



    “Loose!” he shouted. “Get down!” and he ducked as more arrows flew past
    him. “Damn it we should have fired earlier!”
    

    



    Solomon nodded and glanced at the hunters gathered in the area behind the
    wall. Jonah also looked back. They still had many more hunters than the
    enemy, but the front row of shields was closing fast.
    

    



    “Aim for the hunters at the back, high shots,” he called. “Fire at will.”
    They would have to deal with the charge when it hit the wall; for now, the
    enemy bows were the worst threat. He looked out at the causeway, and saw
    that many of his own hunters had hit the mark, far more than he had
    expected. A dozen of the enemy bowmen already lay on the ground, pierced by
    Elk arrows. And now the hunters behind the wall began a ceaseless volley.
    Cygoa bowmen fell fast with no shields to protect them, and even the last
    line of Cygoa shields began to falter and break apart.
    

    



    “Spears!” Jonah shouted, dropping the bow at his feet. Below him, the Cygoa
    hit the wall, sending a shock along the line. A dozen heavily armored
    warriors thudded into the wooden defense, followed by another dozen. That
    was when the ladders appeared. He had not seen them behind the Cygoa shield
    wall, but now, four ladders, at least twenty feet long, were pulled up
    against the wall from behind the shield line and dropped onto the
    barricade, and the first of the Cygoa leapt onto the rungs and began to
    climb rapidly.
    

    



    Jonah snatched his spear from the floor and lifted it high, ignoring arrows
    that whizzed past him. He aimed the tip downward, toward the first Cygoa on
    the ladder, and thrust it hard toward the man’s face. The warrior shifted
    his weight sideways and the spear tip slammed into his shoulder, piercing
    him so that the spearhead burst from his upper back. He flailed and
    screamed, falling back on those behind him, and the spear was wrenched from
    Jonah’s grasp to fall below. Another Cygoa raced up the ladder, pushing the
    dying man aside. Jonah grasped for his axe and was about to swing, when
    another spear came from next to him as an Elk warrior joined him at the
    wall. All along the front line the Cygoa were falling from the ladders,
    struck down by attacks of greater numbers on the wall.
    

    



    It was all happening too quickly, and Jonah struggled to gain his bearings.
    He took a deep breath, grasping his axe, and looked out over the causeway.
    The enemy archers were decimated, and barely a dozen still stood. Some
    turned and fled but were cut down by arrows from his hunters; others
    crouched behind shields taken from their dead comrades, and below, the
    enemy shield warriors were dwindling fast.
    

    



    Jonah frowned. Where was Carlossa? The tall warrior was nowhere to be seen.
    Surely he should have been with his men, and even leading the assault? But
    this attack was almost suicidal. Yes, he admitted that the initial arrow
    strikes had caught them by surprise—it had happened so quickly—but now the
    enemy were failing fast, dying as they fled in most cases, and the
    defenders had taken very few casualties. There were no other warriors
    joining them, no reinforcements. He had expected to see more warbands come
    out of the woods to follow these, but nothing came.
    

    



    Something was wrong.
    

    



    This isn’t right, 
    he thought.
    
        Where are the rest? Where is Carlossa?
        

        

    


    There was a moan to his left, and Jonah glanced down to see Solomon lying
    on the platform, grasping at his leg. Jonah crouched beside him, forgetting
    about the Cygoa defeat for a moment. “Is it bad?” he asked.
    

    



    “Don’t think so,” said Solomon. “Just through the muscle, not the bone.
    Shouldn’t be too bad, but walking will sting for a bit. How the hell did I
    manage to get shot in the leg behind a barricade?” Solomon laughed. “Looks
    like that’s two of us not running anywhere fast.”
    

    



    “Is it over?” Declan asked, arriving at their side. “They’re running. At
    least what’s left of them. No more than a dozen left alive, I’d say.”
    

    



    “It doesn’t seem right,” said Jonah. “This was too damn easy.”
    

    



    “And where the hell is that big fella?” asked Solomon. “Didn’t see him in
    line with his men.”
    

    



    Then they heard it in the distance, loud enough that the noise echoed over
    the top of the cries of the wounded that surrounded them. A horn, blowing a
    long note that carried on and on. It was distant, very far away, and Jonah
    looked over the causeway. No, it wasn’t from that direction. It was farther
    away.
    

    



    “That’s to the north,” said Declan. “That’s from...”
    

    



    “The other causeway,” said Jonah.
    

    



    “What? What does that mean?” asked the boy.
    

    



    “It means we’re on the wrong damn causeway,” cursed Solomon.
    

    



    “This was a feint,” said Jonah. “We’re in the wrong place. Oh gods.
    Everyone to the camp! Move!” He leapt from the palisade, landing hard on
    the ground below, and ran to the road that led to the camp, dodging past
    other warriors who were only just hearing his call to follow. Then they
    were running, all of them, through the forest and along the road.
    

    



    Only fifty warriors are with the Nikkt
    , he thought. Maybe another fifty at the camp. Even if the Cygoa
    struggle to get across the broken causeway, they could still get to the
    camp faster than he.
    

    



    Tricked twice. 
    He cursed as he ran onward.
    
 




 



Chapter 46
 


    
        Bloody fools.
        

        

    


    Jonah had fallen to the same egotistical weakness that could bring down
    Morlan as well. Carlossa would never speak of such things in his leader’s
    presence, but he could see the way the man’s attitude had shifted. The
    command and the power clouded his judgment, and that same strategy had
    worked on the leader of the Elk.
    

    



    It had come at a cost. Carlossa knew he would lose some of his fiercest
    warriors, the men who minutes ago had rushed headlong into battle on the
    southern causeway without considering the consequences, without realizing
    that there were not more men coming behind them. Those types of soldiers
    would be the first to volunteer at the attack on the southern causeway.
    They would carry the shields and be the first ones to run up the makeshift
    ladders, taking spears and arrows in the chest if necessary. And the dogs.
    Months of training and yet they were left with nothing more than two or
    three who jumped into the lake and had probably drowned. The costs were
    huge, but if this worked, and he managed to defeat the clans with their
    unexpected superior numbers, then it would all be worth it.
    

    



    Carlossa watched the frantic movement at the end of the northern causeway,
    through the trees, wishing that he could see the southern causeway from his
    current vantage point, wishing that he could have witnessed the glory of
    his men as they fought and died. But the forest obscured the view of the
    southern end of the lake. But the noise had carried. He had heard it come
    to pass, and he had heard the noise end. He signaled the beginning of the
    real assault.
    

    



    The Elk leader had placed warriors on the north causeway; he wasn’t a total
    idiot. However, Carlossa could see that the numbers were too low to stand
    even the slightest of chances. They had built up defenses there as well,
    but nothing compared to the barricades on the southern causeway. He had
    heard the horn blow, just moments before, so the battle was now on. Jonah
    would know now. He would know how he had been played. A scout had told
    Carlossa that the man known as Donast of the Nikkt had blown his horn,
    alerting the entire lake and the forests around them of the attack coming
    from the unexpected direction. It was bound to happen, and Carlossa had
    honestly expected it sooner. Either Donast had not been paying close
    attention or the clans of the Elk had truly been completely duped.
    

    



    He looked along the causeway and then back into the forest near the edge of
    the lake, at his men, formed into groups and ready to charge. The Elk must
    have made the same misjudgment as he had initially, thinking the causeway
    too damaged but passable. But, his scouts had told him otherwise. The flood
    water was no more than a foot deep in the worst places, and apart from the
    broken ground, there was little to stop them from crossing. Now Carlossa
    would lead them into the heart of the camp, and that would curry him favor
    with Morlan. The bastard priest, Gaston, could go to hell. It would not be
    because of his silly book or worthless charms that the Cygoa would claim
    victory over the Elk. Morlan would see that it had been earned by
    Carlossa’s men.
    

    



    “Now?”
    

    



    “Yes,” said Carlossa to one of his lieutenants. “Call forth and send them
    on to the causeway in full numbers.”
    

    



    The Cygoa warrior spun around and with a flurry of hand signals, hundreds
    of armed warriors who had been in hiding, got to their feet.
    

    



    Carlossa looked at a few dozen Nikkt warriors who had walked out from the
    barricades and stood shoulder to shoulder with their weapons. But they had
    only left the safety of their defenses when they believed the main attack
    was coming from the other causeway. As more Cygoa warriors gathered and
    formed into battle lines, Carlossa could see the fear on the Nikkt
    warriors’ faces as he approached.
    

    



    “Spare none. Attack!”
    

    



    The men roared and ran past Carlossa, their spears lowered and their axes
    raised. Without numbers, the small band of warriors Jonah had left on this
    causeway was now staring at the rabid men who would stand over their
    lifeless bodies.
    

    



    The barrier loomed ahead as he jogged through the flood water and across
    the broken ground, three rows behind the first of his men. He would lead,
    but not from the very front. No, only the most foolish of leaders would
    stand on the front line. As the other end of the causeway drew closer, the
    rows of men in front of him screamed and leapt upon the defenders. Carlossa
    ran forward and thrust his spear through a man’s chest. He twisted his hips
    to the left and pushed the man off the causeway and into the water below.
    Two more Nikkt warriors rushed him, and twice more he bloodied his spear
    and threw the dying men into the lake.
    

    



    He looked up and made eye contact with Donast, the leader of this band and
    the man who had likely had blown the horn. Carlossa had no doubt that Jonah
    had heard the blast, and by now, he would have figured out the ruse. But by
    the time he brought his Elk warriors to the fight, Carlossa would already
    be setting fire to their camp.
    

    



    “Run,” Carlossa heard Donast say to one of his men whose face had been
    covered in blood. “Get to the camp and tell people to flee or die.”
    

    



    Carlossa shook his head as he took three steps closer to Donast. “It
    doesn’t matter now. Your people will fall. And you will die where you
    stand.”
    

    



    “Jonah is coming. He is bringing our army with him.”
    

    



    “And they won’t be here in time to save you.”
    

    



    Carlossa took another step closer until he could smell the body odor and
    fear on the Nikkt leader. It was a shame he would have to kill this man,
    because he was not originally of the Elk. And because of that, Carlossa
    hesitated. He had seen Morlan take in others, increasing the size of their
    army. But this clan had a reputation, and Carlossa knew they would choose
    to die on this causeway rather than join the Cygoa.
    

    



    “Tell me,” Carlossa said. “Did Jonah truly believe the main attack would
    come from the south?”
    

    



    “I will tell you nothing.” Donast raised his sword and pointed the tip at
    Carlossa.
    

    



    Carlossa laughed as another Nikkt warrior cried out and rolled down the
    side of the causeway to his death.
    

    



    Donast swung his blade at Carlossa’s neck. Carlossa raised his left arm,
    the one holding the spear, and blocked the attack. He then lunged forward
    and drove the heel of his boot into the side of Donast’s knee, dropping the
    man into the dirt. Carlossa followed up with several more kicks to the
    man’s groin and ribs.
    

    



    He glanced quickly around. His men had slaughtered the last of the Nikkt
    warriors defending the causeway. They had begun to pull apart the barricade
    that was now the only thing between them and the main Elk camp. By the time
    they finished tearing it down, the other Cygoa regiments would be close.
    

    



    He knelt, grabbed Donast’s sword, and tossed it into the lake. Carlossa
    grabbed the man by his hair and twisted his head until he could see his
    frantic, bloodshot eyes.
    

    



    “Jonah’s clan killed our people. Some of them still walk with you, and they
    will be the first to die. Before you pass, know that I will give you the
    respect deserved by a worthy foe. But what those monsters do with your
    corpse after we leave, that will not be on my conscience.”
    

    



    Despite his injuries and his own looming mortality, Carlossa saw
    understanding in Donast’s eyes. The beasts who lived beneath the earth
    would come, and they would harvest the dead. He wasn’t sure how that
    aligned with the philosophy of the Nikkt people. But that was not his
    concern. Carlossa believed that promising a swift end to an enemy on the
    battlefield was more than any warrior could ever ask for.
    

    



    “Do it, you son of a bitch. Your false sense of duty to the warrior’s code
    disgusts me, and it will not be the last thing to fill my ears as I pass
    from this world to the next.”
    

    



    Before Carlossa could grab his wrist, Donast reached to his belt and
    wrapped his fingers around his horn. He brought it up to his lips and blew
    the beginning of a strong, deep note as Carlossa’s blade sliced across his
    throat.
    

    



    The sound died in the horn, and Donast’s eyes went wide as he dropped it.
    Carlossa watched as blood spurted from the man’s neck and gradually slowed
    into a short, rhythmic pulse. Donast’s eyes remained open while his
    breathing slowed.
    

    



    He stood up and did a quick count, noticing only two Cygoa bodies lying on
    the causeway. The rest of his band had opened the barricades and stood
    there, waiting for his command to move into the Elk camp.
    

    



    “Go,” Carlossa said. “We all need to be off this causeway before the Valk
    come for their spoils.”
    
 




 



Chapter 47
 


    Gideon stood and turned to look through the trees toward the north
    causeway. From his position along the shore from the south causeway,
    perched at the end of a small peninsula that jutted out into the lake, he
    could see both causeways, although the one in the north was half a mile
    away. The surface of the lake was calm and flat, as it had been since they
    had first arrived and settled south of the marina, and Gideon often spent
    his day fishing along this shore.
    

    



    Today his fishing spot had become the prime seat in the war against the
    Cygoa, and Gideon had been forbidden from taking to either of the walls on
    the two causeways, but that hadn’t stopped him from carrying weapons and
    being ready, should he be needed, but he had been disappointed at his
    chances of getting into combat when the battle on the southern causeway had
    turned into a slaughter of Cygoa.
    

    



    It’s a strange way to consider it
    , he thought. He should be pleased. Few of the defenders had fallen, from
    what he could see, and every Cygoa warrior that had stepped onto the
    causeway was now dead, the last with an arrow in his back as he fled back
    along the causeway. Every single one of them, to a man, dead.
    

    



    He thought that was it—that the war was now over—even though it seemed so
    brief and somehow small. He had imagined the Cygoa army to be vast.
    Thousands and thousands of heavily armored warriors, but their numbers had
    been no greater than the Elk clan’s warriors alone, maybe even half of the
    Elk. It was ridiculous. Why they had thought to come all this way to kill
    the clans when they had so few warriors themselves was crazy. Had they kept
    most of them back at Wytheville to defend the city when the Elk came
    calling? Maybe that was it?
    

    



    But as he stood there, listening to the long, drawn out call of the horn
    from the north, watching the tree line across the northern causeway and
    wondering where the noise was coming from, a thought occurred to him. Most
    of the forces of the clans were on the southern causeway, facing off what
    they expected and predicted to be the Cygoa army, but the attack had been
    pitiful, really. Only the Nikkt and a few dozen others guarded the north,
    along with a bunch of scouts. It was a smaller causeway, and damaged beyond
    use or flooded in many places, and the wall they built was only thirty feet
    across compared to the hundred-foot-wide monstrosity in the south. The
    northern causeway was infinitely easier to defend with the causeway barely
    intact and the shoreline stretched for miles around to get to the broken
    road.
    

    



    No one with any sense would attack from that direction.
    

    



    But dark figures appeared from the tree line, racing across the broken
    ground. Row upon row of warriors with axes, hammers and spears, all
    carrying shields, burst from the forest and spewed onto the road. Within
    seconds there were double, even triple the number that had crossed the
    southern causeway, and they were running at full charge along the
    shorter—if less even—ground toward a wall defended by a third or less of
    their number. Only scouts and Nikkt warriors were there to stop them. He
    watched as the Cygoa easily ran through the water that he had thought was
    much deeper.
    

    



    When they broke through, and by their number Gideon had no doubt they
    would, they would be much closer to the village and the camps than his
    father and the main host of the clans on the southern causeway.
    

    



    “They won’t even know they’re coming,” he muttered to himself. “The camp
    will be attacked from the north and they will be looking south.”
    

    



    Then he was running, boots thudding on the dry mud along the dirt path that
    he had ambled slowly along dozens of times. He knew the path well and
    didn’t falter, perfectly anticipating every turn, every corner, every dip
    in the path that could make him stumble. Four hundred yards, then two
    hundred. At fifty yards away from the entrance to the camp, he started
    shouting, calling to anyone that might hear, and he didn’t stop.
    

    



    Moments later he was through the northern entrance, shouting at the guards
    to tell everyone to flee, running through the tents and calling on everyone
    to grab their children and run east, away from the camp and away from the
    north where the Cygoa were coming from.
    

    



    He nearly crashed into Logan as he came limping over to see what was wrong.
    

    



    “They’re coming!” Gideon gasped, out of breath.
    

    



    “Calm down, boy,” said Logan. “Take breath... Gideon, what has gotten into
    you?”
    

    



    “Did you hear the horn?” asked Gideon.
    

    



    “Yes,” said Logan. “The scouts are in the north. It must be them.”
    

    



    “No!” Gideon shouted. “It’s not the scouts. It’s Donast. They’re coming
    from the north, along the broken causeway. The Cygoa. Hundreds of them.” He
    was out of breath. “My father is in the wrong place. The attack is coming
    from the north.”
    
 




 



Chapter 48
 


    Sasha didn’t understand. Warriors ran around the camp, and she heard their
    horns blowing. Jonah had said that they had enough men to face the Cygoa.
    In fact, he had said they had enough to defeat them. And yet, she had
    questioned having to defend both causeways. Sasha had not spoken to Jonah
    about this because she did not feel as though it was her right to do so.
    

    



    And where was Gideon? The boy should have been up in the old oaks at the
    edge of the camp, in one of the overwatch nests. He’d promised her that he
    would be safe and that he would stay thirty or forty feet in the air. He
    wasn’t there. No one was. She realized she had been standing in the
    clearing near the largest oak, immobilized by all the potential horrors
    running through her mind. Sasha clutched a pack in one hand and a small
    knife in the other. She looked at the bedrolls and other items the family
    had used, and she realized she could leave them all behind. Nothing was
    more important than her family.
    

    



    Jonah was on the front line, and Gideon was nowhere to be found. And what
    of her daughter? She should be in the camp still.
    

    



    “Keana!”
    

    



    When Sasha stepped out of the tent, she had been almost run down by the Elk
    sprinting through the camp. Several tents on the perimeter had already been
    set alight by someone, and the former occupants had fled. People grabbed
    what they could while others ran into the forest with nothing. It had to be
    the Cygoa. They were here. They were in the camp, somehow. But it didn’t
    make sense. They were in the northern section of the camp.
    

    



    “Keana!” she cried again.
    

    



    “She’s fine,” said Logan, the old man hobbling towards her with a stupid
    grin on his face. “Don’t know why everyone is in such a panic. The Cygoa
    must have snuck a few through the front lines, but we can take care of
    them.”
    

    



    “I don’t care, old man. I want to know where my daughter is—and my son.”
    

    



    “Your son is out by the east entrance. I sent him there when he came
    hurrying in yelling some nonsense and frightening people.”
    

    



    Two women ran past, dragging children by the arms. The kids appeared to be
    three or four years old, and their dirty faces were streaked with tears.
    

    



    “Keana’s probably hiding, or maybe she is out by the entrance with her
    brother already. Why don’t you head over there and wait for the Elk
    warriors to come into the camp?”
    

    



    “Didn’t you hear the horn?”
    

    



    Logan huffed. “The damn Nikkt and their confounded blowing. A man can’t get
    three minutes of silence with that damn clan around.”
    

    



    Sasha snapped her head left and right, quickly scanning the Elk running
    through the camp and hoping to see her daughter there as well. Logan saw
    the way Sasha was looking at those people fleeing the causeway, and so he
    stepped forward and put an arm around her shoulder.
    

    



    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll help you find her. I’m sure that by the time we
    do, Jonah will have returned with war loot and a growling belly, and the
    two of you can then fix him an evening meal.”
    

    



    “I don’t understand how you can be so casual about the situation. The Cygoa
    are already setting fire to our tents. Things are not right.”
    

    



    Sasha watched the old man’s head turn as he gazed to the north where black
    smoke began to trail into the late afternoon sky. The clouds had hazed over
    the sun.
    

    



    “Let’s find your daughter,” Logan said, not willing or able to engage the
    seriousness of Sasha’s observation.
    

    



    She nodded and continued calling her daughter by name. Logan followed Sasha
    through the camp. He tried to keep up with her as best as he could. At
    times, he gave up and stood in the middle of the collection of tents while
    Sasha poked her head inside of each of them, calling out for Keana.
    

    



    Sasha felt an uneasy tug in her stomach. Whether it was women’s intuition
    or a motherly feeling, she knew her daughter was in trouble. She felt
    dizzy, and her ears began to ring. The number of Cygoa warriors moving
    through the camp, fighting the defenders, seemed to grow, as did the amount
    of bodies on the ground. She came out of an empty tent and ran into Logan.
    The condescending tone and knowing smirk had been wiped away, and for the
    first time in as long as she could remember, the old man appeared to fear
    for his life.
    

    



    “We should leave.”
    

    



    “I will die here before I abandon my daughter.”
    

    



    The Cygoa warriors stepped through the camp with a slow and confident gait.
    They grabbed women by the hair and stabbed the elderly through the chest as
    if walking through a field of sunflowers to gather seeds. Sasha knew that
    Logan could no longer claim these were just a few stragglers from the
    battlefield. Jonah had either died or surrendered—although she doubted it
    was the latter. Her only hope now was to find her daughter and pray to the
    gods that her son had indeed left the camp.
    

    



    At first, Logan had opened his mouth to argue with Sasha. But then his eyes
    lit up, and he pointed at a copse of pine trees on the southwest corner of
    the camp. Before he could speak, Sasha saw a fluttering blue ribbon stuck
    on one of the low hanging branches—the same color ribbon Keana had been
    putting in her hair as of late.
    

    



    “It’s her,” Sasha said as she sprinted for the trees, leaving the old man
    hobbling behind her.
    

    



    As she got closer, she could see that her daughter lay on her back, her
    face red and her chest moving up and down. She was alive but unconscious.
    Sasha sprinted faster as more cries came from within the camp. She could
    hear Logan coughing and spitting as he tried to keep up with her.
    

    



    Sasha dropped down to the ground and shook her daughter by the shoulders.
    “Wake up, girl! Wake up!”
    

    



    Keana groaned, and Sasha brought her hands to her mouth to stifle a small
    outburst of gratitude. Logan arrived and put a hand on Sasha’s shoulder.
    

    



    “We can’t stay here, and I can’t carry her.”
    

    



    “We’ll hide. I am not leaving her.”
    

    



    Before Logan could respond, three Cygoa warriors pushed through the
    underbrush and stopped a few feet away from Sasha. The one in the middle
    chuckled before breaking into a grin.
    

    



    “Well, lookie here.”
    
 




 



Chapter 49
 


    Carlossa stood in the middle of the Elk camp, a few feet away from a fire
    that was still burning. A deer cooked on a spit over the coals and the
    underside of the carcass was starting to turn black. Carlossa watched it
    for a moment as he listened to the chaos around him, then stepped forward
    and turned the spit. He would eat it in the middle of the camp when this
    business was done.
    

    



    “We found one of the old ones,” came a voice from nearby. Carlossa turned
    away from the deer to face the group that pushed its way between two tents.
    Three Cygoa warriors, all of them bloodied and weary, escorted two women
    and an old man. Carlossa smiled and indicated that they bring the old man
    closer. One of the warriors pushed the man forward and then kicked him in
    the back of the leg so that he buckled over, falling to his knees.
    

    



    “Name yourself, old one,” Carlossa demanded, but the old man looked up at
    him defiantly and spat at him. The fat glob of gunk just missed, and
    Carlossa grinned at the man. “Nice try. Now, name yourself or you will die
    in the most shameful way I can imagine, after I’ve killed one of these
    women before you.”
    

    



    “Don’t,” cursed the man, an expression of panic sweeping across his face.
    “You mustn’t.”
    

    



    “Oh?” asked Carlossa, drawing his axe and moving toward the Cygoa warrior
    holding the younger woman. “I mustn’t?” he continued. “I grew up with tales
    of how your kin slaughtered entire villages of my ancestors, and only
    decades ago, not long before I was born. By the look of you I’d say you
    were of the right age. Old and withered, but full of memories of what you
    did in the past.”
    

    



    Carlossa waited for the man to speak, staring him in the face. There was
    uncertainty there, he could feel it, or was it maybe guilt? Then the man
    looked him in the eye and he saw resignation and then defiance. The man
    took a deep breath and glared back at him.
    

    



    “I am Logan of the T’yun. I am Logan Fellwalker, High Champion of the First
    Clan. I killed many of your kin, Cygoa whelp. Before you were born my name
    was one that was feared among your clans.”
    

    



    Carlossa nodded and continued to smile. He wanted to know more before he
    killed this man. “Keep talking,” he said.
    

    



    The man glanced at the two women, then back to Carlossa.
    

    



    “Are these your kin?” Carlossa asked. “Should I take pleasure in repaying
    your past deeds with one of my own, before you die?”
    

    



    “No,” the old man spat. “They are not my kin.”
    

    



    Carlossa took a step farther toward the younger woman. Both had been gagged
    to stop them calling out, and he stepped forward and tore the gag from the
    young woman’s mouth, then smiled once more as she responded as he had
    expected.
    

    



    “Leave him alone,” she hissed.
    

    



    “Oh?” said Carlossa, enjoying the moment. “Leave him be? Stop tormenting
    him? Should I just get this over with then, girl?” he lifted his axe and
    started to walk toward the old man.
    

    



    “No!” cried the girl. “Don’t! Stop!”
    

    



    “Stop?” asked Carlossa, spinning back on the woman, this time he was no
    longer smiling; a mask of rage had replaced the grin. “Who are you to tell
    me to stop? Do you think the T’yun thought to stop when they were murdering
    my people?”
    

    



    “We’re not the T’Yun,” shouted the girl. “They have been gone for ages.
    We’re just the Elk.”
    

    



    “Descendants of the T’yun,” said Carlossa. “And this one right here is a
    T’Yun. From his own mouth.” He pointed at the old man with his axe, then
    turned back to the girl. “And you will learn to keep your mouth shut.” He
    reached out and slapped the girl across the face.
    

    



    The old man moved quicker than he had expected, leaping up and closing the
    distance between them almost before Carlossa could react, but the man’s
    hands were bound, and all he could do is barrel into him, nearly knocking
    him over. The man kicked out, trying to knock the axe from Carlossa’s hand,
    but he merely took a step back as the man tumbled forward, tripping,
    tumbling once more to the ground. He tried to stand again, but only managed
    to get to his knees as Carlossa stepped forward, his axe raised.
    

    



    “This is for my grandparents, Logan Fellwalker. My ancestors, who my mother
    told me died so that she could escape,” Carlossa said, and he swung the axe
    down hard. The old man was frail, and thin, with little muscle to stop the
    cut of the axe. The body fell sideways, and the head—cut clean off—rolled
    into the bushes nearby.
    

    



    The girl screamed but was soon muffled once more as one of the warriors
    replaced the gag.
    

    



    “That’s the chief of the Elk’s daughter,” said another voice.
    

    



    Carlossa turned to see the deserter-turned-scout step into the clearing.
    Loner, that was his name. “What is that you say?”
    

    



    “That’s Jonah’s daughter,” Loner repeated, “and that woman is his wife.”
    Loner pointed at the older woman.
    

    



    “Excellent. Bring them with us,” said Carlossa. “I sense that our friends
    the Elk and their leader are soon to arrive from the south. These will do
    to stop them in their tracks. Gather as many of the woman and children as
    you can quickly, and kill the old and the warriors. Bring them quickly. I
    want a line of them along the clearing over there in the middle of the
    camp, ready for when our friends arrive. And these two shall be in
    the middle.”
    

    



    He looked to the south, through the camp to the tree line. Shadows were
    moving far into the woods. The Elk and the warriors of the clans were
    coming, fresh from their battle on the southern causeway and hopefully
    tired from running.
    

    



    Now,
    he thought. Now the real battle will come.
    
 




 



Chapter 50
 


    
        How? How did I miss that?
        

        

    


    Jonah’s realization came even as it was happening—it was too easy. Seren’s
    wolf had definitely saved lives and thinned the ranks of the Cygoa dogs,
    but that was winning a minor battle while losing the war. Carlossa had head
    faked. He appeared on the southern causeway to Jonah before disappearing
    into the woods and most likely heading for the northern one immediately.
    Jonah had lost fights before, and he would lose fights in the future. But
    being bested strategically was not something he would ever let happen
    again.
    

    



    He had recognized some of the Elk fleeing into the forest, and others from
    different clans he did not. It seemed as though the entire camp had decided
    to run for their lives. He thought of Sasha and the children. Would
    Carlossa keep them alive as leverage? Or had they moved past that? Were the
    Cygoa flooding the camp with sharpened swords and vengeance that would
    leave his family and friends bleeding in the dirt? Or had his family also
    fled? It was all he could hope for.
    

    



    “Leave me the fuck behind. I’ll catch up.”
    

    



    Jonah looked to his right. Solomon had an arm wrapped around Declan, the
    two propping up each other as they both limped along through the chaos. For
    the most part, Elk warriors moved toward the camp although some—mostly men
    new to the clan—ran for cover. While Jonah had seen Solomon take an arrow
    to his leg, he had not seen if Declan had been injured. The boy was covered
    in blood, most of which Jonah assumed belonged to the Cygoa. Behind them,
    flooding in from the forest and main trail, were hundreds of clan warriors,
    all baying for the blood of the Cygoa. The battle would take place in the
    camp—the very last place he had wanted to face the enemy.
    

    



    “No fucking way,” Jonah said. “Keep running.”
    

    



    He leaped over fallen soldiers, Elk and Cygoa alike. Fire began to creep up
    into the late afternoon sky, and Jonah’s thoughts again went to Sasha,
    Keana, and Gideon. The boy had been given permission to climb the lookout
    in the trees and watch the battle of the causeway, but Jonah had no way of
    knowing if he had remained there after it ended. Best not to worry too much
    about the possibilities.
    

    



    “Do you think Carlossa outflanked us?” Declan asked.
    

    



    What the boy really wanted to know was if the Cygoa had destroyed the camp.
    If the smoke in the sky was any indication, it wasn’t promising.
    

    



    “Whether he personally did or not, I do not know.” Jonah stopped for a
    moment to engage a lone Cygoa warrior. He drove his battle axe into the
    enemy’s neck, dropping the man in less than two seconds. “But I have no
    doubt the bastards are flooding the camp if this one is this far south into
    the woods already.”
    

    



    Solomon spat at the Cygoa warrior Jonah had just killed. Declan sighed,
    pausing to get a better grip underneath the big man’s arm.
    

    



    “They’re alive. And we’ll get to them.”
    

    



    Jonah looked at Declan, impressed with the young man’s ability to read his
    mind.
    

    



    “That we will.”
    

    



    He pushed through what was left of some obstacles they had erected to keep
    the Cygoa at bay, in the unlikely event that they had successfully crossed
    the southern causeway. Elk warriors led Jonah through the tightest spaces,
    hacking away at brambles and dead branches meant to slow the Cygoa down. As
    he got his first look at the Elk camp, Jonah cringed.
    

    



    As he had suspected, the tents on the outer edge had already burned to the
    ground. Cygoa warriors walked through the debris left behind, stabbing the
    injured survivors and dragging women and children away.
    

    



    “I don’t need to be carried any longer,” Solomon said to Declan. “Set me
    the fuck down.”
    

    



    Jonah looked from Solomon to the camp, trying to decide what to do next.
    The Elk had been outnumbered and outsmarted. And now the Cygoa moved
    through the camp and took prisoners almost at will. He scanned the area for
    Carlossa but did not see him. He also looked for Sasha but saw no sign of
    his family either.
    

    



    “There’s not too many here. We can fight them. We have the men. We just
    need to wait for them to catch us up. A minute at most.”
    

    



    Again, Jonah was impressed with Declan. Many young bucks would’ve rushed
    headlong into the fight on a surge of testosterone and bravado, but this
    one kept his passions in check. Declan favored logic. Even Jonah was having
    trouble not charging in ahead of the main host of his warriors, who were
    gathering in numbers behind them as he stood there.
    

    



    “I agree.”
    

    



    “There,” Solomon said, pointing at the south-east corner of the camp.
    “They’re gathering in the center of the camp. Looks like they have a few
    dozen folks. Most must have escaped.”
    

    



    “A blessing,” said Jonah. “Now we finish this.”
    
 




 



Chapter 51
 


    Jonah could feel the anger burning in his guts as he stepped into the
    clearing. Scores of clan warriors followed him through the camp, some of
    them stepping out of the tree line to aim bows, others following him,
    weapons ready, but not one of them would attack.
    

    



    Lined across the clearing were twenty or more of the Elk and other clans’
    women and children, all bound and gagged and pushed to their knees, and
    there among them, standing next to Sasha with a long blade in his hand was
    the enemy leader once more. Carlossa.
    

    



    Jonah stepped forward and stood a dozen yards from the lined up captives.
    

    



    “You made it, at last,” said Carlossa. “I was beginning to wonder if you
    would think your little scuffle on the south road was a victory, and you
    had forgotten that we number much greater.”
    

    



    Jonah peered at Sasha, then to Keana, and then back to Carlossa. “I made
    the mistake of thinking you cared enough for your own people that you
    wouldn’t sacrifice five score of your own warriors just to kill us.”
    

    



    Some of the smile left Carlossa’s face. “My warriors know that they may
    need to give their lives for the greater good of the Cygoa.”
    

    



    “Good?” asked Jonah. “Good of the Cygoa. All I see are murderers who are
    intent on revenge for the deeds of some equally cruel men decades ago.
    There is no good in anything you do.”
    

    



    “That depends on who you are,” said Carlossa. “If you were a child of the
    Cygoa, living in their new home at Wytheville, protected by hundreds of
    Cygoa warriors and left to live a prosperous life, you would think that
    those protecting you were good.”
    

    



    Jonah shook his head. “You do no better than my ancestors did, and you call
    it revenge, yet few who lie dead were even alive when your people fled to
    the north.”
    

    



    “Enough of my people remember, though,” said Carlossa. “Enough of those who
    have few memories of their families because your fathers murdered them. We
    do what we do because we will not have it repeated upon us. But maybe we
    can make you an offer and end this.”
    

    



    “What offer? I think very little you could offer could be trusted.”
    

    



    “The same offer I made to you on the causeway. You drop your weapon now,
    and die in place of these people, in place of all your people,” said
    Carlossa.
    

    



    Jonah stared at the man, feeling the solid grip of his axe in his hand as
    he watched Carlossa lift the blade to Keana’s throat. He could charge now,
    but he knew it would be too late. He would not be able to save his daughter
    before the blade cut her. He stood with his feet apart, ready for the
    moment if it came, but he could not charge now.
    

    



    “Or which will it be?” said Carlossa. “The daughter or the wife? Both, of
    course, if you do not surrender you axe. Every single Elk—every man, woman,
    and child of your clan alliance—dies today. Or you drop your axe and let me
    kill you.”
    

    



    “You would just kill them all anyway. You said as much yourself. Even if I
    give up my axe and die,” said Jonah. He needed to bide his time, needed to
    draw Carlossa away from his daughter and wife. How he would rescue them, he
    had no clue, but for now just to stop them from being killed would be
    enough.
    

    



    “You are wrong,” said Carlossa. “You think I would give my word, in front
    of my own men, and then go back on it? No, if you drop your weapon and
    submit to being killed now, the rest of your people will be allowed to live
    if a new leader will agree to become a servant of the Cygoa.”
    

    



    Jonah could feel more than see the mass of warriors gathering around the
    clearing. Behind, him his own warriors—the Elk and the other clans—and
    across the clearing, behind Carlossa, the Cygoa gathered. The forest was
    alive with the noise of movement, though the cries of fighting had stopped.
    Everything seemed to be waiting for this scene to play out.
    

    



    “All you have to do is drop the axe and give yourself up,” said Carlossa.
    “Your people will be allowed to live if they become servants of the Cygoa.”
    

    



    Jonah stared the man in the face. They will never be your servants,
    he thought.
    
        They will never remain your slaves. But if for just one moment I manage
        to stop him from killing Keana, by giving myself up...
        

        

    


    Jonah dropped his axe and stepped forward. “So be it.”
    

    



    Carlossa smiled and took the blade away from Keana’s throat but then
    returned it. “You folk are so amusing to play with. You fall for it every
    time.” Around the clearing, several of the Cygoa laughed. “So gullible. So
    easy to trick.”
    
 




 



Chapter 52
 


    Seren collapsed against the tree stump and breathed heavily, her lungs
    protesting with every intake of the cool air in the woods. Around her,
    there was chaos. People from the camp hurried away in the dozens, heading
    for the deeper woods to the south or to the ruins in the east, and few
    stopped to even glance at her as they went. The Cygoa had attacked from the
    north, rather than the southern causeway, and the Elk’s defense was broken,
    that much she now knew. The horn in the distance, resounding with the
    distinct tone of Donast’s horn, sent three sharp calls and then a gap, and
    then three more sharps calls. It told her all she needed to know.
    

    



    There was a sniff from next to her, and she glanced to see Sorcha crouching
    nearby. She looked behind the wolf and saw that the younger pups were
    nowhere to be seen. The she wolf had hidden them somewhere hours ago, and
    Seren was relieved that they would be safe from the blades of the Cygoa. If
    all else should fall apart, at least Sorcha would be able to fly to them
    and take them far away into the wilderness where they would not be harmed.
    

    



    Seren crept through the woods, keeping mostly to the heavy undergrowth and
    the bushes and staying away from the groups of fleeing folk. Where were
    Keana and Sasha? Where was Gideon? They should be with those fleeing, but
    she had not seen them. As she saw the first signs of the camp up ahead, she
    passed three bodies lying in the dirt, but none of the faces were familiar
    to her. Some poor clan folk whom the Cygoa had caught before they could
    escape, she thought. That answered at least one question—how far had the
    Cygoa reached? All this way, through the camp and out the other side. They
    could be around her now, moving between the trees and killing everyone they
    found.
    

    



    But she heard no movement, and Sorcha, still at her side, showed no sign of
    unease. So long as she stayed quiet and stayed hidden, she could sneak
    around and hope to eventually find her friends.
    

    



    She reached the edge of the camp and frowned. The forest had fallen silent.
    All sounds of movement and fighting had almost ceased, all but a few
    distant cries from those wounded and dying. Something had changed, but
    what? She sat in a bush by the edge of the wall that surrounded the camp
    and listened. There were voices coming from somewhere, distant but not
    miles away, maybe from within the camp itself.
    

    



    Seren crawled along on her belly and slid underneath the metal barrier
    attached to the outside of one of the carts. Once she was beyond the
    barrier she found herself between a group of short tents. No one moved
    between the tents, so she crept forward and took cover next to a stack of
    crates that were piled high. As she peeked around a corner and saw a group
    of people standing in a clearing, something to her right drew her attention
    from them. It was a body, lying on its side next to one of the tents,
    covered in blood.
    

    



    She sighed. Some poor soul who had been caught, she thought, but then she
    saw that the body had no head and shuddered. A few feet away she spotted
    the missing head, and her heart lurched at the sight of the face that
    stared blankly back at her. It was Logan. The old man that she had known
    for most of her life and visited often for a talk. Here he was, killed by
    the Cygoa. She felt tears prickling her eyes and stifled a cry, pushing
    back the pain and sending it deep down into her gut, where it grew tendrils
    and turned red.
    

    



    They had taken too much. Killed too many. And they kept on taking and
    taking.
    
        They would kill everyone, wouldn’t they?
        

        

    


    “So be it,” she heard from the voices across the clearing, and the sound of
    that voice broke her from her thoughts of Logan. She looked up and peered
    through the gathering warriors—all of them Cygoa on her side of the
    clearing. Through a gap in the line she could see a tall man. Across from
    him, maybe ten feet away, she saw Jonah, and behind him, the gathered
    forces of the clans. He held out his axe and then dropped it to the ground.
    The tall Cygoa leader held a knife high and then placed it at the throat of
    a young woman kneeling on the floor, bound and gagged.
    

    



    She recognized the clothing the captive was wearing, and the long, tousled
    hair. It was Keana, and this man—this Cygoa—was about to kill her.
    

    



    This cannot happen,
    she thought.
    
        They have taken too much. They can’t be allowed to take anything else.
        This has to stop now.
        

        

    


    “Stay,” she whispered to Sorcha, and then she stood up. Breathing slowly,
    she tried to calm herself. If she rushed, she would be noticed and stopped,
    but if she was calm...
    

    



    Seren began to stride through the tents toward the clearing. She sped up
    her pace, heading straight through the lines of Cygoa warriors who stood
    with their backs to her, moving quickly enough that they barely noticed her
    pass, or she hoped they would not recognize that she was not one of them
    until it was too late. None of them flinched or tried to stop her. They
    were all too intent on listening to the conversation in the clearing.
    

    



    “You folk are so amusing to play with. You fall for it every time,” she
    heard the Cygoa leader say as he lifted the blade to Keana’s throat.
    

    



    Seren saw the expression on Jonah’s face. It was one of utter loss and
    hopelessness. But she looked back to the Cygoa leader and continued to walk
    through the crowd. Still the Cygoa did not notice her.
    

    



    “So gullible. So easy to trick,” said the tall man. He smiled as he pushed
    the blade against Keana’s neck.
    

    



    “No, we’re not.” Seren spoke aloud as she stepped past the final line of
    warriors and closed the last few steps toward the leader. She raised her
    hand.
    

    



    The tall leader turned to her, confused for a moment, and the blade moved
    away from Keana’s neck. Carlossa frowned as Seren raised her hand toward
    him. He saw what she had in her hand but did not recognize the danger. He
    smiled, and she was sure he was about to speak.
    

    



    Then the gun blew his face off.
    

    



    With a loud bang, Carlossa’s head exploded like a ripe melon under a
    hammer, sending lumps of brain, bone, and flesh in all directions. The body
    still stood for a moment before gravity pulled it to the floor, but the
    blade fell from his dead hands.
    

    



    Seren turned and saw a hundred or more Cygoa staring at her, shocked,
    surprised, unable to comprehend what they had just seen. Those faces of
    killers all together, standing still and unable to move. Such easy targets.
    It was all she needed. The gun went up again as though it was not her
    holding it, as though it had a life and mind of its own, and it began to
    fire. With one shot after the next, the anger within her came out. Blast
    after blast struck the Cygoa, killing a warrior with every bullet. She had
    not fired the gun live many times before, but she had a good eye for
    aiming, and her time training with Abernathy had proven that she was a good
    shot, and now that accuracy born from her years carefully aiming a bow was
    unleashed upon the Cygoa with the deadly power of a gun.
    

    



    And they fled, some of them dying as they ran, breaking apart any form of
    organization as the will of the Cygoa broke and turned into a rout, and
    still Seren fired, even then beginning to walk, following those that turned
    to run, firing again and again, until at last the gun stopped firing, every
    squeeze of the trigger answered by a quiet click, click, click.
    

    



    It was only then that Seren collapsed to the ground and let the tears come,
    but she was only alone for a few seconds before warm fur was leaning
    against her and Sorcha was licking her face.
    
 




 



Chapter 53
 


    The night brought the inevitable chill, and with it came the wailing of
    dying men. Gaston had intentionally waited for the fighting to cease, not
    because he was a coward but because he had no intention of being a part of
    it.
    

    



    On Carlossa’s command, he’d kept the coven on a rocky outcrop. Although
    they stood quite a distance from the battle, their vantage point allowed
    the priests to watch the fighting unfold—first the skirmish on the one
    causeway, followed by the invasion over the other.
    

    



    Horns had blown, and the Cygoa had begun burning the Elk camp, and that was
    when Gaston had decided it was time to move through the carnage to find
    Jonah. It was quite possible that the man had already been killed by the
    invading forces. They made their way across the causeway, much slower than
    the warriors had done minutes before, then passed the demolished defenses
    before heading into the camp. Gaston frowned, as in the distance a noise
    that he had not heard before—some form of loud banging—began to erupt from
    farther into the camp.
    

    



    “What is that?” Gaston asked.
    

    



    “Our warriors are running.”
    

    



    Gaston looked to his right and into the face of one of the priests. The man
    stood next to what was left of a tent, bitter-smelling coals still glowing
    at the bottom. Dead Elk and Cygoa covered the ground. So many warriors ran
    back and forth that it was impossible to determine who was running where
    and why.
    

    



    “We need to talk to someone,” Gaston said. “Has anyone located Carlossa?”
    

    



    The other priests nearby shook their heads, and Gaston sighed. He looked
    toward the causeway and around the Elk camp. Gaston had heard it several
    times—like localized thunder that echoed through the valley. Morlan had not
    shared any information with him regarding the Cygoa battle tactics, and
    Carlossa was too arrogant to mention it, as the commander in charge.
    

    



    “The sounds. What of them?”
    

    



    The members of the coven shook their heads again, unsure of what Gaston
    wanted of them.
    

    



    Several men ran toward him, and he turned to face them, his eyes sharp and
    tight. Two Cygoa warriors fled to his left, never even glancing at Gaston
    as their pursuers came around a burning hut and pulled up in front of him.
    

    



    Scouts
    , Gaston thought.
    

    



    “What is this? What is happening? What were those noises?”
    

    



    Loner pulled up, and Frantic put his hands on his knees, sucking wind.
    “Fucking war.”
    

    



    Gaston rolled his eyes. “Where is Carlossa?”
    

    



    “Dead,” said Loner.
    

    



    “Where is his body?”
    

    



    “His body or his head?” Frantic asked through a coughing fit. “One is there
    and one ain’t.”
    

    



    “What is he talking about?”
    

    



    Loner turned his head and then put his hands on his hips. Two Cygoa
    warriors ran past them, neither looking at Gaston or the coven.
    

    



    “Carlossa doesn’t have a head anymore. The girl…exploded it.”
    

    



Gaston shook his head. “I don’t understand. What do you mean,    exploded it? What girl?”
    

    



    “One second, Carlossa was standing there. The next, his head was gone.”
    

    



    “Severed. Decapitated with a blade?”
    

    



    “No. Gone. Smashed like a fruit by a rock.”
    

    



    Gaston frowned. This was intriguing. Exploding heads. Something or someone
    in this battle had unleashed a lethal force, and Gaston wanted to know what
    it was. He couldn’t give two shits whether or not Carlossa was alive. This
    dying world held many secrets, some of those had been buried in the
    dirt—relics of the old world. It was possible that Elk had found something
    and used it against Carlossa. But what?
    

    



    “Did it make the sounds we heard?”
    

    



    “Hell yeah,” Frantic said, nodding at Loner. “Nearly shook the piss from me
    bladder. Loud as fuck, with flame out the end and smoke. Ain’t never seen
    nothing like it.”
    

    



    Gaston rubbed his chin. He had heard stories, fables from far-flung lands
    where the conflicts of the ancient peoples had not destroyed everything.
    Maybe someone had been there and found a weapon from those times?
    

    



    “It doesn’t matter what they did. Carlossa is dead. The Cygoa are running,
    and all is lost. We’re getting out of this god-forsaken camp, and you and
    your priests should do the same.”
    

    



    “Does Jonah still live?”
    

    



    “Don’t know,” said Loner. “Yes, I think so. Don’t fucking care.”
    

    



    Gaston had seen the situation dozens of times. He had heard some call it
    the “fog of war” and he understood why. Men of sound mind and strong body
    often broke down at the violence of battle. They lost their confidence and
    ability to rationally implement strategy. In the “fog,” warriors often
    resorted to an animalistic self-preservation that could last days,
    sometimes weeks. He certainly didn’t consider these two hooligans
    “warriors,” but Gaston had seen enough fierce Cygoa fleeing to know that
    something catastrophic and unexpected had taken place on this battlefield.
    

    



    “Help me assess the situation. My priests shall—”
    

    



    “Nope,” Frantic said, taking deep breaths but now standing on the balls of
    his feet, his eyes darting around the camp. “Fuck that and fuck you. We’re
    gone.”
    

    



    Without another word, Loner sprinted past Gaston and toward the causeway
    with Frantic’s shorter legs pumping to keep up. Gaston watched as they
    jumped over the ruins of the camp. The pair ran around a burning tent and
    into a thicket of trees until he could no longer see them.
    

    



    The priests had gathered around Gaston, waiting for his next command.
    

    



    “Search the nearby dead for anything of value, Elk and Cygoa alike.
    Although I doubt the warriors on either side are carrying anything of
    interest to us.”
    

    



    “And then what?”
    

    



    Gaston looked at the priest and shrugged. “We flee.”
    
 




 



Chapter 54
 


    The smoke from the funeral pyre twisted into the sky with bony, gray
    fingers. The stench of cooked flesh and ash filled Jonah’s nostrils. The
    burning bodies and the smoldering tents would most likely burn through the
    night and provide the clan with some meager light to tend to their wounds
    and scavenge what they could from the camp.
    

    



    He had been able to save his family, and for that Jonah was eternally
    grateful. But many other lives had been lost, including several who had
    protected the Elk for months. It was difficult for Jonah to determine just
    how many people the Cygoa killed. Ten percent? Twenty percent? The number
    of bodies in the camp was a sign that the Cygoa attack had not been as
    deadly as he had feared, and many members of the clan had fled into the
    forest. It was quite possible they were now lying in hiding. He didn’t have
    the men or the resources to search for those who had escaped the attack,
    and he could only hope that they would return to the camp. He would take
    them in and help them with whatever medical supplies and hot tea was still
    available.
    

    



    Jonah felt something brush against his arm, and he turned to see Seren
    standing there, her hands clutching her bow.
    

    



    “That thing…”
    

    



    “Gunpowder,” she said. “It is the substance inside that explodes and kills
    men.”
    

    



    Jonah wasn’t sure if that was the question he had wanted to ask her, but
    she provided an answer nonetheless.
    

    



    “Carlossa would have killed us all. And if you hadn’t done what you did,
    the Cygoa would be burning Elk bodies right now.”
    

    



    The girl looked down and then away, unable to hold Jonah’s gaze. He
    continued.
    

    



    “Many are injured, and some more will die before daybreak. And yet, I don’t
    think we can stay here. Without having more of those weapons, Morlan will
    realize that if he brings numbers next time, he can defeat us.”
    

    



    “How do you know that he will come for us after this loss?”
    

    



    “He will,” said Jonah without further explanation. “I just know he will.”
    

    



    Seren shivered, and despite the chill in the air, she did not step closer
    to the funeral pyre. “We’ve lost Logan and Donast. So many dead.”
    

    



    “I know. It won’t be easy, but I do know that we can’t stay here. I don’t
    think as many are dead as I first thought, but their nerve will be broken.
    I don’t even know if the clan alliance will hold.”
    

    



    Sasha emerged from the darkness, and Jonah wondered how long she had been
    listening to their conversation. Not that it mattered, because Sasha
    already knew the decisions that Jonah held inside of his heart. She would
    have known his intention even before sharing it with the girl.
    

    



    “You’re right. We cannot stay here,” said Sasha.
    

    



    Jonah held out his hands and turned toward the camp where the survivors
    continued to tend to the dead and fallen. “I know this. The Cygoa have
    retreated for now, but they will return. And when they do, they will spare
    no one, nothing.”
    

    



    Sasha wiped a trickle of drying blood from her husband’s ear. “The breach…
    We don’t know how far it stretches or where it goes.”
    

    



    “No, we don’t,” said Jonah. “I cannot simply lead the Elk into the woods or
    even along one of the old highways. The breach has rendered the ground
    unstable and the old structures that had sat for centuries will be even
    less stable. However, how long will it be before the Valk arrive?”
    

    



    Sasha gasped, and Jonah could feel the surge of fear coming from his wife.
    

    



    “I may have another option for the Elk,” said Seren.
    

    



    Jonah’s mind raced. He saw Morlan’s face, which then transformed into
    Gaston’s.
    

    



    “Speak, please. I don’t have the will or the energy to figure out cryptic
    words.”
    

    



    “There is the place to the south that I told you about,” Seren said. “I
    found it, and I think it could be a refuge for our people. It might even
    become our new home.”
    

    



    Both Jonah and Sasha turned to face Seren. Jonah crossed his arms over his
    chest and raised his eyebrows.
    

    



    “What was it called again?” Jonah asked.
    

    



    “Galax. They have recovered some of the old world technology. They have
    figured out a way to send words to each other across long distances. But
    they have more than just a dusty stash of steel and plastic. They are
    growing food, and they are rebuilding civilization. I believe they would
    take us in.”
    

    



    Sasha looked at Jonah, and he rubbed his chin with his right hand.
    

    



    “We are still large in number, even though we’ve suffered greatly from the
    attack. How big is this place? What might they do if I march the clans to
    their borders?”
    

    



    He didn’t want to consider another fight—not even a minor scuffle. Too much
    blood had soaked the ground, and even his most hearty warriors had had
    enough.
    

    



    “It’s a city,” replied Seren. “It’s huge. Streets and streets of buildings,
    almost intact, and hidden far into the woods, maybe four days walk from the
    main route east to west,” said Seren. “Though after about two or three
    miles there is an old road that makes the journey there easier, if you can
    find the start of it, which I can do. I can go ahead, talk to them before
    you bring the clans to the city, and they already suggested that it was an
    option. It’s to the south but also far west, not really too many miles from
    the Wytheville area as the crow flies, but a mountain range lies between
    them. The Cygoa don’t know the city is even there. I don’t think anyone
    does, apart from the people who live there. I’d guess there is no better
    place in the world to hide hundreds of people.”
    

    



    Jonah glanced to Sasha, whose eyes were wide with hope. She nodded her
    agreement.
    

    



    “Then that is where we will go,” he said. “Before the damn Valk arrive and
    finish the job the Cygoa started.”
    
 




 



Chapter 55
 


    They crawled out of the lake and through the trees beneath the black velvet
    blanket of a moonless sky, more silent than the smallest of creatures that
    walked the woods. Even the birds sat silent in the trees, waiting for the
    time when the night ones would pass them by. But they would be here a
    while, for many lay dead. They dragged the carcasses off the piles and into
    the dark recesses of the forest, stripping away the unwanted clothing and
    possessions and casting them aside. They were of little value to the Valk.
    The sound of teeth on bone cut through the sigh of the night wind, a rotten
    stench filling the air. They had to swat the crows away from the more
    bloated bodies, but the flesh that had not burned could be harvested, and
    even some of the blackened bone could be put to good use.
    

    



    She stood on what was left of the southern causeway, where the
    blood-stained lake waters brushed against the embankment fifteen feet
    below. She tightened the band holding her hair back and then ran her
    fingers across the stubble on the sides of her head, then smiled, her
    sharpened teeth protruding over black lips. Skull fragments dangling from
    human ligaments hung around her neck and clicked together as she shifted
    her weight from one hip to the other.
    

    



    “We feast,” said one of the Valk warriors as he approached his leader. “The
    greatest feast ever known among our peoples.” She did not answer, but he
    still stayed at a distance, not daring to take a step closer. “I have saved
    you the most desirable pieces, should you wish them.”
    

    



    The woman clucked her tongue and waved at the ruins of the camp. “The Elk
    leader. The one they call Jonah. Have you found him? Did he fall?”
    

    



    The Valk warrior shook his head, keeping his eyes down. “We found the
    remains of the one who led their enemy. The spirit chasers say he was
    called Carlossa. He was a great warrior from the very far north, some say.”
    

    



    “That one is still not what I seek. Give your scraps to the rest. I will
    not eat unless the flesh comes from him, and he grows stronger with each
    war that he wins. But his time will come. Even the greatest fall, and he
    will taste...divine.”
    

    



    A wolf howled somewhere deep in the forest. The warrior ran back to the
    camp, leaving her alone in the middle of the causeway. She lifted her head
    and sniffed at the air before turning completely around and studying the
    battlefield.
    

    



    “You have taken your people south. We shall follow. Ever I will follow
    you.”
    
 


###
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