
        
            
                
            
        

    
“With every light
comes a shadow.” - Dustfall

 

In a ravaged tribe on the
edge of humanity, the suspicious death of a chief thrusts a man into a
dark realm for which he is unprepared. When Jonah inherits leadership
of the Elk Clan from his father, many in the old man’s inner circle
question his son’s ability to lead the tribe to their winter shelter at
the ruins of Eliz. A dark stranger, a journey over hundreds of miles of
dangerous highway and clashes with feral gangs will push Jonah to the
edge.

 

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.
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“With every light comes a shadow.”




 


Chapter 1

 

“The winds shift,” Judas
said, as
his son tossed another split log on the pile. The burning embers
shifted under
the weight, and sparks flared up into the air, briefly illuminating the
darkened room.

Jonah looked at his father’s
brilliant blue eyes as they
followed the green leaves fluttering from the tops of the trees. Judas
wore his
denim high on his hips and the leather vest conformed to his chest as
if the
gods sewed it with golden thread. The older man almost doubled the size
of his
son, raw muscle rippling through arms as thick as heavy tree branches.
Age had
gifted Judas, rather than weakening him, and the toil of five decades
could only be seen in the color
of his hair and in his eyes, and only then if you were foolish enough
to stare
into them for too long. 

“And the trees are beginning to
turn,” replied the younger
man. In smaller clans, Jonah, son of Judas, would
likely be the leader already, his father retired, but Judas was as
stubborn as
he was tall. Death would be the only thing to part the man with his
reign.

Judas nodded and smiled, placing a
gnarled, callused hand on his son’s shoulder.  “I don’t know
how many more
times I can make The Walk, son. It gets harder every year, and it
always seems
that we lose more people than the year before.”

Jonah turned his head sideways and
chuckled, attempting to
dispel his father’s concerns, as if time was not
creeping up on him silently like a hungry wolf. He
looked at the man’s silver hair and his taut arm muscles. Judas could
still put in a day’s labor alongside
the young men, and he would be chief for a long time,
but Jonas wondered if his father had the will to continue leading the
village.
He suspected that stubbornness was stronger than will,
in his father’s case, but it was unusual and unexpected to hear Judas
speak in
such a way. He would never have admitted any form of weakness in front
of other
clan members, except maybe Nera or Logan, who were
older still.

“You’re the leader of our clan,
Father.
Until your time comes and we place you on the pyre and send you to
Dustfall,
you will make The Walk. And you will bring us home, as you have done my
whole
life, and as I expect you will still do for many turns of the sun.”

“That is what I thought when I was
your age,” Judas said.
“When a man is responsible for a young family, he believes he will
always be
around to provide for them. I know I did.” The older man chuckled deep
and low.

“That’s right,” said Jonah. “You did,
and you still are.”

There was silence for a moment,
while Judas seemed to ponder his son’s words, and then, as though
reaching no
real conclusion, he shrugged. “Stack the logs and keep them beneath the
eave.”
He pointed up at the edge of the roof, as if to clarify
where he wanted the firewood to be stored. “We’ll leave before it gets
too
cold, but there will be frigid nights before we depart.”

Jonah swung the axe, sweat rolling
down his face and into
his gruff stubble. He pushed a hand over a cleanly shaven head,
where he could mark the retreat of his hairline in the reflection of
the pond.

I will lead The Walk someday,
he thought.

“I’ve stacked wood before,” Jonah
said, raising his eyebrows,
defiant.

“I know you have,” said Judas,
glaring at the younger man in
mock anger that quickly turned into a wide grin. “Insolent child.”

Jonah winked at his father as the
late summer breeze dried
the perspiration on his face.
He could feel the winds shift too. The animals would begin their
southerly
migration and the clan would follow, as they had for
generations.

“Where is Keana? Where is that
beautiful granddaughter of
mine?”

“Hunting,” Jonah said, as the axe
head split another log. “The buck have rubbed the summer fuzz from
their
antlers. We would all benefit from a meal of venison to prepare us for
the
journey.”

“Ah, yes. The meat will fuel us on
The Walk. Maybe even
store. We have spare salt.”

Jonah was silent for a long while,
long enough for Judas to
notice, and he only spoke as his father looked up from the fire,
frowning.
“Father,” Jonah said, another swing of the axe crushing a dried log. “I
always
wondered...” Jonah paused again, unsure if he should
ask or not.

Judas looked at his son and paused at
such a formal
expression. “When did it begin? We come back round to this again? I
wonder when
you will let this go. You have heard it enough, surely? All of the
stories
around the campfire, for all of those years—”

“Yes, I listened,” Jonah interrupted.
“The Event. The
destruction and decimation of civilization. Yes, I’ve heard all the
stories
told to the children under the evening stars. That is not what I mean.
It’s
just—”

“Careful what you question,” Judas
warned, his voice low.
“The traditions of our fathers speak to us through the years. We make
The Walk
and we return. That is how we survive. It is how it has always been, at
least
for as long as the clans have walked the land. It is
what it is and has to be.”

“I understand the seasonal patterns,
and I know what happens when winter moves into the valley,” Jonah said.

“No, I don’t think you do. You have
not been there when the
cold comes, and I don’t mean the winter breeze that warns us, I mean
the biting
freeze that stills the entire forest. It can freeze a man’s blood in
his veins.
Cripple him so numb he cannot even sense his limbs, let alone feel
them. You
forget that I have survived such, even if it was not in this forest.”
Judas
hunched over, put his hands on his knees, and leaned in
closer to his son as he pitched his voice lower. “Whether or not our
fathers
call for The Walk, we shall walk. It is impossible to live here and see
the
green shoots in the spring.”

“Have you—”

“No, but others have, son. We’ve
found them twisted and
frozen, like a deer carcass trapped in the ice of the
creek. Legs sheared off as though snapped like a twig, not cut off. No.
To deny
The Walk is to turn your back on your responsibility. The elders of
this clan
know it. I know it. I will lead us, and someday, you shall as well. And
someday, Gideon will, too, if the gods allow.”

“He is but a child. Your grandson is
still more interested
in throwing rocks in ponds. He doesn’t even have an interest in his
sister’s
bow. It will be many years before he even considers such. The Walk is a
holiday
to him.”

Judas stood up and arched his back,
his mouth open to allow
a low moan to escape.
“And that is how I thought of you when my father led us. And yet, here
we are. The cycle comes back on itself. Times will change, but things
will
always repeat themselves. Time moves on.”

“And we are at no place different
than we were last season,”
Jonah said. “You are the leader of the clan. You will lead us on The
Walk,
before winter arrives, and you will bring us back once it thaws.”

Judas smiled and turned to check on
the traps at the perimeter of the village. Jonah took a deep breath
before bringing the axe down again. The wood split with a dry crack as
he tried
to pound the doubt from his brain.

We will walk, he
thought. We always have. 




 


Chapter 2

 

Seren found the locket on the
path.

It had been there for a long time;
she could tell. Most of it was buried deep in the dirt, only the very
top of
the clasp visible, and even that was crusted over with
grime.

How it had been missed was a puzzle
to her. The path was
well used, even if for only half of the year. She had woven her way
through the
trees and foliage on this stretch for at least five years,
since her father had first brought her and her brother up into the
woods, and
she knew that he and many others had used the meandering walkway for a
lot longer than that.

For time before time,
she thought.

It was the main path up past the
reservoir and into the
Elkland, the best hunting and foraging spot the clan had ever found,
except for
maybe the plains out over near Eliz during the migration season.

As she walked up the path that day,
heading out to the black
bush clearing, just as she did at least once every week, the sun was
shining
through the trees above and the forest was peaceful and quiet. She
hadn’t been
hurrying and had seen the flash of reflected light as she crested the
hill. She
stopped, knelt down, and peered at the ground for at least a minute
before she
spotted it.

Thinking that it may be a tool of
some kind,
long dropped and forgotten—hoping even—she
took out her knife and dug, churning up the dirt carefully. Her bone
knife was
a strong one, but it could still break if she wasn’t careful. It wasn’t
like
those metal ones that some people had, like her father’s, that her
brother now
owned since her father had passed on.

The locket popped out of the soil,
still attached to the chain, and Seren frowned as she pulled the thing
slowly
out of the shallow hole. It was tarnished from the rain and from being
stuck in
the mud for so long, but she smiled as she examined it, popping open
the
clam-shell to reveal a tiny, still clear picture of a woman.

Not a pretty woman, Seren noted.

But this is
a find,
she thought. Even if it isn't
a metal
tool. It could still be bartered at Eliz, if she
kept it safe and didn’t tell anyone about it; she could
do that. When her father had been alive she might not have been able to
keep
secrets, but since he had gone, only
Jonah made her tell the truth all the time, and he rarely bothered her.
The old
man, Logan, never questioned her.

Seren stomped the ground until it
was flat once more and headed off up to the black bushes, dangling the
chain in
front of her face and grinning as she walked. Had it been dropped a
long time
ago or more recently? It looked old, but there was no rust. Maybe it
was made
of some valuable metal that didn’t taint? That would make for a good
find.

Twenty minutes later, she reached the
top of the hill. The
trees had long ago been cut down on this stretch of land, mainly to be
used for
building repairs and fuel down in the village, and even firewood for
the
foraging crews back when they had thought it a good idea to camp out
high up in
the forest at night instead of cutting their day short and heading back
down to
the village. A quarter square mile was empty of the wide, tall trees
that
covered the rest of the hillside.

This was where the black bushes had
spread, and where the
berries could be harvested in their thousands when ripe. But now, as
Seren
stood on the top of Black Rock, a large boulder that sat almost in the
middle
of the vast bush covered clearing, she realized that the pickings were
becoming very scant. Every one of the foragers would come up
here once a week to collect berries, and gradually,
over the weeks and months before The Walk, the masses of green berries
would
ripen to black and disappear as people took them.

From up on top of the rock, Seren
could see that there
wasn’t a lot of black in the mass of tangled foliage, but dutifully she
hopped
down into the grass and started weaving through the tangled, spiky
branches,
determined to fill at least one bag.

A squirrel. That was the best that
she had managed today,
and she thought she’d been lucky even with that one. She had two bags
filled with
nuts and some roots, but it wasn’t a haul that would fill many
stomachs. It
certainly wouldn’t earn her any praise.

The hours ticked by as she searched,
gradually filling up
one bag but not even getting half-way with the other. The sun was
heading toward
the horizon, and it was much lower than she had
expected, and the light was starting to fade when Seren finally climbed
back up
onto the rock. She cursed. She’d let too much time go by,
and it would soon be dark.

Hurrying now, realizing that if she
didn’t pick up speed and
make the time back, she would probably have to make the last of her
return
journey along the reservoir track in the dark. She started to jog. The
path back
through the forest was far too uneven and treacherous to run, but she
could go at
slow jog, she thought, and that way she may manage to reduce the amount
of time
spent traveling in the dark.

It was only because jogging with her
bow on her back was
uncomfortable that she was even close to being prepared to use it when
she
turned the corner in the path. She would normally travel with it slung,
but as
she trudged quickly along the dirt path, the bow would
swing back and forth, hitting her thigh. She had pulled
it from her back and grabbed her sheath of arrows in the other hand so
she could move faster. And so it was when she turned the
corner and nearly ran head on into the creature.

The beast reared, kicked out once in
panic, and then bolted,
heading in the opposite direction.

Seren nearly fell, but steadied
herself, her heart thumping
in her chest. The deer bounded along
the path and not into the trees. It was panicked and running in any
direction
it could. She had seconds, she knew, before it changed direction and
bolted
into the trees, an opportunity that would be missed if she reacted too
slowly.

She grasped the feathered flight of
one of the arrows and
let the sheath drop. She swung the bow up, leveled, and
sent the arrow zipping away, even as she’d barely
notched the thing. It was a feeble shot, and hurried, but there was no
time for
aiming, just one split-second chance for the kill. Seren’s heart
thudded as a
second or two of silence followed, but then there was a shrill cry in
darkness
along the path, a thud, and then silence.

Seren reached the village an hour
into the sunset, and much
later than she had wanted to, but the deer was heavy; a
young buck but still strong, with plenty of meat on it.
She hadn’t been expecting to be hauling a deer back to camp, and she
had needed
a large branch and several feet of her twine to attach the catch, just
so she could drag the thing along.

It had been as she tied the deer’s
back legs to the branch
that she had seen the first flight of birds overhead. There were a
hundred of
them, at least, she thought. They took off from the trees not far from
where
she was struggling with her catch, flying up high, laboring to lift
themselves
up onto easier air streams and making a lot of noise.

Seren watched as the flight headed
out across the hilltop,
easterly, and disappeared into the setting sun, the first sign of the
migration
to come.




 


Chapter 3

 

She could hear the noise from
the village before she got
within half a mile. There would be a town meeting tonight, had to be.
If she
had spotted the bird-flight, others would have too, and
reports would be coming in from all the hunters that had been out that
day.

As she headed down the slope,
following the same dirt path
that had led her up to the black bush clearing, she passed the ruins of
the
mansion. The place was sometimes used as an outpost for hunters and
gatherers,
and Seren hoped that there would be people there now,
and she could stay there for the night instead of heading all the way
down the
slope to the village. If she stayed there, no one would know she had
messed up
and been caught out in the dark. The hunters that used the lodge
wouldn’t tell
anyone, she knew that. All that would be considered was the catch of
the deer, and
that would earn her much respect. 

But there was no one there. The
building, which had been a ruin
for centuries, was quiet. No fires lit the great driveway,
with its crumbling black entranceway, and no lanterns lit the huge
courtyard
with the large empty pit in the middle of the open ground.

Seren had always wondered about the
pit and
what it had once been used for. There had been speculations. Her father
swore
that people from the long ago used the pits to trap animals, but this
had never
made sense to her. The pits were always close to the buildings and
behind the
outer walls, so animals wouldn’t have even gotten into the inner
grounds. And
there was the way that the rain gathered in them, filling them inches
or
sometimes even feet deep with fresh water that would slowly drain away.
The
outside walls of each of the pits—a feature that could
be found on the grounds of many of the old world buildings wherever you
went—were lined with of some kind of solid square rock plates
that no one knew how to make anymore, and even though many were broken,
the
pits would still hold a lot of rainwater.

Disappointed at the empty building,
Seren started down the path
once more, not relishing the extra hour of travel that she would have
to
endure, in the dark, to get back to the town.

* * *

The glow of the lamps that lit the
main street acted as a
guide as she followed the slope down by the edge of the water. The
reservoir
was calm, as was the wind. As she climbed the steps down to the flat
patch of
ground that the village used as its collection area for forestry, she
heard a
twig snap in the bushes to the side of the path. A figure stepped out,
and for
a moment Seren’s heart leapt. She hadn’t been expecting anyone to be up
at the
flat ground at this time of night; no one should be.
There were strict rules about where the younger members of the clan
were to be
at this time of night, and it wasn’t up there. She was
caught.

“Seren!” a familiar voice called,
just as she was about to lower the log and her catch and wait for the
sharp telling
off that was to come. After the few seconds that it took her mind to
process and
catch up, she felt a surge of relief.

“Keana?” she asked. “What are you
doing up here?”

Keana stepped into the light of the
first lamp at the bottom
of the steps, and Seren could see that she been crying.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, hurrying
down the steps.

“I screwed up,” said Keana. “I was
out at the lake, supposed
to be fishing.”

Seren grinned, knowing what was
coming next. “And you fell
asleep.”

“Yes!” Keana said, shaking her head.
“It was warm, and
sunny, and I keep telling them I can’t sit still for that long. I
just... I’ve
nothing to take back.”

Seren looked down at the deer, still
tied to the branch, and
sighed. This catch would have earned her a lot of favor tonight,
especially
with the news of the migrations starting. It was the first signs of the
cold
weather heading toward them, and a hint at the approach of the day that
their
own migration would begin.

At fifteen years old, Seren had
walked
the great migration distance a dozen times already. On the first few,
when she
was tiny, she sat up in the wagon-sled reserved for the
youngest children, but as soon as she had been able to walk, they made
her do
so. The few weeks leading up to the migration would mean storing and
curing
food in preparation, and a large buck like the one she had caught would
go a
long way to preparing for the journey. And she hadn’t caught a lot in
the last
few weeks.

“Take this to your father,” Seren
said, pointing at the buck
as it lay on the path.

Keana’s eyes opened wide. “But...”

“No,” said Seren. “I caught a
squirrel as well, and I have
bags of nuts and berries. Not a good haul, but enough not to get a
ticking off.
If you go back with nothing, your father will be
furious. You could end up cleaning out the cesspit for a week.”

Keana was about to reply, to refuse
the offer of help, but Seren
could tell she was thinking of the cesspit—a task
reserved only for those currently being punished for minor
misdemeanors—made her hesitate.

“Are you sure?” Keana asked.

Seren nodded. “But you owe me big,”
she said, with a grin.

“Of course,” said Keana. “Thank you.
I don’t know what to
say.”

“And,” continued Seren. “You’ll have
to tell them that you
weren’t finding any catch in the lake but you saw the deer at the edge
of the
woods.”

Keana nodded, looking down at the
deer with puzzled
amazement. She’d never taken one down herself, so not only would the
deer be a
surprise to her father, he’d be proud of her as well. Her stomach
churned at
the lie.

“And if I don’t get at least a slice
of it when it’s cooked,
I’ll be seriously upset.”

They laughed at this, though Seren
was feeling less pleased
on the inside. Afterward, as she slumped down at the edge of water and
watched her
friend haul away the deer—which she could see now was a
large one, even for its age—she reached down to grab
the squirrel from her belt and felt her heart sink even further as she
lifted
the broken string it had been attached to.

“Dammit,” she cursed.




 


Chapter 4

 

The fire hissed and sizzled
with the aroma of cooking
venison coming from the spit. Jonah sat between his children, Keana on
the left
and Gideon on the right. His daughter grinned with a hunter’s pride,
eyes
glistening like the stars in the Orion constellation. She kept her dark
hair
tied back, like her mother. Like most children in the clan, she was
lean and
dark-skinned, except where her vest protected her from
the harsh stare of the sun. Gideon was two years her junior
but appeared to be much more so than that. He fought through a fever in
his
first moon, which left him weak and scrawny, a medical
complication far beyond what knowledge still existed. Sasha, Jonah’s
wife,
feared he would not survive The Walk at the end of his first year, but
against all odds, he had. But it seemed to Jonah as
though the sickness gave his son a different outlook. Fate would
determine whether
or not it would save his life, someday.

“Eat up, Gideon,” said Sasha.

Jonah nodded in agreement as Sasha
handed their son another
hunk of steaming meat. Her green eyes danced in the flames and her
smile melted
Jonah’s heart, as it had the
first time all those years ago. He thought back, remembering how they
had met
at the gathering in Eliz, Sasha’s clan coming from another region
altogether.
Sasha’s father had known his clan would be unlikely to survive the
return home, after suffering great losses to sickness on The Walk, and
so he had approached Judas and asked if they could merge by marriage.
It was
the last thing any proud clan chief wanted, and always the last resort.
It was
years before Jonah even considered the day the man had come into the
camp and
knelt before Judas. Now, years later, he was proud of
the man who had been Sasha’s father. Proud of him for being brave
enough to
admit when all was lost.

 Back then, Jonah had been
too young to care about a mate, but as Sasha developed curves and her
chest began to push out her
vest, Jonah found her hard to resist. The elders spoke of the old days,
stories
passed down through the generations of “love at first sight.” Jonah was
not
sure what that could have meant prior to The Event, but
he knew Sasha was his, and he was hers.

“I’m not hungry.”

“He won’t make it,” said Keana.

“Keana,” Sasha said, delivering her
fear and disgust on an
icy glare. “Do not say such things.”

“Well he won’t, if he don’t eat.”

“Listen to your mother,” said Jonah.
“You need to eat,
Gideon. You’ll need to build your strength. The tips of the leaves are
beginning to turn, and the wind is shifting down from
the north.”

“Why must we leave, Father?” Gideon
asked with a lilting melody. “Why can’t we stay?”

Sasha put her head down, allowing
Jonah to answer.

“That is not what we do. We cannot
forsake everything our
ancestors have done to keep us alive. To do so would be careless with
not only
our lives, but their legacy as well. The winter would kill us all, you
know
that. I shouldn’t even have to remind you, boy.”

Jonah hoped his son would not press
him further. It was the
question he had been asking his father for years, in slightly different
words.

“Okay,” Gideon said. He took a hunk
of meat from the tip of
a sharpened stick and tore into it like a wild bear.

Jonah glanced at Sasha, and he saw
the relief wash over her face. He nodded and she nodded back. Keana
groaned and
patted her stomach with a satisfied smile, when noises
came from another fire in the village. Jonah stood and looked as
shadows
morphed into men. They walked with purpose and Jonah knew before they
opened
their mouths that something was wrong.

Very wrong.

“Jonah.”

“Yes?”

“Come,” said the man hidden in
shadows. “It is your father.”

Jonah felt the meat churn in his
stomach, as if it was crawling back up his throat. Sasha stood up next
to
her husband and put an arm around his waist.

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“It’s your father, Judas. He is sick.”

Jonah started to ask a question, but
he saw the look in the man’s eyes. If the sickness was something
common, they
would not be coming for him during the evening meal.

“And he calls for you.”

Jonah shivered, despite the heat
coming off the fire in waves.










Chapter 5

 

Judas sat facing the hearth,
a fire raging inside the
crumbling brick and light flashing across his gaunt face. Although it
had only
been a few hours since Jonah last spoke to his father,
it appeared as though the chief had aged many years. Judas sat in a
reclining
chair, an old blanket tucked beneath his chin, leaving
only his head exposed. He shivered as beads of sweat ran down his face.

“What is this?” Jonah asked.

Judas began to answer his son until
the wet, ragged cough
overtook him. He turned his head and spat before looking back at Jonah.
“I’m not
well.”

“You are. You were. We spoke just—”

“Be still. I need you to listen to
me.”

Jonah looked around the room and
fished through the shadows
until he found a stool. The rest of the living room inside the old
house
remained hidden, its age cloaked by the night. He heard the shuffling
of feet
upstairs. Jonah looked up at the ceiling and then back to his father.

“They’re cleaning, making room for
your family,” said Judas.
“You will inherit the chief’s house, as I did from my father.”

“You’re not dying.”

“Shut up, Jonah. Shut the hell up and
listen, for once.”

The words slapped Jonah across the
face. Judas continued.

“I have been ill for days but have
been able to go about my
daily duties. But this morning, my lungs hurt in a way they never have
before.
And now…”

Jonah waited for his father to
continue, feeling the gravity
of the situation in the same way he could detect schools of fish by the
way the
currents wrapped around the rocks.

“I ate something or caught something,
and I’m feeling worse. Even if this does not bury me, you need to know
what has
been passed down since The Event.”

“You know of The Event?” Jonah asked,
confused. His father
had always avoided talk of the long past and always denied knowledge of
it.

“I do not. That might be lost
forever,
unless we someday discover a journal from that time. And with each
passing
season, that becomes less and less likely.”

Jonah moved his stool closer to his
father and leaned in.

“I want to tell you what I do
know, and why it
matters to you.”

Jonah nodded.

“They used to call this area by a
name I can’t remember,
can’t pronounce. But some say that the name meant ‘Penn’s Woods.’ I do
not know
who Penn was, or how he came to own this place, but
that is what they say. After The Event, the survivors huddled here, in
this
forest. They scavenged and hunted, gathering what they could to form a
clan and
begin to rebuild. But, of course, you know about The
Walk. I need you to understand it, the reason behind it.”

“We cannot survive the winter.”

Judas coughed and shook his head. He
spat again, and Jonah heard the wad of phlegm smack against the bare
floor.

“No. That is not the only reason.”

The chief’s arm came out from beneath
the blanket, holding a battered and torn journal. Even in the low
light,
Jonah could see the dog-eared pages and smell the years on the paper.

“There is this,” said Judas.

“The book,” Jonah said. “Will I read
it one day?”

“Of course. You know, no one knows
when this was written or
who wrote it. But I know it came after The Event, and
each chief has protected it with his life. If we cannot hold on to our
civilization’s beliefs, we have no hope of ever bringing civilization
back.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t.”

“Shut your goddamn mouth. Don’t you
ever say that, son.
This,” Judas said, waving the book around the room for emphasis, “is
not how we
survive. This is not civilization.”

“I don’t understand,” said Jonah.
“This is our life.
There is no other.”

“The book warns of temptation. It
insists we look for the
signs.”

“What signs?” asked Jonah. “You never
spoke of this before.”

“I did,” said Judas. “But maybe I
didn’t make it clear. The
job of the chief is to protect, and to do so with a
guise of calm, even in the face of the most dangerous
threats. But that is not all he is supposed to do.”

Jonah reared back on the stool,
rocking from his toes to his
heels. “C’mon, Father. Say what you mean.”

“There is more to The Walk than
surviving the snows. The
Walk provides hope, a chance at finding a new future,
whether that is a discovery on the road or another group at the refuge.
Either
way, we do it to survive. Without hope, we might as well be walking
into a
graveyard.”

Jonah saw his wife’s teenage smile
from all those years ago, and he remembered the sense of optimism in
the clan when
his merged with hers.

“The book warns of the folly of the
old ways. Of settling too
long and making roots. There is danger to staying in one place. And
yet, even though we always return to the forest, to this place,
we must move on, and then return.”

“You sound more like a prophet than a
chief,” said Jonah. 

Judas laughed, then coughed, then
spat a glob of gunk tinged
with red.

Jonas sighed and shook his head at
his father.

“After The Event,” Judas continued,
“and before we settled into clans, it was common for groups to roam the
ruins,
searching for a safe haven. The elders told many stories of men and
their search
for the Garden of Eden, a place truly never found. 

“As time wore on,
and the reality of those safe havens faded, men turned violent. They
took to
the road and pillaged what they could. The search for the garden was
forgotten.
Small groups gathered into larger groups and found places to call home.
But
when your enemy knows where you are, you are easy to find, and when
many travel
together, they leave signs that are easy to follow.”

“The Walk. It is not safe to do in
small groups.”

“Correct, Jonah. It is why each
season we must go as a clan.
It is also why we must travel from one place to another. Don’t seek to
make
roots. The Garden of Eden is a cursed legend, waiting
to destroy the foolish.”

Jonah waited as another round of
coughing shook his father
beneath the blanket. The old man gripped the book as his body
convulsed, his
fingers tight around the spine.

“We know what awaits us at the end of
The Walk. We know what
will be here when we return. It is why our clan has survived while
others have
not. It is why you must understand how important it is for you to lead
the
village there. And back. You cannot waiver, Jonah. Not even for a
moment. To
stay over the winter is to make roots.”

“You’ll get better, and you will
lead—”

“You can see my face, son. You know
it will not stand before
the clan ever again. Whether I pass before The Walk or after you
depart, I will
not be here when you return. The clan, The Walk, our fate. It is all
yours, now.”

Jonah shook his head. He stood and
kicked the stool into the
darkness, where it struck the wall with a sharp crack.

“No. I am not ready. I know nothing
of leadership or
tracking beyond the paths encircling the village. I cannot lead. Who
will take
care of Sasha and the children?”

Judas coughed, this time unable to
turn his head. A fiery,
crimson line shot down the front of the blanket. “When I am gone, you
must read
this. It is the rite of each new chief. But, above all,
you must keep its pages only for your eyes. Thus is the way.”

Jonah turned as someone knocked on
the door. “Yes?”
he asked.

“Judas needs to rest.”

Jonah nodded, agreeing with the
muffled voice from the other
side of the door. He turned to look at his father. The old man sat
still, his
eyes closed and his mouth agape. Jonah shook and reached forward,
placing his
hand on his father’s chest, which rose and fell with
the sound of crushed glass. He pulled the blanket back up to his
father’s chin
and peeled his fingers from the journal. Jonah squeezed it, feeling the
smooth
and ancient leather cover. He opened it but then immediately slammed it
shut. Jonah
shoved the journal into his back pocket, placed a hand on Judas’s
clammy
forehead, and then walked to the door. He stopped and
looked back at his father by the fire, the thoughts and snippets of
conversation running through his head.










Chapter 6

 

Outside the door to the room
where his father lay sick,
Jonah stooped under the eave and stepped out into the corridor that led
toward
the main room. The building that had been chosen as the clan chief’s
hut had
once been something called a diner. What one of
those had been, Jonah
had always wondered. He knew it hadn’t been a house, but the old
building had
been chosen generations ago, probably dozens of generations, and it had
always
been passed on from father to son as the abode of the clan’s chief. To
Jonah,
it was an eerie and unwelcome thought that it could soon be his house.

Most of the other folk of the Elk
Clan lived in the
surrounding buildings, spread out across the vale below the reservoir.
They
were mostly single or two story homes that had stood the tests of
weather where
a good three quarters of the buildings in the area had collapsed over
time. But the
chief’s home, soon to be his home, was as sturdy as it had ever been.

Jonah walked down the corridor and
out into the main room,
where Nera, his father’s right hand man and also the building’s
caretaker,
stood poking at the roaring flames raging
in the huge open fire in the center of the main hall.

“Will he live?” Jonah asked.

Nera didn’t answer immediately.
 Instead, the man—who was even older than his father and quite
probably the
eldest clansman still alive other than old Logan—poked
the fire until it glowed hot, coughed once, and then stood up.

“He is sickening fast,” Nera said,
his deep gravelly voice
loud and almost overpowering, even in such a large room.

“But he may still live,” said Jonah.

Nera nodded. “He may,” he said. “But
it is not likely that
he will be strong again for a while.” The old man took a seat directly
in front
of the fire and sat staring into the glowing flames. “We may even have
to take
him on the road on a cart. Not that he will agree to that.”

Jonah frowned at that. Even though
his father had warned him that he would not be able to go on The Walk
this
year, Jonah had somehow still failed to believe it. His father would be
fine,
wouldn’t he? He’d be fine and he would take The Walk as he always did,
as he
had done Jonah’s entire life. The thought that his father may stay in
the
village and face the freezing winter, and die there, alone, still
wouldn’t stay
in his mind. It was ridiculous to think so.

“Why not?”

“Tis a poison sickness that he has,”
said Nera. “Not a
coughing illness or an influ. No, this is something
else.”

Jonah stepped forward into the room
and headed over to the
fire. Even though winter had not arrived, and wouldn’t for at least
another
three weeks, the evening air had a chill to it.

“What kind of something else?”

Nera shook his head, his emotions
hidden behind the shaggy
grey beard that hung to his stomach.

“Don’t rightly know,” he said. “Don’t
think it’s a bite, or I would know. Not a food poisoning or I would be
ill as
well.”

“Could it be Blight?” Jonah asked,
referring to the sickness
that killed people if they strayed into the old, tainted areas of the
world, in
ruined cities and craters that seemed to somehow contain a sickness
about them
that would wither and kill a man in days.

But Nera shook his head and spat into
the fire. “Ain’t no
Blight spots around here,” he said. “Ain’t nothing for miles. Not till
you get
up to The Big Wash. You know that.”

“Then what?”

“How am I supposed to know?” Nera
asked, the irritation
rising in his voice. “He was fine a few days back, and now he’s not.
Has been
getting worse over the last couple of days. That’s all I know.”




 


Chapter 7

 

Seren could sense the old man
watching as she approached,
walking up the winding path to
his shack at the eastern end of the village. She was quiet, and would
be able
to sneak up on just about anyone, and she knew it. Except for him; the
old man. He may have been old, and his bones and
muscles no longer what they had been thirty years before, and true, his
eyesight may have been slowly failing him, but she knew his hearing was
keener
than it had ever been. The slightest snap of twig a hundred yards away
told him
someone was coming, and the rustle of leaves fifty yards away told him
who that
person was, even before they came into view.

But tonight Logan stayed quiet,
sitting on his chair on the
cracked wooden veranda that barely clung to the side of the crumbling
shack. It
was where he always sat. Seren knew he loved the view of the valley,
even
though she was sure he couldn’t see so much of it these days.

“Well, I am honored this evening,” he
said as Seren’s foot
was just about to hit the bottom step.

Seren smiled to herself.

I’m never going to catch you
out, am I, old man? she
thought. And even though she longed to surprise the old guy, just once,
it was
comforting to know he was still able, still not in too much danger up
here at
the edge of town by himself.

And he always had that hammer next to
his bench.

“Hi, Logan,” she said as she climbed
the three creaking
stairs onto the wooden platform at the side of the house. It was still
covered—sort
of. The overhang looked as though it might collapse at any moment, but
it
didn’t, and it seemed to still be there each time they
returned from Eliz the next year.

“Hello, Seren,” Logan said,
scratching at his long beard and
looking up to her through eyes that looked whiter than they once had.
“You
brought me a little something, I wonder?” he asked, looking hopeful,
but all
she carried was nuts and berries. Nuts—maybe he could chew a
few of those if
they didn’t hurt his teeth, she thought. But the berries gave
him stomach ache,
or so he said. He’d certainly complained often enough about it. 

He chuckled.

“Only some nuts tonight, I’m afraid.”

Logan nodded. “You gave a good kill
away then,” he said, grinning
at her, showing only a few remaining teeth.

Seren stopped at the top of the
stairs and smiled at him.
You don’t miss much old man, she thought.

“A deer I reckon,” he said. “Big one,
too.”

“How do you know that?” Seren asked,
striding across the
wooden floor and taking a seat just a few feet away. Logan always kept
a second
seat out on his perch for visitors. Well, for her, since she was
probably the
only visitor he got.

“You need to clean your arrows better
than that to fool me,”
he said.

Seren grinned and shook her head. Of
course, she thought.
Blood on the arrow that she had carefully pulled from the deer’s haunch.

“And you should stop giving your
catches over to Keana,
young lady,” he said. “It’s not good for her. She will never learn if
you hold
her hand all the time.”

Seren shrugged and handed over a
handful of nuts. Logan shoveled
half of them into his mouth and started munching. She was sure he only
had
three teeth left, but he seemed to manage.

“She fell asleep again,” Seren said.

Logan shook his head scornfully. “She
will never learn to
work if you keep mollying her like that.”

“I know,” Seren said, shrugging once
more. “You’ve said,
often enough.”

The old man sniffed and leaned back
in his chair.

“And I’ll keep saying,” he said.
“You’ll be the death of her
if you carry on.

“I won’t,” Seren said. “She’ll learn.”

“Like you did?” asked Logan, his
expression sarcastic.

“No. I learned because I had to,”
Seren said.

“As is right,” the old man snapped,
then he leaned forward, stood
up, and hobbled over to the front door of the shack. “I got something
for you,”
he said, grinning. Bin a’workin’ it for a while now, and I think it’s
ready.”

Seren frowned and watched him shove
his way through the
front door. He came back a minute or so later and handed her something
wrapped
in leather. The leather alone was worth something, a fine side of deep
brown suede,
and soft, too.

She smiled at him, but kept the
frown, curious, and then
unwrapped the item. It was a knife, one no bigger than her hand, with
just a three-inch
blade made from metal that shone in the fading light.

“This is beautiful,” she said,
looking up at the old man. It
was an unexpected gift. He’d given her things before as a “thank you.”
She
often brought him some of her catch after it was cooked, and barely a
day went
by that she didn’t visit him, but to her this was valuable beyond any
small
gifts of food. “Where did you get it?”

“Found it a couple years ago on a
scavenge, down in
Summerville, and tucked it away. It’s too small for my hands. I forgot
about it
and it was still in the drawer in there. I found it again last week,
when I was
starting to pack up for this year’s jaunt. It was a mess and needed a
good
clean, and workin’ on a stone to get the shine back, but it had
potential, I
thought.”

She held it back out to him. “I can’t
accept this—it’s valuable.
You could get a good price for this in Eliz.”

Logan shook his head and waved her
off with his hand as he
thumped back down onto his seat. “Better off with someone who will have
a use
for it,” he said. “At my age, such a thing, or what it will buy, don’t
mean
much. I’d suggest you keep hold of it, though. Never can be without a
good
metal knife, and that bone piece of crap you have will break before
long.”

Seren shook her head. “I don’t know
what to say. Thank you.”

“You tucks it in your boot. Maybe
even attach the little
holder to the inside, where it won’t get noticed,” he said. “Then if
someone
jumps ya, or you get cornered, you can reach down and whip it out. Be a
nasty
surprise for someone or something that gets too close. And, of course,
good for
skinning and eating. Keep it dry, girl, and keep it
clean. Don’t go letting it get tarnished.”

Seren nodded, and thought about the
implications of the
knife’s purpose. There was no one that could be a threat to her out
here, but
she was getting older, and Logan had warned her that as she did,
men—not the
good ones in the clan, but the bad ones out there—would see her as a
target and
something to be taken advantage of.

She hoped she’d never have to use it.

“How is Eekan?” she asked. “How’s the
bird?” She was speaking of the pigeon that Logan
had brought back with him from Wytheville the last season. She always
found it
strange that he did that every year, picking up a bird from the market
at
Wytheville on their way back from Eliz, keeping it in his shack, as a
pet of
sorts, and then releasing it into the wilds the day before the clan
left on
their journey. It was a celebration of the journey, he’d always said. 

“She is well,” he said, and went to
stand.

“You don’t need to fetch her,” said
Seren,
standing with him but raising a hand, indicating that he should sit
again.

Logan nodded and sat back down.
“Probably best. She’s asleep
at the moment, but her wings are strong and ready,” he said. “She is
ready to
join her kin for the winter flight.”

“She looked a bit fat the last time
you had her out here,”
Seren said, smiling.

“Oh,” Logan said, grinning. “Yes,
maybe I fed her a little
too well, but she will still fly when the time comes.” 










Chapter 8

 

In the room at the end of the
corridor, Judas lay in bed, feeling
the heat on his brow rising in temperature.

I’m too old for this,
he thought, coughing. The taste
of blood was bitter in his mouth.

Judas was worried. He worried about
his son, and his son’s
family, and he worried about Nera. What would their fates be? As much
as he
loved his only heir, it had occurred to him that he may have to defer
his
leadership to another family, to a different bloodline. Jonah was a
fine man,
and a good father, but Judas was unsure if his son had the
determination and
the influence to hold the Elk Clan together.

It required qualities that Judas
wasn’t sure his son
possessed. He was too good a man. Over the years, Judas had needed to
do things
that he didn’t speak of to others just to keep the clan alive and to
keep harm
away. How many wanderers had he killed on the road? Thirty, maybe? It
seemed
that at least one turned up every summer, sometimes more, and he had to
watch
them carefully. Sure, there were a few that he allowed to stay, and
allowed to
become members of the clan, but he could count those on two hands. He’d
killed
at least three times as many as he had allowed to stay.

As he lay there, thinking that this
sickness must be his
punishment, he thought of the last man he had killed. The one that he
regretted. The man hadn’t even been threatening and didn’t seem to be
dangerous. But, what he was, was trouble. He, like a few others over
the years,
had spoken of a place other than Eliz, other than where The Walk should
take
them, and that was dangerous. Any deviance from the way of life that
had kept
his clan alive for so long had to be avoided.

But Judas had still somehow liked the
cheerful demeanor of
the man, and that had been the only reason he hadn’t killed him
outright. But
leaving him bleeding to death had been no better than killing him
outright, had
it?

He cursed as he coughed more blood.

You should have done the job
properly, he thought, instead
of letting him bleed out there. You were a fool, and weak.

But what of Jonah? Would he be able
to be ruthless as well
as just? Judas somehow thought not, and it worried him; it worried him
deeply.

Judas lay there for a long time,
going over and over the
problem, but could come to no other conclusion. Jonah would never be
capable of
what was required. He couldn’t kill so easily, couldn’t turn others
away when
needed. He was too kind, too generous, and the survival of the clan
demanded a
man more willing to be ruthless in its defense.

That is it, then,
he thought. I’ve decided.
Tomorrow, when I awake, I will tell Jonah that another will have to
become the
leader. It will be hard on the man, but what else can I do?




 


Chapter 9

 

I wish we were at
Eliz, warm and safe in the lazy tides,
Jonah thought as Nera emerged from the pre-dawn gloom of his father’s
house.

My house, now.

“You must come with me,” Nera said,
his voice barely
perceptible above the sound of swaying branches. “The moment is
critical.”

“Is he still alive?” Jonah asked.

The old man shook his head, his eyes
cast down into the
dirt. He turned and walked back to where Judas lay. Jonah followed
Nera. As
soon as Jonah stepped into the room, he could smell it. Death hung on
the air.

“He passed in the night.”

Jonah looked down. The man’s eyes
were closed and his mouth
open. A fly landed on the dead man’s nose, and Jonah swatted at it,
careful not
to touch his father’s face. He stood there, the fly now bouncing
between him
and Nera.

“Did he say anything to you?”

The old man shook his head, his beard
rustling against his
leather vest.

“Do you know what killed him?”

“As I told you yesterday, ain’t
nothing I can determine. Not
soured food or the Blight. He didn’t know, either. I imagine we’ll
never know the
truth.”

Jonah huffed and stood back, tears
gathering at the corners
of his eyes. “Well, we need to,” he said. “Men don’t just die.”

“But they do,” Nera said. “All the
time, and every day.”

Jonah looked up to the ceiling and
bit into his lower lip
with his front teeth. His father knew he wasn’t strong enough to lead.
Hell,
Judas all but said that to him. How dare the chief
die on him like this?
How dare he die on the clan?

“So what happens now?”

“You make the calls.”

“That’s not what I mean, Nera. Don’t
you be coy with me. Not
now, not today.”

“I was your father’s right hand, and
I shall be yours,
should you appoint me as such. But that is your choice and not one you
should
be careless about.”

“Is that a threat?” Jonah asked.

“T’was nothing but a statement of a
simple observation. Make
what you want of it.”

Jonah shook his head. He stomped the
floor and spun, putting
his arms up and his hands behind his head. He couldn’t be angry with
Nera
questioning his leadership when he’d done so himself, at his father’s
side,
last night.

“I need you today. For now.”

“Then I’ll be on your right,” Nera
said, although the words
felt weak in Jonah’s ears.

* * *

“I’m so sorry.”

Jonah fell into Sasha’s arms, his
tears like warm rain on
her chest. He sent the children out to prepare the chief’s house for
their
arrival. Nera began to cleanse Judas’s body for burial without
direction from
Jonah. He wasn’t the first chief the old man had buried.

“I’m not ready.”

“We’ve been doing The Walk for years
and years. There isn’t
much guiding to be done if we follow our marked path. And the lone
brigands and
thieves appear far less now than they used to.”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said.
“There are other things a
chief must do, things I’m not sure I’m capable of doing.”

Sasha nodded, even though Jonah could
not see her head. She
held his face to her bosom like a child, stroking his head with her
long,
delicate fingers.

“Protection?” she asked.

Yes, protection. The word
the village used to justify the
killings.

“Murder, on most accounts.”

“Killing a threat to our own is not
murder. It is self-defense.”

Jonah pushed away from his wife and
wiped his eyes. He
smiled, taking her face in his hands. He leaned forward and kissed her.

“I’ve watched my father work. I went
with him when he was
younger and stronger. He’d make me hide behind trees, in case the
intruders got
the best of him. But they never did. He always came back with blood on
his
hands and nary a wound on his body. I’ve seen him kill, and that is not
in me.”

“Then you’ll become what you need to
be,” she said. “It is
how we survive and the way you must lead.”

Jonah shook his head and placed
another kiss on his wife’s
lips. He turned and walked out of their old house, realizing it could
be the
last time he would do so.

The folk of The Elk had gathered on
the commons, greeting
the day with normal salutations and mournful sentiments. Some wept
while others
laughed, telling stories about Judas’s accomplishments and victories,
some true
and others embellished. Jonah walked amongst them, accepting a clap on
the back
or a respectful nod, and yet he felt the glare of doubt in their faces.
They
knew he was not his father, would never be that kind of man. And yet,
he was
now to lead them.

He passed young girls picking the
last of the season’s
flowers from the edge of the creek that fed the reservoir. Jonah waved
at the
several men heading into the woods in search of deer or rabbit.

The day goes on, as it did
yesterday, he thought. The
clan must carry on.

Jonah walked around the back of his
father’s house while
listening to Nera bark orders at the others, preparing the body for
burial.
Jonah ignored them and stepped into the shed where they kept the rusted
barrels. He reached inside the first one and pulled out the bow and a
quiver of
arrows. Jonah swung both over his shoulder and marched off the path and
into
the woods, past the little boys playing hide and seek.

He trudged through the woods until
the sounds of the village
faded. The birds sang to him, although he could detect that some had
already
started their migratory flight south. He pushed on, following the
creek. The
water widened as it neared the reservoir, and the sound of crashing
water soon
drowned out the birdsong. Jonah turned north and climbed a hill, the
morning
sun warming the right side of his face. He walked faster, a thin sheen
of sweat
breaking out on his forehead. By the time he reached
the summit, the sun threatened to burn his skin.

The valley spread out before Jonah,
and he saw the line the creek cut through the ancient mountains. Years
ago, one
of the explorers found a book, one from the masses made before The
Event,
constructed with mechanical arms, now rotting and
rusted. The book spoke of “erosion” over “four hundred
and eighty million years,” neither of which meant anything to Jonah. He
preferred to use his eyes to learn instead of passing them over a
series of
words. The sun had burnt off all but a thin haze that hung just above
the
rounded peaks. He inhaled, the smell of coppery water and falling
leaves
filling the air.

“Father would like this,” he said,
shaking his head.

Jonah turned to face the southeast,
his eye traveling over
the imaginary path that would lead them to Eliz, their winter refuge.
It was
impossible for him to see the route but he felt it in his bones, as
though the
knowledge from the previous generations passed through his blood.

He ran down the gentle slope and sat
upon a rock facing
north. Jonah took the bow off his back and notched an arrow on it. He
raised the bow and aimed the
arrowhead at a tree twenty-five yards from where he sat. He pulled it
back
behind his right ear in a steady motion, as his father
taught him. Jonah inhaled and then held his breath. He counted to two
and
released the arrow. It took flight and whistled through the air but did
not
strike the trunk of the tree with the usual wooden thwack. He took
another
arrow from the quiver, repeated the process, and again the arrow sailed
wide of
the tree. Jonah threw the bow to the ground and screamed at the midday
sun. “I’m
not a leader!”

The birds paused and then resumed
their song.

Jonah bent down and picked up the
bow. He placed a third
arrow in the notch. He took his time, trying to remember all of the
tips his
father gave him as a boy.

Place the tip on the target.

Pull back slowly.

Release but don’t move.

The arrow sliced the air and Jonah
saw a puff of bark burst
into the air on the right edge of the trunk. He grabbed another arrow
and repeated the process, and this
one stuck in the tree about four inches from center.

Jonah smiled. He set the bow down on
the rock and went to
look for the arrows to refill his quiver.










Chapter 10

 

Seren placed the new arrow
shaft on the pile at her feet,
picked up another long branch of wood and slowly ran the
blade of the knife along it. From the spot where she sat, at the edge
of the
small ledge of grass at the front of the run-down shack she called
home, she
could see most of the central area of the town. Even with the news of
Judas’s
death, life seemed to be going on as it always did, as it had to.

Hunters came and went. Clothes were
washed in the stream, and fur was hung out to weather on lines along
the edge
of the road. 

It was all the same as ever, though
it crossed her mind that
all this could change in the next few hours. She had never witnessed
the
changing of leadership. Judas had been head of the clan for her entire
life.

Though, that nearly changed
once, didn’t it? she
thought. Way back when she was barely four summers old. It wasn’t so
long ago,
but it felt like an age. She was fifteen summers old
now, and being that small seemed longer than ten years ago.

Her mind drifted back to the night
her father had died.

She was hiding at the back of the
house, in what her mother
had said was a coal shed, though Seren didn’t know what one of those
was. All
she knew was that it was one of the places that she could hide when
Brok, her
father, was angry.

She would sit there, in the dark,
sometimes next to her
brother, and listen to him shout and curse, and sometimes worse.

That night the noise had been louder
than usual and had
ended with things being thrown, crashing and banging
noises, and yelling. It was all too loud and Seren had put her hands
over her
ears.

Who was he shouting at? She had
always wondered that. Her mother had died the winter after Seren had
been
born, taken by fever during the long journey to Eliz, and Brok had
never taken
another wife. There was only he, Seren and Roke in the house. And yet
her
father would find something to curse at every time he had been drinking
too
much of the shine, and out here in the forest, a
quarter mile from the rest of the village, no one heard his curses
other than
the two children.

She tried not to think of what would
happen if Brok found
her or her brother. When that happened they would normally be punished,
but for
what? She had never known.

That night, Roke had not hidden in
the coal shed with her.
She hadn’t known where he had hidden, but she heard Brok finding him,
heard the
shouting.

Seren remembered every moment of that
night,
just as though it had been yesterday. She had put her hands over her
ears,
trying to block out the cries. But when she had taken them away from
her ears
all she heard was her brother crying for help.

Above all the fear in her heart, she
had crept out from her
hiding place and headed to the back of the house, where her brother was
calling
from.

Every step she took around the house,
her heart thumped, expecting at any moment for her father to step out
from the darkness and grab her, but he hadn’t. Instead she found her
brother in
the yard, lying in the dirt. He was holding his leg, and she ran over
to him.

It was broken. They had found that
much out when she tried
to help him stand and the leg bent in the wrong place. He cried out in
pain and
fell to the ground. Roke was two years older than her and much bigger.
She
couldn’t help him.

She ran, ignoring her brother’s cries
behind her. He thought she was leaving, she knew,
but she wasn’t. He would know soon enough. So she ran and ran down the
valley
toward the village, toward where other people would be. The long path
wound through
the thickest area of woods, and once more she was terrified of
everything that
moved, every moment expecting Brok to grab her.

Seren shook her head. Remembering
that night was depressing. She had seen first-hand how dangerous people
were
dealt with, how Judas’s justice could be swift and final.

She continued to cut the arrow
shafts, slicing layer upon
layer of bark and then the wood itself, straightening the arrow and
turning it
with each slice. She would make a hundred of these today, just the
shafts, and
then she would feather and tip them the next day, and that would teach
her that
bringing home a decent catch was important, and only the hunters that
could do
so would be the ones to hunt.

And that was
the last verdict that Judas ever made for her before he died, believing
her
tale of not bringing much back that day. A lie, of course,
to save the shame for the granddaughter of the man who punished her.

And now he was dead. The man who had
killed her father had
passed away in the night from sickness, and she found herself with
strange,
mixed feelings. That Judas had been a good leader was never in doubt,
and that
he had saved Seren and Roke a lot of pain in their childhood was also
true. She
knew that her father, Brok, had been a dangerous and moody man, and if
he had
been capable of breaking his own son’s leg then it would only have
taken a
little more before one of them was dead.

But she had watched from the bushes
as Judas had cut his
throat. Brok was pushed to the floor by other clansmen, and Nera held
him by
the shoulders as Judas grabbed his scruffy hair and pulled his head
back. He was about to deal his punishment when the hidden knife
stabbed out, a flash of steel in Brok’s hand barely missing the killing
vein in
Judas’s leg. Clubs held by clansmen beat Brok into near unconsciousness
before
they once more knelt him and waited for Judas.

No. Seren was not sure if she would
miss Judas.

She sat there, feet dangling down the
slope at the end of
the rough patch of grass, looking away from the village along the main
road
that led south. In two weeks, maybe three, they would all be taking to
that road with their rucksacks and
their wheeled pulley carts dragging behind them. She had made one
herself this
year, with a trio of wheels recovered from some rusted
and broken bicycles she found up on the hill. It was a lot smaller than
most,
built so she could pull it alone.

The road was beckoning her, calling
her to take to foot and
start walking, and she gazed along it, down the hill. And she noticed a
figure
walking in the opposite direction, toward the village, a figure that
she
thought she recognized but was
not one of the clan. An outsider.

Seren dropped the arrow shaft and
peered at the figure. No
one else had seen the man approaching along the road, even though he
was making
no effort to hide. In fact, she
thought, he wants us
to see him. And even though he was a
good hundred yards away, she could still recognize his
stride, that casual way he walked, and the long leather coat that he
wore. It was a talent of hers, remembering
things, small details that others would forget.

This man had been there the year
before, hadn’t he? And yet
he had left, disappeared like so many strangers did. That had been
before The
Walk last year. And he hadn’t gone to Eliz with them, as he had wanted
to. She
remembered now. He had asked to go on The Walk with them, to join the
clan
even, but then he had gone, vanished just as the winter came.

The man should surely be dead,
shouldn’t he?

She jumped to her feet and took off
at a run, across the
road, heading toward the chief’s hut.

I have to tell Judas…Jonah,
she thought, as her feet pounded across the weathered blacktop.




 


Chapter 11

 

Gaston could have kept his
presence hidden from the girl but
realized it was pointless. The bastard who cut his throat was dead, and
his son, Jonah, would be the new chief. Gaston assumed
nobody knew what really happened out in the woods, or if they did,
nobody would
care. If Judas had banished someone, the village would collectively
forget him
as well.

Let her run to Jonah. Let
him deal with his first task as
clan leader, Gaston thought.

He tried to remember her name. It was
Salwen or Syren, something
like that. She was a scrawny kid with an accurate bow. Gaston didn’t
have much
interaction with her during his short stay last season,
but he did remember the soft, sympathetic look on her face when he
pleaded to
join them on The Walk. The girl trusted him and wished him to journey
with
them. But Judas wouldn’t have it. The old man had never trusted Gaston,
eventually leaving him for dead, bleeding out in the dark woods.

Gaston’s hand came up to the thin
line running through his
mangy neck beard. He pulled the collar of his black coat up to conceal
the scar
tissue. He kept walking, down the middle of the road,
not feeling a need to dart behind trees or hide from the girl. She
would herald
his return. If the old man had told the clan he was a threat, Gaston
would most
likely die on the spot as the warriors of the village rushed him. It
was a
chance he would have to take. He needed the clan to survive the winter,
and if Judas had not spoken ill of him, they would take him
in as they had a year ago, even if they did wonder where he had gone.

He remembered Jonah; believed him to
be a fundamentally good
man but with little resolve. If the villagers did not kill Gaston on
first
sight, he would have a chance at joining them on The Walk, or better
yet, maybe
even persuading them to follow him to the place in the south.

And therein lies my problem,
he thought. But
you’re getting ahead of yourself. That is for another day. There is
plenty of
time.

Gaston watched the girl dashing from
one tree to the next, glancing
back every few paces, her eyes on him like a wily hunter. He suppressed
a smile
and kept his strides long and steady. The village would be busy,
preparing for the ceremony, and so
his arrival would be secondary in the women’s gossip. Just as he’d
planned it.

This is too easy,
he thought. So be careful and
don’t get too confident.

The old man had succumbed faster than
he thought, the
mourning drums of passing being beaten a day sooner than he had
expected, and
far quicker than the poison normally worked, even though it had been a
heavy
dose. He had almost thought they must be beating for someone else,
until the number of beats clearly indicated the passing of
a leader, of someone of importance. Gaston believed Judas to be
stronger than
he was. It just meant his arrival would come sooner and that would be
an
additional day he’d have to begin manipulating the villagers, earning
their
trust, placing himself among them.

Maybe you should have waited
until after the pyre, he
thought. No. I need to be there and be a witness.

Birds fluttered through the trees as
she surprised them. The
girl ran fifty yards ahead and then shot deeper into the woods,
where she would cut across the road and arrive in the village faster
than if
she stayed on it.

Convinced she was now running to
alert the new chief of the
stranger’s return, Gaston stopped walking. He took a pouch of tobacco
from his
coat and packed it into a ceramic pipe. He’d taken the stash from the
traveler’s
body after killing him, the pouch protecting the sweet herb from the
elements,
keeping it dry. He hadn’t intended for the stranger to die, but the
roamer had threatened
Gaston and he had been forced to dispatch him—the smoke
was a pleasant surprise. Gaston reached into an inner pocket, drew out
flint
and tinder, and sparked at the
end of the pipe until it lit. He closed his eyes and inhaled, savoring
the
woody taste of the rare tobacco. Some southern clans still cultivated
the plant
but it was rarely seen in the north unless carried by a traveler—like
the man
he had killed two days ago. 

Had the man been heading
toward this village? Gaston
wondered. Maybe he was wanting to trade. One day I will grow
my own plants,
he thought. My own tobacco. But first he would have
to deal with Jonah
and their tradition of The Walk. He had not convinced the village last
season, and it had almost cost him his life. With the old man gone,
Gaston knew his chances this season would be much better. He would
reach the
place in the south, whether
Jonah was leading them or not.

* * *

Seren smelled the burning herb. She
didn’t quite know what
it was, but she knew it was not a natural scent in
these woods. She knew the forest better than most of the other
villagers, and remembered
each tree as if they were a person; each trunk had its own
distinguishable pattern—if one knew where to look.

The man had seen her. She was sure of
it.
In fact, she believed he wanted to be seen. Judas
never told the village
what happened to Gaston. They both went into the forest, but only Judas
returned. What happened would not have been a mystery of the universe.
Like the
rest of her clan, Seren trusted the chief and realized this was his
crucible.
If they were to survive, the chief would have to protect them—by any
means
necessary.

As soon as she heard the news, Seren
had wondered whether
Jonah would be able to do the same as his father. He loved his family
and was a
good-natured man, but those in the village had kept their doubts about
him
quiet, thinking it would be a long time from now before he would take
the
mantle from his father. But with the sudden death of Judas, that day
was now.
It had come sooner than any of them cared to admit.

She crossed the road, her feet softly
slapping the ancient
blacktop as she darted past the oak grove and through the copse of
pines on the
edge of the village. Seren looked over her shoulder twice, knowing
Gaston would
not be pursuing her but being cautious. Despite the insanity of the
situation, she
and her brother had their father to thank for that. Brok left them as
skittish
as spring fawns, and Seren believed that burned-in fear would keep them
alive.

Gaston had returned the day after
Judas had died. Seren had
to believe the man knew the implications of such timing. It was hard
for her to
imagine him not having a hand in Judas’s death, but
that would be for
Jonah to decide. After all, stranger things had happened leading up to
and during The Walk. Seren had heard
stories of loved ones wandering off the road or chasing rabbits into a
thicket
and never returning. During the long, forty-day journey, some were
bound to
die. Every year they made the journey south, and then
north again, for the survival of the village, of
civilization. But there had always been a price to pay. Judas had
taught them
how to walk the road, how to keep their eyes on the horizon for
movement and
threats. She had learned a lot from him, as had the
rest of the villagers. And now he was gone.

Seren spotted the roofs of the
outlying houses and dashed
toward the chief’s house. She ignored the stares of the villagers
preparing to
both mourn and celebrate on the same night. Keana and Gideon stood near
the
front door.

“Where is your father?” Seren asked
Keana between gulps of
air.

“Inside with my mother. He told us
not to dis—”

“I need to speak with him right now,”
Seren interrupted.

Keana put an arm out to stop Gideon
from running inside to
get their father. “He is becoming chief tonight, Seren. He did not want
to be disturbed.”

Seren nodded at Keana. “Then can you please
get your
mother?” She asked.

Keana looked down at Gideon and
nodded. The boy ran inside, leaving the two girls under the eave.

“You look as though you’ve spotted
the spirits of the
elders,” Keana said.

“I have.”

“Who is it?”

“I can’t,” said Seren. “I must tell
your father or mother first.”

Gideon returned, pulling Sasha by the
arm.

“Hello, Seren. Gideon said you must
speak to Jonah. I’m sure
you know that—”

“He’s returned.”

“Who?”

Gideon and Keana stared at Seren,
holding their breath.

“The stranger with the long coat. The
one who talked a lot.”

“What is his name?” Sasha asked, her
voice rising with each
word.

“Gaston. He’s back.”










Chapter 12

 

Jonah stood facing the
cracked and dirty mirror that hung
over the crumbling brick hearth and took a deep breath.

“She must be mistaken,” he said,
glancing toward Sasha, who
now loitered near the entrance to the large room—once Jonah’s father’s
contemplation room.

Sasha shrugged. “I don’t know,” she
said. “But she is
convinced that it’s the same man, says he even walks the same and he’s
wearing
that same long coat.”

Jonah placed his hand over the
fireplace and leaned heavily,
staring at his own reflection in the mirror. It was the only intact
mirror in
the town, found in one of the lodges a good distance out from the
village a few
years before, and Judas had paid a good price in animal skins to have
it up on
his wall. Jonah had always wondered why. His father had never been a
vain man;
nor was he a particularly handsome one. And the thing couldn’t travel
with them,
so it was left there each year, open to being stolen. Of course, it was
half as
heavy as a man, so few would have bothered to even attempt taking it.

“The man that wanted us to go to this
White Citadel place,
wherever the hell that is, would likely be dead. Judas refused him The
Walk and
sent him away. Everyone knows that. Judas said so himself. They talked
and the
man left, he said.”

Sasha shrugged again. “I don’t know,”
she said. “Maybe he
somehow managed to survive the winter?”

Jonah turned sharply, frowning. “How?
The winter would have
killed him, and it would be unlikely that he would have made The Walk
alone.
You’ve seen the gangs of thieves on the road, waiting. You know what
it’s like.
It can’t be done alone.”

“True,” said Sasha.

“Hmm,” Jonah muttered. “Well I guess
we better go and find
out.”

He reached over the fire, to the axe
that hung there, and
pulled it down. It had been Judas’s weapon, and the metal head was
sharp and
wicked looking, even if the thing was probably hundreds of years old.
It had
dated back to the Before Times, to the era before The Event, and its
like were
the rarest of things, usually held by chieftains or warriors of renown.
People
killed each other for possession of such weapons, and now this one had
been
handed down to him.

He balanced it in his hands for a few
moments, judging the
weight of it, then gripped the handle. It was much lighter than he had
imagined. All the years he saw his father carrying the thing he had
thought it
must be heavy, and a lot of cruder weapons of that size were, but they
were
iron, aluminum or bronze wrought, made from melted down scraps taken
from the
ruins. They were often roughly made and unbalanced, but this axe was
completely
different. It was said that it had been made in a time when machines—things
also made of metal that moved, cut, burned and forged—could build such
things.

Jonah stomped out of the room and
into the main hall of the
chief’s hut. Seren stood near the door, next to Gideon and Keana, and
shifted nervously
as Jonah entered.

“Where is he?” Jonah asked.

Seren gripped the shaft of her bow
with both hands, her
fingers clasping. “Last I saw, he would just be passing the ruin of the
old
mill, about a half mile. I ran down here as fast as I could, and he was
still
walking. I guess he could be half that distance by now. Maybe halfway
between
here and where the old cabins were?” 

She spoke of the cabins where she,
her brother, and her
father had lived, before Judas had torn them down, declaring they were
a stink;
before he had killed Brok in the middle of the road. Roke had gone to
live in
the town after that, choosing one of the empty houses on the other side
of the
town, but Seren had gone farther out into the woods, to the lodge by
the main road.
It made for a good lookout along the road heading into town, and she
had become
the un-appointed watcher of the way.

Jonah nodded and hefted the axe,
testing its weight once
more, and then started to leave.

“Are you going to face him down?”
Sasha asked, the fear
evident in her voice.

Jonah nodded. “Of course. I have to,”
he said and went out
of the main door into the street.

Inside, Sash turned quickly to Seren.
“Fetch Nera, and
quickly, and then go get Halston and Sterm.”

Seren nodded and turned to leave.

“Be fast, Seren,” Sasha urged, as the
girl jogged out the
front door. Jonah stood in the middle of the main street, staring up
the long
stretch of blacktop as it wound its way into the forest and turned out
of view,
but Seren turned left after exiting and ran along the sidewalk toward
the station
building.

The road leading off the crossroads,
where the chief’s hut stood,
was thin and crumbling, far more damaged and weathered than the main
street, but
Seren was used to the territory and ran across the broken surface
easily, heading
in the direction of the old station. Two minutes later, Seren hopped
over the
broken fence and ran down onto the flat section of concrete that was
the front
of where Nera lived.

The old building was set back quite a
way from the road,
wooden planks covering where huge panes of glass would once have given
an open
view into the interior. A massive canopy loomed overhead, held up on
thick
metal columns. It was broken and cracked in places, and thin slits of
sunlight
cut through the shaded area under the canopy, one of which seemed to
point
directly at the old worn, wooden sign that spelled the word GAS.

This was the old gas station, where
Nera spent his days
working on the carts the clan would pull on the long journey ahead of
them.
Carts that even now lined the courtyard in front of his house,
protected from
any harsh weather by the huge canopy.

Nera was sitting on the step out the
front of the house, running
a long, wicked looking knife along the curve of a newly built cart
wheel. There
were many repairs that would need to be made to the rickshaw-like carts
that
the clan used to carry their possessions on the road. The toll of the
long
journey there and back often wrecked some of the carts, and Nera was
the man
who made them work again.

“Well, you look flustered,” he called
as Seren approached.
“What has you running like the wind in a storm on such a bright and
sunny day?”

Seren came to a halt just a few feet
away and bent over,
catching her breath.

“Stranger...White...Citadel...Man...Back,”
she said,
struggling against her breath. It was something that she had never been
able to
explain, the sudden panic that came on sometimes. It was from the times
her
father had been alive. Sometimes she just couldn’t breathe when she was
frightened.

Nera’s eyes went wide, and he pushed
the cart wheel aside,
shoving the knife into his belt and standing. “What man?”

Seren took a deep breath this time
and was able to speak
more clearly. “The man from White Citadel, the dark man that was
banished.
Wears a long coat.”

“Where?” Nera asked, opening the door
to his house, reaching
in and grabbing a long shafted weapon with a triple spear-tip. A
trident, he’d
called it once, but she thought it was for digging the ground rather
than
fighting.

“He’s on the road, just past the old
lodge, heading toward
the town. Jonah is going out to meet him.”

Then Nera was moving, jogging along
the street.




 


Chapter 13

 

There were twenty of them
waiting for him when he turned the
final corner that would lead the road down into the village. They stood
in a
line across the street, with their new leader, Judas’s son, in the
middle, his
father’s axe in hand.

Interesting,
Gaston thought, as he continued on
toward them. He wouldn’t slow down; no, that would show fear, and maybe
also
the wrong intentions. If he were to carry on forward, they may not be
aggressive.

As he walked down the road he noticed
others nearby. The
young girl, Seren, her bow already notched but pointed to the ground,
stood up
on the deck of a house a few yards behind the main body of defenders,
and two
others, younger boys, knives in their hands, waited beside her. 

The next generation of
warriors for this village, he
thought and smiled.

Others stood farther away, bows also
notched and ready.

This will be over quickly if
they do not want me here,
he thought.

He raised his hands as he approached,
opening his palms out
and spreading his fingers in a gesture of peace. Jonah waited, his eyes
squinting against the bright light of the sun as it bore down upon
them, one of
the last days of bright sunlight before the winter would come. And
there is
the other man, thought Gaston. Judas’s right hand, Nera,
with his huge
beard almost to his barrel chest. They would never trust him.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Gaston
said, smiling. “And I
don't mean any harm.”

 “Claims every stranger
approaching a well-armed clan. And
that we are,” said Nera.

Gaston looked at Nera and then at
Jonah. “He speaks for the
chief?” Gaston asked.

“I can speak for myself,” said Jonah.
His fingers curled
around the shaft of the axe, his eyes cast down to the road.

“And so you are the chief, now?”
Gaston asked, frowning,
trying to keep his knowledge of the truth hidden. “Where is Judas?”

“Passed on, yesterday,” Jonah said,
taking a step toward
Gaston.

“Jonah is our leader now,” said Nera.

Gaston stopped several feet from the
group. He scanned their
faces. Some, like Seren’s, he remembered from his previous time spent
in the
village. Others he had forgotten or they had joined after his departure.

“So that would be the reason I heard
drums on the wind as I
camped last night? Well, my name is Gaston. I was here last season but
decided it
was best not to make The Walk with you that time.”

Jonah raised his eyebrows and titled
his head at an angle.

“You decided not
to join us?” he asked.

“Well, your father suggested
I make other plans for
the winter. And so I did, and now I’ve returned to ask your permission
to make
the trek this year. I had second thoughts, decided I had chosen
wrongly. I
hoped Judas would be more amiable if I left it a year before asking to
join
once more.”

Easy, Gaston
thought. I must placate and appear
submissive.

“My father banished you. I believe
‘suggestion’ is not the
word you meant to use, stranger.”

Gaston shrugged, his smile remaining
subtle but firm. “As
you say, Chief. I do not remember such words when we parted last, but I
will
not argue with you. Especially not given the circumstances of the day.
I offer
my sorrow at your loss.”

The wind came through the valley and
tossed handfuls of
dried leaves in the air. They landed on the road, skittering across and
hissing
like angry spiders. The sun remained above the horizon but steadily
declined,
the night coming fast on the shadows.

“I come alone. Your scout,” Gaston
said, pointing at Seren,
“can verify that. My hands are out and my eyes true.”

Jonah looked at Nera, and the old man
shook his head. Jonah
turned and waved a hand at Seren and the others. They turned and walked
down
the road toward the village in silence. Nera and three other men with
knives
remained.

“You looked like him. Even more so
now,” said Gaston.

Jonah remained silent as Gaston drew
a thin bottle from
beneath his coat. He tore the corked top off with his teeth and tilted
the top
at Jonah.

“What do you want?” he asked,
ignoring Gaston’s offering.

“The shine might loosen you up a bit.
Help you to be more
comfortable in your duties.”

“I’m going to ask you again, and if
you don’t answer me
directly, we will slay you where you stand.”

“Of course you can, Jonah. There are
several of you, armed.
And there is but one of me, holding nothing but my last few ounces of
shine.
That of which I’ve offered and you’ve refused, I think. You know it
gets harder
to scavenge parts for the stills these days, right? A man should accept
gifts,
especially ones given to the leader of the clan.”

Gaston took a swig from the bottle.
He closed his eyes and
shivered despite the warm, late summer sun on his back.

“My father has died. We have yet to
deal with the passing
and all of the traditions that accompany it. We have not the time for
standing
in the road and talking. I’m sure you’ve seen the angle of the sun and
felt the
days grow short.”

“Aye,” Gaston said. “I know you’re
preparing for The Walk. I
saw your carts on my way in. Should make the journey easier.”

“Judas banished you,” Nera said,
speaking out of turn and
without Jonah’s permission, knowing the man was too new of a chief to
even
understand the insubordination. “We never see the banished again.”

“Well here I am, sir. I stand before
you on this road, in
the flesh.”

“Search him,” Jonah said.

The boys with knives and several men,
including Nera, approached
Gaston. The stranger held his hands out, his long coat open for their
inspection. They took the tobacco sack and a bottle from the inside
pockets but
found no weapons.

“I don’t know how many times I have
to tell you I mean no
harm.”

Jonah looked at Nera and then nodded
at Gaston. “Go on,” he
said. “Tell us what you want or be on your way. We’re already at
maximum
capacity for the southern trek. Last time you came to preach, to try
and
subvert people to follow you to a different place, and your words fell
on deaf
ears. We have our path and we will follow it. Unless you come to trade?
We may
be able to accommodate that.”

“Understood,” Gaston said. “May I ask
for one night’s
shelter and a half a day with you, tomorrow? If what I bring is of no
interest,
I shall leave and never return.”

“No,” Nera said to Jonah. “Your
father banished him for a
reason. We should just send him on his way.”

“The chief is his own man. I believe
he can make that
decision for himself.”

Nera grumbled and shook his head.

The old man will have to go,
thought Gaston.

“We have many preparations to make
for The Walk. I am not
sure I can spare an entire morning listening to your fables.”

“They’re all fables now,” Gaston
said. “Whether it be the
journal in my pocket or the one in yours, there isn’t enough memory
left to
dispute the world before The Event. There’s no harm in sitting with me
over a
smoke and hearing what I have to say.”

“Your father would not—”

“My father is dead, Nera.”

Gaston bit his lip to keep from
grinning.

“I am chief now, and you are my right
hand, not my
mouthpiece.”

Nera dropped his head, his beard
swaying in the wind.

“You may take one of the old shacks
on the eastern edge of
the village. Gann can show you where.” Jonah indicated a young man
standing a
few feet away. “Be at my door at first light and I will spend one smoke
with
you. That is all I can promise.”

“I would ask nothing more,” Gaston
said, bowing before
Jonah.

Gaston turned to Gann, and the young
warrior stepped
forward. Behind him, Seren reappeared, as if arriving on the wind. Her
arrow
remained notched and her eyes held on his.

“You would and you will,” said Jonah.
“I am no fool.”

Nera mumbled and this time turned to
walk back to the
village.

Jonah began to walk away, but he
stopped and turned. “Where is
it that your book proposes we go?” he asked.

“On the water’s edge, or around the
coals if the morning is
cool.”

“No,” said Jonah. “Not for our talk
tomorrow. Where do you
think we should go instead of on The Walk to Eliz?”

“White Citadel.”

“You spoke of it last season. Why
come to us with the
proposal again?”

“Because I’ve learned more of it. We
would not have to
return from there, or migrate like animals. White Citadel can be a new
village.
A permanent one, if you will listen.”

Gaston spun and walked away from
Jonah, toward the village
outskirts where he would attempt to sleep.




 


Chapter 14

 

“You don’t believe me either,
do you?” Gaston asked. He sat
on the arm of the crumbling sofa in the middle of an otherwise empty
room. The
house overlooked the rest of the village from higher up the side of the
hill,
and he’d chosen it just for that purpose. He wanted to see what was
going on
down there, and also who was on their way up to him.

“About what?” Seren asked from her
spot next to the door. Gann,
the young warrior sent to show Gaston where he should stay, had moved
to one of
the other buildings to set up a watch for the night. The windows of the
hut were
smashed through, and had been missing for decades, and the weather had
crept
into most of the house, along with the weeds, but enough of the
building was intact
for it to be usable. But Seren preferred to be out on the porch.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like the
man. From what she
remembered, of the last time he had been here, he had been generous and
friendly to everyone he spoke to. But it seemed he had been banished by
Judas
all the same, and that meant she couldn’t help but not trust him. At
least not
entirely.

“The Citadel,” said Gaston. “It’s
real, you know.”

Seren peered at him and then wished
that Nera had sent more
than one watchman to stay with Gaston, rather than leave her feeling as
though
she needed to be there. She didn’t suppose there would be many
volunteers, with
the ceremony due to start. No one would want to miss it.

“You haven’t been there, though?”
Seren asked, deciding that
conversation was better than trying to ignore the man. He hadn’t
behaved badly
so far, and she wasn’t in the habit of being unduly rude.

“No,” he said, looking at the palms
of his hands as though
examining them. “But I will. It is too great an opportunity for the
village to
not go there. A land mostly untouched, only left that way because
people fear
to go that far south, fear the Blight. But the Blight isn’t near White
Citadel.”

“And that book tells you that?” said
Seren.

“Yes,” replied Gaston. “Listen.” He
fumbled in his pocket
and took out the book, rifling through some of the pages, peering
intently as
he searched. Then he read.

“The Blight has scoured most of the
lands to the east and to
the west, but, as I discovered on the fifth day of our trek back
westward, and
as my guide has confirmed, there was a distinctive path that appeared
free of
the Blight. 

“We then tentatively turned to the
south and headed into
what would have once been considered unfettered lands, unpassable. But
we had
no choice. The T’yun Horde was upon the hills behind us, and they
waited for
our return from what they considered to be Blighted lands. If we went
back, we
would be killed and eaten, and, we thought for a long while, if we went
south
we would die of Blight. But t’was not so. The road led southward and
into the
lands beyond, where green grass grew.”

Gaston looked up and smiled as he saw
that Seren looked
disappointed he had stopped reading.

Still a child, he
thought. Still a young child,
even if she carries the weapons of an adult. All children love stories.

After a while, Seren asked, “How did
you get the book?”

Gaston coughed. “Well, that is a
story even longer than the
one I hold in my hands, really. Let us say it was mostly luck, and a
little bit
of foreknowledge. I found it in a place to the far north, near the
Eternal
Lake. There is—was—a remnant of the old world there. A hidden place,
far under
the ground.”

Seren’s eyes opened wide as she
listened. She loved tales of
the old world.

“I went there, following another clue
I found long ago. But
it took me a long time to make the journey. The roads north are much
less frequented,
and of course the land is Blighted in many places. Fewer bandits and
road
warriors, but more sickened land. 

“But I managed to find a group of
salvagers that delved into
the Ashlands in the very far north, and they let me travel with them to
the area
I needed to go to, and then I re-joined them when they passed back
again.”

“And you found the book then?”

“Yes,” Gaston said, knowing that he
would have to repeat
most of this to Jonah, but that didn’t bother him. In fact, this
telling made
for good practice and a way to judge how the chieftain may react to him
when
they spoke.

“What is the T’yun Horde?” Seren
asked, frowning again.

“The what?” Gaston puzzled.

Seren nodded toward the book. “You
read it,” she said. “The
man who wrote it said something about the T’yun Horde. Were they people
or
creatures? It mentions them wanting to eat the person who wrote that
book. They
sound like wolves or something.”

Gaston shook his head.

“No they were not creatures,” he
said. “Though their ways
were much more brutal than most, and when they were hungry they had no
qualms
about eating men, so I guess they could be called creatures. They lived
all
across these lands not so long ago. I very much wish to find out more
about
them, and hoped to find something in the bunker where I found the book.
The
book tells me some things about them, but still too little. Maybe White
Citadel
has the answers.”

“Sounds like something to be
avoided,” Seren said. “If you
ask me.”

Gaston grinned. “Yes, indeed. They
were a dangerous people
when they still existed.”

“You think they are all dead?” Seren
smiled.

“I think so,” said Gaston.

“Did you kill Judas?” Seren asked. No
lead up to the
question, and not a hint of subtleness. She just came straight out with
it,
catching him off guard.

Gaston blinked at her for a moment,
stunned to silence. “Erm...”
he muttered. “No,” he said. “No, I didn’t.”

“Oh,” Seren said, but Gaston could
see in her eyes that she
wasn’t convinced. And this was not good, not good at all. If a child
could
suspect him, then Nera and Jonah most definitely would. He had to
think, and was
now grateful for the time before meeting with Jonah. He needed to think
more
clearly. They had no proof that he had killed Judas, but if enough of
them
suspected, then it wouldn’t matter. Proof would not be needed for one
of them
to kill him. For some people, they only needed an excuse.

This one is not as naive as
I suspected, he thought. I
have to be very careful what I say to her from here on. I thought that
Nera
would be dangerous, but this girl is smarter than he.

* * *

“You can’t honestly believe that it
is just coincidental
that your father died yesterday and this man just happens to turn up
the next
day?” Nera snapped, as he paced the center of the room.

Jonah was quiet for a moment. “Would
you turn up the next
day?” he asked. “I wouldn’t.”

“No,” Nera said. “Too obvious, I’d
say.”

“Too obvious,” said Jonah. “And
therefore the most unlikely
thing to do if planning to come here after killing my father.”

“You think he had nothing to do with
it?” Nera asked.

“I think we should at least give him
a chance to prove
otherwise,” Jonah said.

“And what of his blasphemy?”

“What blasphemy? Speaking of other
places?”

“Tis forbidden to do such,” said Nera.

“By who?” Jonah asked. “You should
hear yourself. Like one of those ranting fanatics in Eliz,
preaching the end of times.”

“I do not,” Nera said, his voice low.

“No. Maybe not,” said Jonah. “But
we’re not fanatics. We’ll
hear him out and send him on his way. I’ll not murder a man for trying
to
persuade us to go somewhere else.”

Nera didn’t reply, preferring to sit
quietly.

“I need to get ready for the
ceremony,” Jonah said and
turned, heading back into the contemplation room. It would be dark
soon, and
the next day they would place his father upon the funeral pyre the
villagers
had built during the day in the center of the town, as was traditional.

And he would be required to speak the
words that his father
had always said when someone passed on.




 


Chapter 15

 

He couldn’t wait much longer.
The stars clung to the night
sky but the luminescent creep of dawn broke the horizon. Gaston had but
an
hour, possibly two, before daylight. And the deed would have to be done
before
the rooster’s crow.

She’s but a child. But if
she follows me, I’ll have to
kill her, too.

Gaston stuck his head out of the
empty window frames, the
cool air biting at his ears. He pulled the collar of his leather coat
up,
protecting his scar from the chill. It itched and burned, as if a
constant
reminder of the blade Judas had pulled across his throat. He waited.
The
insects fell silent, and thin, sheer clouds obscured
the moon.

The girl’s shack appeared dark, but
Gaston would not be able to see her silhouette within the gloom, should
she be standing guard or, worse yet, training an
arrow on his heart. Oddly, she was the one he feared most. She was
observant; keen eyed. The young warrior Jonah had sent to stand watch
was snoring even as he leaned against the side of the hut. No worries
of being
noticed there. No. Seren was the one who would spot him if he was to be
caught.

I need to not be seen now,
and then I must be seen later,
he thought. This was foolish enough, so soon after his
arrival. He needed confirmation that he had gone nowhere.

 He had to move now, before
the sun clawed its way over the
ancient, rolling hills.

Gaston turned sideways and slid
through the doorway, holding
his breath to keep it hidden from Seren. He scurried around the side of
the
building and faced east, where the village lay in its
slumber. He stood still while eyeing the path he would take through the
forest
and into the village.

A branch snapped, and Gaston spun.
His heart hammered in his chest and he smiled, unsure why the fear
gripped him
this night.

She’s but a child,
he thought again. And yet, her
questions and grip on the bow told him otherwise. She’s
dangerous.

Gaston stuck his head around the
front of the building and
stared at Seren’s shack.

Nothing.

He dashed down the left side of the
road, making sure his
heels dropped first to conceal the sound of his feet slapping the
asphalt.
Gaston jumped behind one tree, then another, before
circling back around. He squatted and waited.

Nothing apart from the distant sound
of snoring from Gann.

Gaston nodded, convinced Seren was
not following him. He ran
through the trees and followed the aroma of burning pine coming from
the
communal fire in the middle of the village. He could almost taste the
venison
left to burn on the spit and it made his stomach growl. Gaston stopped
and
cursed beneath his breath, hoping his bodily functions would not betray
his
stealthy approach.

He passed the empty fire pit and
stood behind an old oak
fifteen feet from Jonah’s house. Gaston looked but saw no archers, no
guards
nearby. He could not believe Jonah would not have posted guards so
close to
their departure on The Walk, a time when vagabonds and transients would
be most
active.

The man is weak and
inexperienced, he thought. All
the more reason Nera must die tonight.

Something flapped the air over his
head and Gaston dropped
to the ground. He hated bats and had to assume they would be the only
creatures
hunting in the night sky. Gaston stood and walked through the trees,
following
the road out of the village until he reached the collapsing building
that he
knew Nera called home. He could hear the snoring before he even reached
the
building.

Gaston walked around to the back and
the snores intensified,
coming through an open window with only one pane of glass remaining. He
pushed
a rock beneath the window, stood on it and reached up to grab the sill.
He
peered through the window, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the
darkness.

Nera lay atop an old mattress with a
single, stained sheet
over his potbelly. The man’s beard spread out over the sheet. His head
was
tilted back and his mouth remained open as he snored and gasped while
sleeping.

Gaston looked around and saw an old
barrel in the weeds. He
pulled it from the pile of dead leaves and slid it beneath the window.
He
pushed himself up until he squatted on top of the barrel and could
slide
through the window and into Nera’s room.

The smell of onions and flatulence
filled the air, enough to
make Gaston gag. He took a breath through his mouth and walked to the
edge of
the bed where Nera slept. He looked down into the old man’s face and
smiled. “Would
not be a challenge if he could not look into the face of death.”

Gaston used the toe of his boot to
kick the mattress. Nera
flinched, coughed and farted, but he did not wake up.

Gaston sighed. He grabbed a pillow
from the floor before
straddling Nera’s body. Gaston threw his feet out and dropped all of
his weight
on Nera’s stomach. The air whistled from Nera’s lungs and his eyes shot
open.
Gaston slapped a hand over his mouth and hushed him before speaking.

“Did you know?”

Nera’s eyes bulged, pupils huge and
dilated.

Gaston realized the man could not
speak with a hand over his
mouth so he spoke again.

“I will slide my blade into your
rotten gut and it will take
days for you to die. So when I remove my hand, you remember that.”

He lifted his hand and Nera sucked
the air into his lungs.
Tears began to dribble from the corners of his eyes and his face
blossomed, even in the darkened room.

“Answer me, old man. Did you know
what he was going to do to
me?”

“Of course,” Nera said, his hoarse
whisper coming with more
gulps of air. “I am the chief’s right hand.”

“That is what I thought. So when you
saw me return, you
couldn’t understand how. I saw it in your face.”

Nera nodded.

“Why didn’t Judas trust me?”

“Didn’t you ask him yourself before
you poisoned him?”

“You couldn’t have known that was
me,” said Gaston.

“I do now.”

Gaston chuckled, pushing his body
down harder on Nera’s
groin. The old man winced, his hands grasping the sheet and balling it
into
fists.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you?
If you were, you
wouldn’t be in this situation now—me sitting and crushing what’s left
of your shriveled
balls. You know what else, old man?”

Nera wrinkled his eyebrows, turned
his head and spat.

“I think I’m going to have to kill
the girl as well.”

Gaston felt the old man shake the bed
but not enough to
throw him off.

“She is your kin?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“That’s a yes,” said Gaston. “I guess
you’re smarter than I
thought you were. You already know you won’t be waking up with the sun.”

Nera closed his eyes and stropped
struggling.

“Did you like Judas?”

Nera ignored the question, and Gaston
pushed down harder.
“Did you?” he asked again.

“He was chief and I was his right
hand.”

Gaston laughed and nodded. “He was
ruthless and you knew it.
You let him murder many people, over the years, didn’t
you? You stood by while he killed innocent people in the name of
securing the
village. You’re nothing but shit, a coward like him. He never gave me a
chance,
never let me explain White Citadel was something worth pursuing. Judas
will
never see it. And neither will you.”

“You’re a heretic and a criminal.
They’ll never follow you.”

“Jonah is not Judas. He’s weak and
you know it.”

Nera straightened his leg and Gaston
felt the squirm.

“Enough. I will not allow you to
stand in the way of our
salvation at White Citadel. I tried to explain that to Judas,
and he left me for dead. And you condoned my execution,
along with countless other travelers coming to this village.”

“Jonah will stop you. He is stronger
than you think.”

“He will need to be, because he will
not have a right hand as his father did.”

Gaston placed the pillow over Nera’s
face and used his arms
to hold it down. The old man thrashed, and his foot thumped the side of
the
wall, but Gaston held the pillow firmly over his face.

 Nera’s muffled cries
subsided and his arms and legs stopped
moving. Gaston sat up and lifted his left leg, as if
disembarking from the saddle. He looked down at Nera’s face, the old
man’s
mouth and eyes open in eternal death. Gaston reached down and closed
his
eyelids. He tossed the pillow against the wall, reached into his
pocket, and
drew out the small package before placing it, torn open, beside the
bed. There
was just one slither of Gye Root left in the bag; not
enough to create a dose of poison, but enough to make it seem that Nera
had
used the rest.

Gaston placed the single shredded
piece where it could easily be seen and carefully shuffled the package
to
spread the few tiny remnants over the area.

Will they mourn your suicide?
Gaston wondered. Or
will they suspect you killed your own chief before taking your own
life? It
will be interesting to find out.

He walked to the window, slowly
retracing he steps.

It must be as if I was never
here, he thought. No
trace.












Chapter 16

 

Gann snapped awake at the
sound of the wind, and sat up
straight, rubbing his eyes.

Damn idiot, he
thought, falling asleep on the job. He
should never have agreed to watch the stranger after hunting for most
of the
day. He stood up and headed over to the doorway and peered out
toward the hut just up the path.

I’ll have to check, just to
make sure, he thought,
and stepped out into the bitter cold night air. The village was quiet,
as he
had expected. Summer nights were the only time people would be out at
this
time.

As he made his way up the path,
moving quietly so as to not
disturb anyone, he glanced up at the night sky. It was clear and the
stars were
out in full strength tonight, but on the horizon was a thin slit of
light that
hinted dawn was close.

Nearly morning, he thought, checking
the position of the
moon.

He slowed as he got to the hut that
the stranger was staying
in—Gaston, wasn’t that his name? He peered inside,
squinting to see clearly, and was relieved to see the stranger
sleeping, just
where he had been the last time Gann had checked.

I don’t know what the fuss
is all about, he thought,
as he turned and headed back to the hut. The guy wasn’t going anywhere
and was
obviously exhausted. Traveling out there, on his own in
the wilderness with no one to watch over him, meant he
probably didn’t sleep much.

Well, he’s certainly
catching up now, thought Gann.

But that was no excuse. He had fallen
asleep on his watch,
and that couldn’t happen again. Not tonight.

Beating back the wash of drowsiness
that swept over him once
more as he sat there in the dark, watching the hut just fifty feet
away, Gann
watched the dawn approach and hoped his shift relief would come soon.




 


Chapter 17

 

Jonah stood before the
mirror, staring at his own
reflection. He’d seen his father do it many times and had often
wondered why.
Now he understood. Somehow, when only faced with himself, it was easier
to
think.

There was a noise from the room
beyond, and he turned to see
Sasha appear in the gloom.

“Can’t sleep?” she asked.

He turned back to the mirror. “No,”
he said. “Too much to
think about.”

Sasha moved quietly through the room
until she stood at his
side, placing her head on his shoulder and wrapping her arms around
him. “Too
many worries for one person, maybe?”

Jonah smiled. “Maybe,” he said. “I
don’t know. I suppose I
never really thought about everything that my father had to deal with.
I never
had to think about it.”

“And now?” Sasha asked.

“Now I think I should have listened
to him more, paid more
attention. He used to tell me things all the time—lessons, I
suppose—but I never thought
seriously about them. Yesterday, when Gaston came back, I wasn’t ready.
I
almost just stood there, waiting for my father to deal with it. A few
weeks ago, I would have been nearer to the
back of such a group when facing trouble, and now I have to be at the
front.”

He moved away from Sasha and sat down
on the edge of the
table near the middle of the room.

“It’s not natural to me.”

“You’ll be fine,” said Sasha. “You
are at least as strong a
man as your father was. And, in many ways, a better one.”

“You’re biased,” he said, smiling.

“It’s still true.”

“And if I was to say that I think we
should leave early,
maybe even with the next couple of days, do you think others would
think I was
a good leader, or would they think it a bad choice?”

Sasha was quiet for a moment. “Is
that what you are thinking,
then? You wish us to leave weeks before the cold comes?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “My instinct
tells me that
something has changed, this year. Something more than
just the leadership of the clan. And not the arrival of Gaston.”

His mind wavered over the doubts he
was having, but he
didn’t speak of them any further. It was an instinct, he told himself.
The air
was colder earlier and the bird flights were already leaving,
even though it should be another two weeks before they migrated. Of
course, the
carts wouldn’t be ready.

“I think they would do what their
leader said,” said Sasha,
“and there are always those who grumble, right or wrong.”

Jonah smiled again. “True.”

* * *

Three hours later, Jonah stepped out
of the building and into the sunlight, glad that the night had passed
and that
the bad dreams had gone.

No one else was up, although he knew
that some would be
stirring already. He would have to speak to Nera before announcing
anything to
anyone, and he knew the old man would argue against it, but this was
another
problem that he had to deal with. Nera was still second to his father
in his
mind, Jonah believed, and the man was going to take some winning over
before he
would stand by Jonah truly.

He’d felt that the day before, when
they stood on the road
and faced just one man. Before, when Judas had led, there may have
often been
turmoil in the clan, but when it came to facing an outside threat there
was
always unity. Yesterday, he had raised his voice and
made his leadership clear, but he knew that it wasn’t Gaston, the
stranger, that had needed to be told, but Nera and the others.

He left the shade of the chief’s hut
and headed along the
road, stepping over cracks in the ground along the stretch of blacktop,
until
he reached the front of Nera’s place.

That was unusual,
he thought. Nera was always the
first to rise, and if Jonah had come here any other day,
the man would already be outside, working on the carts,
or at the far end of the courtyard bellowing the brick forge.

But he was nowhere to be seen.

Jonah walked to the front door and
banged on it. “Nera?” he called.

No answer.

He waited a moment, and lifted his
hand, banging harder on
the door. “Ner...” but he stopped as the door swung slowly open.

The man must be out on an errand,
Jonah thought, stepping
into the the room.

The room smelt foul, and Jonah
wrinkled his nose at the
pungent waft that hit him. He made a note to remind Nera to wash more
often. The
man was old, and had not smelt particularly good for as long as Jonah
could
remember, but this—this was even worse than normal. This smell was like
a dead
animal.

He moved to the door that separated
the main room from
Nera’s bedroom and saw the source of the bad smell lying on the bed.
Nera’s face had bloated, and his skin was pale
and grey.




 


Chapter 18

 

“No. Don’t you leave me
alone, damn you!” Jonah pushed
Nera’s shoulder, but the man didn’t move. “Get up,
please.”

Nera’s mouth remained open but
neither words nor breath
escaped.

Jonah glanced at the table next to
the bed and
saw the scattered remains of a strange plant he didn’t recognize. He
stepped
closer, leaning over the table. A root of some kind, heavily chewed,
and the package
looked as though it had held more.

He pulled the sheet over the old
man’s head and left the
room. The pungent stench of death followed him through the dark
hallways until
he stood on the porch. Jonah gulped the cool morning air and let the
sun warm
his face. He would now have to deal with another crisis, and without an
experienced mentor at his side. Jonah sighed and heard the village
stirring; the first sounds of women stoking the morning fire.

He rubbed the hair on his face and
decided to pass on a
final shave before The Walk. Kerin would use a sharpened buck knife on
the men, along with an aloe soap, and Jonah loved the way his skin felt
when she scraped the stubble away. There wouldn’t be time, given his
decision
to leave early, his father’s passing…and now this.

“Jonah.”

The sound of his name shook him from
his thoughts. Jonah
spun and saw Seren standing fifteen feet away, her bow in hand.

She probably sleeps with
that thing, he thought.

“Good morning, Seren.”

She smiled at Jonah but it did little
to convince him she
was anything but troubled.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. Everything. Why do you ask?”

“Where’s Nera?”

Jonah shuffled his feet and put both
hands on his hips. He
looked over his shoulder at the house and then up at the sky, hoping to
find an
adequate answer somewhere. “Inside. He is…not well.”

“Is he dead?”

Blood rushed to Jonah’s face. He
balled his hands into fists
and walked toward Seren. “Why would you say such a thing?”

“Is he?”

She remained standing, bow in hand
and her voice calm and
flat. Jonah inhaled and ground his teeth together.

She’s just a child,
he thought.

“Yes.” The truth stumbled from his
mouth before he had time
to decide upon a lie. “Nera is dead.”

For the first time since she called
his name, Seren looked around.
More of the villagers emerged from their shelters, preparing the
morning meal
while others tinkered with their carts.

“You’re scared,” Jonah said.

Seren looked down and then nodded.

“If you know something, you need to
tell me. I am the chief
now. It is my job to protect us, to lead us on The Walk.”

“How will you do that?” she asked.

“I will follow the scripture and the
path our people have
walked for generations.”

“No,” she said, her eyes frozen, blue
crystals. “How will
you protect us?”

Jonah gasped, the question stealing
his breath like a punch
to the stomach. He relaxed his fists and dropped down to one knee in
front of
Seren so his face was level with hers.

“Keana and Gideon. My children.”

Seren stared into Jonah’s eyes.

“I have protected them. And my wife.
I will protect this
village, too. I will do whatever I must to keep us safe.”

Seren looked over Jonah’s shoulder at
the house holding
Nera’s cold body in its embrace. Jonah followed her gaze and rubbed at
his
eyes.

“He was old.”

“And your father?”

“If you know something, Seren, you
must tell me. Now.”

“The stranger. You invited him back.”

Jonah felt the accusation trembling
beneath her simple
words.

“Your father banished him.”

“Yes, it seems that he did,” said
Jonah. “And the man
returned with his hands in the air, armed with nothing but a book. You
were on
the road with the others. You heard the talk. We will talk to him today
and
find out what happened, since he left us a year ago, and why he wants
to join us on The
Walk.”

“He doesn’t,” she said. “He has no
interest in reaching
Eliz.”

Jonah turned his head sideways and
wrinkled his eyebrows.
“Then why is he here?”

“He will ask us to join him at White
Citadel. It says so in
his book. The thing you do not fear.”

“Did he tell you what happened to my
father?”

“No.”

“Do you believe he had something to
do with my father’s
death?”

Seren nodded, tears filling her eyes.

“And Nera’s?”

She nodded again.

Jonah stood and took a step back. He
spun around, knowing
people would be looking for Nera soon, and he would
have to take action first.

“Go to my house. Tell Sasha I sent
you. Ask her to call
Logan and wait there for me, and do not leave, for any reason. Those
are my commands as chief. Do you
understand?”

Seren nodded.

“Then go. Run. We shall talk again
before the sun sets on
this day.”

The girl ran toward the village, the
bow still gripped
tightly in her left hand.




 


Chapter 19

 

“T’was Gye Root,” said Logan.

Jonah stood in the doorway of the
chief’s hut, Sasha by his
side. They had sent the children to the center of the village,
accompanied by
Seren. Jonah needed them out of the way if he was forced to deal with
the
stranger.

“Are you sure?” Jonah asked.

“Yes,” said Logan. “And he must have
stuffed himself full of
a lot of it, by the crumbs around the bed and the way
he’s bloated.”

Jonah sighed, partly relieved.

“Would never have thought it of him,”
said Logan. “But maybe, with your father gone, he lost his
purpose.”

“He was still my right hand,” said
Jonah. “He had a
purpose.”

Logan shook his head. “Not for long,
and you know it. He was old, and you would need a younger right hand
before
long. And if I can be honest and true, he had no liking for you taking
over
from your father.”

Jonah looked shocked.

“Ah, don’t blame me,” said Logan.
“I’m only saying it as I
see it. Old Nera was of the same breed as your father, and from a
different
time. You are different, and if I’m also honest I think in a good way.
But
still, I wouldn’t have expected him to take his own life.”

Jonah nodded. “So we have no reason
to suspect the
newcomer?”

“Gaston?” asked Logan. “No. I
remember him from the last
time he came. I don’t like the man’s slippery tongue, and he may be
persistent
with his chatter about that book of his, but he never lifted a hand to
anyone
that I ever saw. I know you suspect he has something to do with your
father’s
death, and no doubt his timing is so bad most will suspect him of
Nera’s death
too, but Nera topped his damn self.”

Logan held up the remains of the
root. “For this to kill
you, you’d need to eat a lot, like two meals worth. No one stuffed this
into
his mouth. He chose to go.”




 


Chapter 20

 

Jonah took a deep breath and
looked around the clearing.
Most of the clan had gathered within the hour after the call went out,
and even
some of the hunters trailed back from their routes to find out why the
drums
were summoning everyone. 

“Last night, Nera passed peacefully
in his sleep.”

Sasha stood on her husband’s left and
one step back from the
front of the platform. Jonah looked to his right where Seren stood,
beneath the eave of his house, in between Keana and Gideon.

“I found him this morning and have
decided to honor him
alongside my father. He will be loyal in death as he was in life.”

The villagers stood silently until
one man coughed. Jonah
looked out at their blank faces, stopping when his eyes fell on the
stranger.

Gaston.

Jonah stared at him, and the stranger
held his gaze. Jonah looked away and
continued. “Before anyone casts blame, I will have you
know that Nera took his own life. We found Root in his house, and Logan
has
said that he must have eaten a lot of it, enough that when he slept he
would
never awaken. Why? I do not know. Nera was close to my father, and
maybe his
passing was too much for him to bear.”

He waited for the shock to pass
around the clan.

“Regardless of your views on Nera’s
choice, we must remember
him for who he was and send him on his way by the side of my father,
where he
always wished to be.”

There was a murmuring of agreement
from the gathered crowd.
No one raised their voice to argue with Jonah and he was relieved. Too
much,
too soon. The last thing he needed was an argument.

“We will pay respects to these two
men today, and then we
shall begin The Walk tomorrow.”

A low rumble spread through the
villagers, followed by
whispers. A man with a red beard and sharp green eyes lifted his chin
and spoke
to Jonah. “Tis early. No need to start as such.”

“You’re right,” Jonah said. “But this
is my decision as your
chief. The birds have begun to leave early, as many of you have
noticed, and we should follow them.” Jonah
continued with the unspoken objections in order to dismiss them
immediately. “I
know the carts are not ready and that we will take time today for the
ceremony.
I have factored this into my decision.”

The villagers waited. A baby cried in
the distance.

“Are we all
going?” asked the man with the red beard.

Jonah looked at Gaston and then shot
a glance at Seren. “Yes.
We are all going on The Walk. We will all arrive in Eliz as the book
commands.”

Seren put an arm around each of
Jonah’s children, pulling
them tight against her side.

“There is another way.”

Sasha placed a hand over her mouth as
Jonah’s head spun to
face Gaston. The chief’s departure declaration had never been met with
a
response. Never. But then again, Jonah could not recall a time in the
history
of the clan since The Event that a chief and his right hand died on the
eve of
The Walk.

“Anything but The Walk is heresy,”
Jonah said, and the villagers turned to glare at Gaston while they
nodded in agreement with their new chief.

Gaston pushed through the villagers
until he stood in front
of Jonah. “You have your book,” Gaston said. “And I have brought
another.”

“Judas banished you for your sins,”
said a voice from the
back of the crowd.

“Devil tongue,” said another.

Jonah held up his palm to the crowd.
They fell silent. “I
allowed Gaston to approach on the road, and I said he could speak, even
if this is not the appropriate time,”
Jonah said. “But since the clan is gathered, it will do. So,
go on, then. Let us have what you have to say and be done.
Speak.”

Gaston removed the book from his coat
and held it above his
head, as if to prove the words existed. “If you are
sure?” he asked.

Jonah nodded.

Gaston lifted the book. “In the lands
of the Eternal Lake, near the ruins of Cygoa, I
found this book. The clans of the north wrote of a place, a haven after
The
Event. It is in these pages,” Gaston said, allowing the paper to
flutter in the
breeze, “where the deer remain and the white death does not descend.”

Jonah squinted, allowing Gaston to
speak far longer than he
should have. Let his own words be his downfall, he
thought. Let the
people hear his crazy ramblings. Even if most of
what is written in even
our own book is fable—fairy tales—his
will be no different.

“Jonah,” Sasha said, her soft words
concealed behind her
hand. “This is blasphemy.”

“Judas would not hear of it and sent
me away, as he rightly
should have. I hold no ill will toward your chief. I mean, your former
chief.”

Gaston smiled at Jonah, and it
raised the hairs on the back of Jonah’s neck.

“I have spent the last year traveling
the wastelands,
speaking to the clans and searching for those who have heard of this
place.
Some have gone there and not returned, no doubt reluctant to make The
Walk and live on the road with rapists and murderers. Imagine
Eliz as it could be, through all seasons.”

“You have heard the stranger’s words,
his suggestion at
entering the forbidden lands. You know why my father sent him away,”
said
Jonah.

“And praise to you, my lord. For you
have not,” said Gaston.
“You are a man of intellect, and you realize the value
in listening to others.”

“Do not patronize me, Gaston. And do
not mistake my
tolerance for weakness. Nobody here will follow you to…” Jonah
stumbled, unable
to remember what Gaston had called this magical place.

“White Citadel,” Gaston said.




 


Chapter 21

 

Seren had seen burials
before, but thankfully not too many
of them. When they were on the road, during The Walk, burials were a
simply dug
grave with a marker for future generations to remember. The road taken
was
always the same, so the piles of stones that lay alongside the road
would be
there for whoever passed, even years later, but one at the village was
rarer,
and one for a chieftain was something she had never witnessed.

From where she stood, far back in the
shadows underneath the
overhang of the front of the building, she could barely hear the words
Jonah
spoke. And that was what she wanted. Many of the other clansfolk were
farther forward,
gathered in a large circle around the tall funeral pyre. As it was lit,
many
stepped back, away from the fire as it spread rapidly through the dry
kindling
packed underneath the logs upon which Judas lay.

They had placed Nera on the same pyre
as Judas, though his
position was nearer to the ground, and, as he had been
in life, on the right hand side of the chieftain.

Seren watched as the flames caught
and spread across the
wood, enveloping the two covered bodies, and she wondered who else
would be buried
over the coming weeks.

There were well over two hundred
people in the clan, and
they would leave the next day, heading south along the road they had
always
taken. But
as every year, Seren knew that there would be less of them when they
arrived at
Eliz. Somehow, even with all the precautions they took, they always
lost someone
on the journey to either sickness or injury.

She wondered at the tales she had
heard of people losing
their minds during The Walk, falling to the pressure of over a month on
the
road, constantly on the lookout for wild animals and bandits. She had
walked it
herself, a number of times now—was it twelve times on her own feet? Or
eleven? She
couldn’t remember, but she remembered almost enjoying the journey each
time,
and she had barely noticed the fear others had.

But now it was creeping in. After the
deaths of the chief
and Nera, her own mortality was more apparent than ever before.

And there he was, the subject of her
fear—Gaston. Standing
across the way from the ceremony, also partially hidden in the darkness
of the
building opposite. At least he hadn’t been rude enough to insult the
ceremony
with his preaching.

It had crossed her mind in the last
hour, as she waited,
that one arrow would do the trick. Just one. She was good shot, and if
it was
unexpected, she was sure of a kill. But this was a man, not a beast.
There was
something more profound about the idea of killing him, and it
frightened her
more than anything ever had. Would it come to that? Could she trust in
Jonah’s
ability to keep them all safe?

* * *

Gaston wanted to step forward and
speak some words from his
own book after listening to Jonah. The new chief’s voice wavered with
words
that he wasn’t used to speaking. But Gaston knew that some among the
gathered
crowd would probably be more likely to throw him on the fire than let
him speak
for long. Those people would be left to follow The Walk, he thought.
But not
all of them. 

You must bide your time,
he thought. Bide your
time and wait for the right moment to speak, to tell them more.

He knew he could entice some, if not
all of the clan, if he
was careful. He had already sensed Jonah’s unwillingness to silence
him, but
that was now. Soon the man would have to become a stronger, more
dominant
leader if he was to continue being so, and if Gaston left it too long
he would
be too late. But also, if he pushed too hard too quickly, he could
ignite
something nasty, and he didn’t come all this way, a second time, to
fail in his
goal. He needed at least a quarter of this clan, he estimated, to have
the
numbers strong enough to follow the southern road without being
harassed. Large
groups deterred aggression from bandits.

But what was the best
approach? he wondered. You
must get permission to travel with them, maybe seem less pushy. Once
you are
travelling, then you can start to persuade them.

There were a good many miles before
the road took them to
Wytheville, to where the paths would separate; one to Eliz, and the
other to
White Citadel. He had time.

Gaston watched the ceremony quietly,
but he felt eyes on
him, and several times he glanced across the large clearing and thought
he saw
the girl, Seren, watching him.

* * * 

“What are you doing?”

Jonah looked up at his
father, smiling as fistfuls of
dirt ran through his fingers. He stopped throwing it into the air and
waited
for the dust to float back to the ground.

“We’re playing,” he said.

“Playing what?” Judas asked.

The other kids felt the tone
in the leader’s voice and
scampered away, leaving Jonah standing before his father, his smile
fading
quickly.

“Dustfall.”

Judas grabbed Jonah by the
shoulder and pushed him down
into a sitting position on the ground.

“What is it, Father?” Jonah
asked. “What did I do wrong?”

“Do you know what Dustfall
is?” Judas asked, ignoring
Jonah’s questions.

Judas shook his head. He
felt the burning fever of shame
creeping up from his stomach and setting his face on fire.

“No, sir.”

“How old are you now, Jonah?”

“Ten.”

“It is time you know of the
world you live in. It is time
for you to stop acting like a child and begin to accept the
responsibility of
being a man.”

Jonah stood and his father
backhanded him across the
face. The sting on his cheek made Jonah forget about his shame.

“Sit back down. Now.”

Jonah obeyed.

Judas looked around the
woods, his eyes darting from one
tree carving to another. He pointed at the trail back to the village.
“Your
friends. They’ve all left you to me. They took their scared asses home.”

Jonah nodded, unsure as to
whether or not he should agree
with his father.

“They are cowards. You will
not be. You are my son. You
cannot not be.”

Jonah waited. His father’s
reprimands often ended in a
slap across the face or a switch to his backside. But this felt
different and
he had already suffered a blow.

“I am sorry, sir.”

“We don’t know much, and we
remember even less.”

Jonah looked up into his
father’s eyes as the man spoke.
They looked over him. Through him.

“About what?” Jonah asked.

“The end.”

Jonah waited, biting down
hard on his bottom lip.

“The story has been passed
down, and nobody alive then is
still around today. So…”

Jonah waited. Judas shuffled
his feet and his shoulders
fell. He looked down and spotted a stone the size of boar. He sat on
it, across
from Jonah.

“War. Not like what we have.
War beyond what you can
imagine. Hundreds of thousands dead. Millions, even. More people in a
day than
are alive in the world now.”

He heard his father’s voice
crack, and Jonah looked into
his eyes. This would not be a casual reprimand. This would be something
more.
Jonah felt it.

“The clans of that time had
weapons that could destroy
vast areas of land and everything on it. These weapons could be aimed
at cities;
the things we now call ruins. During this war, chiefs of certain clans
used
those weapons. They exploded with fire so hot it would melt the skin
from your
face. The blast blackened walls, the silhouettes of people vaporized on
to them
for all eternity. And the carnage left behind was not only on the
ground.”

Jonah felt a cramp in his
stomach. He winced and shook
his head, but his father ignored him. No amount of feigned discomfort
would
release him from this conversation. Jonah braced himself for what he
knew was
coming.

“The ashes of the cities and
the people living in them
were swept up by the wind and carried into the clouds. For years, that
dust
filled the sky and covered the sun like a dirty blanket. It choked the
warming
rays and when it rained, the water fell and ate away at whatever was
left
behind. The storms that followed raged for years and buried some places
with
feet of ash and dust. It covered everything like our northern snows,
but unlike
them, it never melted. Never faded away. To this day, those places
sleep
beneath a cover of eternal ash.”

Jonah couldn’t remember the
last time his father had a
conversation with him that lasted this long. He also couldn’t ever
remember
seeing the man cry.

“Wherever the ash fell,
death followed. As the years went
on, people died, and those who lived buried the memory of that war.
They wanted
to forget that it was the remains of their brothers that continued to
float
down from the sky and cover the land. They started calling it ‘dust,’
as if it
was part of the natural world. The times when it came down hard, those
became
known as ‘Dustfall.’”

Jonah looked down at the
dirt in his hands and at the
piles of it covering the rocks the boys had laid out earlier. He
thought about
the game they had always played, how they laughed during Dustfall, and
how they
had never thought about where the word itself came from or what it
signified.

“I didn’t know—”

“Shut up, Jonah.”

Jonah closed his mouth.

“Over the years we’ve
avoided regions of Dustfall,
although the skywatchers can no longer predict it. We used to be able
to watch
the clouds, see the patterns and know when the dust would fall. We
stopped
caring, and as more of us died off, we had less competition for lands
free of
the ash of our brothers. Memory wears thin and we began to generalize
the word,
use it in ways many of us couldn’t understand or remember. When our
loved ones
passed on, we put them on the funeral pyre and celebrated their
‘Dustfall’ as
if it were some sacred rite.”

Jonah shook, feeling the
pain and frustration in a single
word he rarely heard his father speak.

“It is the end. The sad,
inevitable end. They say this is
the last generation who will live in a Dustfall. That it will
eventually bury
us all. I think that it will be forgotten and no one will care what it
is that
clouds the sky when the storms come.”

Judas scooped a handful of
dirt and shoved it into
Jonah’s face. The boy could taste the grit on his teeth, and he spat.

“You still wanna play your
game, Jonah? You still want to
throw the ashes of your dead ancestors into the air?”

Jonah shivered and shook his
head back and forth.

“Don’t ever
let me catch you playing this again.
Ever.”

Judas stood and walked the
trail back to the village.
Jonah began to cry. He watched as his tears fell and the drops sat upon
the
dust. He could have sworn he saw faces staring back at him, and he
wanted
nothing more than to close his eyes and banish their empty glares from
his
head.

Jonah took a step back, moving away
from the now roaring
flames of the funeral pyre, and took a deep breath, shaking the memory
away on
the wind.

It was done. The words spoken and not
a line forgotten, even
though he had felt his heart thudding in his chest the whole time and
thought a
few times that he was stumbling with the words.

But he had managed it.

Now the clan stood in silent respect
as the flames licked
higher, consuming the two wrapped bodies.

Tomorrow we leave,
he thought, glancing around at the
gathered clansfolk. I should say something more. He
took another deep
breath.

“All of you,” he said. “Tonight we
rest, and rest well, for
tomorrow, when we rise, we pack the carts and leave. When the sun is at
its
highest we will take to the road, as is traditional. Ten miles to the
first
waystation, the shortest stretch before the longest one. Go and rest
now. And
be ready with the rising sun.”

He watched the villagers leave in
twos and threes, all
heading to their homes for one last night, until all that was left was
him and
the stranger, Gaston. The man approached.

“May we speak then?” Gaston asked.
“You said such, that you
would listen to what I have to say.”

Jonah thought for a moment. “I will
listen, but not for
long,” he said. “You have already been outspoken in a way that many in
the clan
will not be pleased about. If my father had been here, you would be
dead, I
have no doubt. Come. Sit. Speak.”










Chapter 22

 

Logan stood in the single
room of his hut, staring out of
the window.  It was late in the evening, and the sun was
setting over the
hills, casting a reddish sheen across the treetops. He always loved
this time
of year, just before the winter chill set in and the lands became quiet
and
barren. The winter weather had never agreed with him.

Above him, in the skies, birds were
taking flight. He could
see them in their groups, drifting across the sky, barely visible, but
he knew
how many were really up there. Thousands of them, heading away from the
freeze
of winter and into the warmer climate where he and the clan—and many
other clans—would
soon head toward on foot. The birds would be there much quicker than he
would,
but he would see them all again.

He’d lived in the village, and with
the clan, for many
years, and he was the oldest living member still walking. Some, even
many, he
thought, expected him to die each year as they travelled the long walk
to Eliz,
but he was stubborn and had others that he could lean on for support,
now that
he no longer had the strength to stand alone.

Hadn’t always been so,
he thought. Once you were
among the strongest. Now you may be all that is left of the old warrior
caste. Most
of them were gone now, all, at least from this clan, were.

He glanced away from the setting sun
and to the rafters in
the roof of his small abode. The shack was barely standing after
hundreds of
winters, and every time he made the journey back he expected to have to
find a
new home. And maybe this would be the last time. He was old now, and
starting
to feel the age setting into his bones. Now that Nera and Judas were
gone, the
last of his brothers from the old days, he wondered what there was to
continue
on for.

That must have been what
drove Nera to end it, Logan
thought. There was no other reason that he could think of. With Judas
gone, and
his son now the chief, it wouldn’t be long before Jonah wanted a
younger right hand.
Nera’s days were over.

But what of you?
Logan wondered. Do you follow the
same path? No. You cannot do it. You’re too stubborn.

Seren, he thought.
The young one. She needs me. But
maybe not. She was strong. The strongest of her age and far beyond her
years.
She would have taken pride place in the old days. Someone such as her
would
have led others. She would have become a warrior queen among the
tribes. Now? Maybe
not so. She would live her life in the background, a hunter, maybe. But
she
needed him all the same.

No. She will still lead one
day, he thought. She
will. If she can survive the years that will turn her into an adult.
It
wouldn’t be long, now, before men were vying for her, and she could
make them
grovel for her favor. Such as it always was. If she was a clever one,
she would choose someone strong and obedient.

Yet, she is still a child.

He reached up into the rafters and
took down Eekan, the
pigeon, and carried her out onto the porch. There, he sat down and
reached over
to the tiny parcel, lying on the arm of his chair.

“Easy girl,” he said, as he tied the
parcel to the pigeon’s
leg. The bird fluttered its wings, protesting at being harassed in such
a way.

Once he’d tied the tiny wrapped up
piece of paper to the
bird’s foot, he stood and walked to edge of the platform and looked out
at the
setting sun as it began to dip down behind the horizon.

“Perfect time for you to start your
own journey,” he said,
holding the bird close. “Fly well and true.”

With that he released the pigeon he
had kept all summer and
watched as she took flight, rushing up into the sky before reaching an
impressive height. Logan held his breath as he watched. In a moment he
would
know if she would fly her true path or instead join her brothers and
sisters.
Then she banked left, turning away from the sun and away from the route
that
millions of her kin would fly, and she headed off south.

Logan grinned, “Good girl,” he
muttered to himself. “Good
girl. Fly true, and I’ll see you again.”










Chapter 23

 

Jonah stood on the path above
the village. He closed his
eyes and let the midday sun warm his face as it took a lower path in
the sky
with autumn’s approach. He loved the crisp air and the golden warmth of
these
days, and selfishly, he thought that maybe they shouldn’t leave early
after
all.

Why should I deprive myself
of this? I am chief now. I
answer to no one.

But he knew that wasn’t entirely
true. His father always had
answers. They may not have been the ones the clansfolk wanted, but they
were
answers nonetheless. Jonah believed good leaders followed their
instinct and
his gut told him it was time to leave, time to follow the birds on the
journey
south and east to Eliz.

He had humored Gaston, given him an
opportunity to preach
from a different book. Jonah listened and nodded, knowing full well he
would
not even consider going to White Citadel. 

Although he would never mention it to
Sasha or his children,
Jonah never felt a strong connection to their clan’s own book and The
Walk. It
was what was always done and so therefore he would do it. However,
Jonah knew
that anything after The Event would be an alternate faith, a blind
belief in a
new story. Gaston’s story might be as worthy as their own. The clan had
to
believe in something. Their own faith had grown over generations and
that would
have to be what held them together; otherwise, they would be
susceptible to the
manipulations of every stranger who appeared from the wastelands. And
that
would leave them weak and vulnerable.

He opened his eyes and turned to see
the rest of the clan,
waiting on the path behind him, poised to embark on the first leg of
The Walk. Most
families owned a cart and had strapped it down, covering the contents
with
sheets of linen or woven hemp, but many also held bundles in their arms
with
rucksacks on their backs. Jonah turned to Sasha. She stood behind their
cart
with the kids on each side of her. Although he hadn’t had much time
with the
man, Jonah felt Nera’s absence. That thought reignited a flame of grief
in his
heart. Jonah saw his father’s face in his mind, the man smiling on his
son.

Even though he is gone, I
need to live up to him, he
thought. I must.

“The last of the carts are loaded and
secure.”

Jonah turned to see Halston, one of
the older warriors,
standing nearby, a poleaxe in his hand and a rucksack on his back. Next
to him
was Seren, and to no surprise, he saw her bow in her hand.

“Where is Gaston?” he asked.

“Toward the middle of the pack,”
Halston said.

“Rear guard. Make sure some of the
men with knives hang back
as well. Seren, watch him, if you will.”

Halston nodded and turned to Seren,
giving her a nod. Seren
jogged away, heading down the path toward the rear of the caravan.
Sasha walked
around the cart and stood next to Jonah. She lowered her voice to keep
the wind
from grabbing their conversation. “She is a young girl. And not one of
your
warriors. Be wary of what tasks you give to her.”

“I know what she is,” Jonah said,
smiling at his wife. “But
she sees more than most. I’d not ask to face the man, and I hold no
hostility
to him. Better Seren than being watched by warriors.”

Sasha smiled and nodded. “Yes,
understood. You know, you
have yet to appoint a right hand.”

Jonah smiled back. She was correct.
With the deaths of his
father and Nera, along with their early departure, Jonah had not yet
chosen his
closest advisor. Tradition dictated that be done within one moon of the
chief’s
passing, but Jonah felt no reason to rush the decision. He had not
expected to
become clan leader so soon, and therefore none of the other men in the
village
had been lobbying for his attention. Halston was maybe an obvious
choice, but
Jonah knew his choice was permanent, and Halston could easily be a thug
but was
not the fastest of thinkers.

“That will happen on the road, Sasha.
I will probably need
reminding.”

Jonah’s wife smiled and walked back
to the rear of the cart.
He looked down the line again, seeing Seren arriving at the middle of
the
caravan. Jonah scanned the line of carts, his eyes stopping on the tall
man
with the long leather coat. Although Gaston stood at a distance of a
hundred
and fifty yards, Jonah felt the man’s eyes on him.

“It is time,” Jonah said, cupping his
hands and shouting at
the clansfolk, eager to get on the road. “Eliz awaits.”

He gazed one last time at his house
in the middle of the
village, nestled in the valley. Jonah savored the scene as if he knew
he would
never do so again.




 


Chapter 24

 

Jonah led them along the
well-worn path, the one that
branched to the lake and the spur that would take them north if they
chose, the
one most likely traveled by Gaston. They walked past the old orchards,
where
they had stripped the apples from the few trees left that produced
fruit. The
small, hard, green balls would become edible in a few weeks, but just
barely.
By that time, the clan would be happy for any sustenance to fuel them
on The
Walk.

He knew the first ten miles well, as
most villagers did.
Almost all of them had been born here and played along this road as
children.
Several, like Seren, lived out here, on the outskirts of the village.
Jonah
passed familiar trees and ruins he’d been through dozens of times. This
was the
part of The Walk he hated the most, because it felt easy, comforting.
It lulled
them into a sense of optimism that would most certainly cost some their
lives.

The strangest part of the beginning
of the journey, Jonah
thought, was that those first ten miles were over so quickly, and the
camping
spot that had always been used on the first night of the trek to Eliz
even
overlooked the village in the distance.

It was a warm up, Judas had always
said. To get the muscles
of those unused to travelling working once more. The clan hunters would
range
out farther than the first night’s camping spot in a day sometimes, and
were
used to travelling, but many in the clan needed their walking legs
wearing in.

Jonah thought back to his tenth
journey, when he was still a
child. An entire family had been slaughtered near the first camp spot.
It had
been the first time Jonah witnessed his father’s savage power. Thieves
from the
northern clans, those who knew of their annual pilgrimage, arrived
several
weeks ahead of time. They camped in the woods bordering the road,
waiting for
the clan to pass. Knowing the chief would be leading them, the bandits
attacked
the caravan toward the middle. Seven or eight of them came running,
knives and
clubs raised. They stabbed three women before Judas could reach the
fight.
Jonah’s father bludgeoned two to death, strangled the life from
another, and
scared the rest back into the forest. Judas chased them, along with
Nera and a
few other men. The chief and Nera returned with blood on their hands
and
victory in their eyes. Judas never said a word. He took his place at
the front
of the caravan and they continued.

Jonah looked over a shoulder.
Two hundred or so, he
thought. How many will return?

The villagers knew the odds. They
recorded the journey in
the chief’s book. Some years they would return with nineteen in twenty
and
other years much less; as few as seventeen in twenty lived to return
from Eliz.
Either way, Jonah knew some of the people he saw talking, laughing and
strolling along would never return home. Again, his eyes locked on
Gaston. The
stranger walked alone, nothing in his arms or on his back, as if vital
supplies
would somehow appear on the road.

“We should make camp before sundown,”
Jonah said. He nodded
at his wife as she walked on his left, matching his stride.

“The day is warm and the road is
dry,” Sasha said. “Once we
crest the next hill, the path levels out and we should have no problem
making
it into camp. We might even be able to put up the tents in daylight.”
She slid
her hand into his and looked up at him with her dark brown eyes from
under dark
brown hair. Jonah saw a few slivers of grey at her temples and wanted
nothing
more than to run his hands through it, feeling the heat of her skin on
his. He
remembered back to this season, before they had children, when they
would find
a secluded pond and an afternoon of privacy.

“The first night is the safest.
Relatively speaking. The
kids are old enough to share a tent.”

Sasha winked at Jonah and gently
squeezed his hand in hers. “You
are chief now. You will need to call the men together, brief them on
their
shifts.”

“Yes, but I will not have to stand
guard on one.” He smiled
and squeezed her hand back.

“We are too old for more children,”
she said.

“But not too old to be man and wife.”

Jonah and Sasha walked hand in hand
for the next two hours
while the clan followed. A baby cried and children laughed, but
otherwise the
clan remained quiet. Those who had been on The Walk before knew to
expect
anything at any time, and yet at the same time, did not wish to alarm
the
children. The carts banged and clanged as they travelled farther south,
down
the old road, onto stretches less travelled and barely passable.

Jonah looked over his shoulder and
saw Gaston walking with a
young couple, the third such conversation he’d noticed since they set
out in
the morning.

At this rate, he
thought, by the time we even
reach Wytheville, the stranger will no longer be a stranger.










Chapter 25

 

Attack the corners.

As Gaston stared into the weak flames
of his fire, he remembered
the saying from an acquaintance he met on the road. They spoke around a
campfire for three nights, on the outskirts of Cygoa, where the land
edged away
from the Eternal Lake and toward the vast expanse of the Plain. Gaston
had
enjoyed the conversation because the man spoke of the legends of the
past, the
time before The Event, which became hazier in people’s memories as the
years
bled away. The man’s name was John, a moniker from antiquity, yet easy
to
remember. 

“Nobody could remember when
it began. Or how. Or why.”

Gaston nodded, feeling as
though John had memorized his
lines.

“I found scraps of history,
papers of all sorts. But
trying to piece it all together was something I would never be able to
do. I
knew that.”

“So why do you try?” Gaston
asked.

“What else is there to do?
We can’t lie down and die. We
can’t ignore our ancestors.”

“Why not? Look what they’ve
left us.”

John shook his head and
tossed a dry twig into the fire.
It snapped and sent a burst of sparks into the air with a whiff of
pine. The
night sky devoured the light.

“You mustn't place blame.
The world. It moves on, and
sometimes things are just how they always were.”

Gaston scoffed. John heard
it and continued.

“The creatures here,” he
said, spreading his arms out to
the copse of trees sheltering them from the winds and the prying eyes
of
bandits on the road. “They come and go over eons. We are but one.”

“Tell me what you know,”
Gaston said. He had no interest
in the man’s philosophical interpretation of The Event. Gaston wanted
to know
what happened.

“Yes. We always want the
why, don’t we? You assume
because I read, because I find value in the past, that I know what
happened.
Sometimes things happen and nobody knows why. Or nobody cares to
remember.”

“I care. I want to know.”

John sighed and dropped his
head to his chest. Gaston
waited, fearing the man may have died or passed out. After several
seconds,
John lifted his head. His deep blue eyes stared at Gaston from beneath
a mangy
mess of white hair and a dirt-encrusted face.

“Most believe it was a
disease. Natural? Man-made? I have
not found enough evidence to support either. What I have found is
stories of
panic, fear and chaos. The governments fell first, and when they did,
they
dragged the infrastructure down with them.”

Gaston turned his head
sideways and squinted.

“Infrastructure. It means
the system. The same one that
left all the ruins. Though, it was more than I can describe. The
closest thing
the clans have is their beliefs and their stubbornness.”

Gaston thought about the
motorized carts littering Cygoa
like the shells left by the seven-year locust. Nature had reclaimed
most, ivy
strangling what was left of the metallic beasts. Over the years, people
had
scavenged what they could, using pieces to craft carts, armor, weapons
and
tools. But even those pieces deteriorated and now the remains were
nothing but
a reminder of a lost age.

“Go on,” he said to John.

“The destruction caused by
human hands would be most
familiar to you. Rape, murder, thievery. Was no different than now,
except on
scale. Some believe the Blight came from this, but again, I have no
evidence to
such. The systems failed. Not a catastrophic event but more like a
withering.
The clans who had some knowledge of the earth ran to the hinterlands,
set up
camps and eventually became our ancestors. Those who did not perished
with the
old world they had created.”

“The Event?” Gaston asked.

“Just a demarcation in our
shattered history. I don’t
believe a single occurrence brought us to this. I think it is the name
of the
time when we changed. A label, as much.”

Gaston nodded, his head
filling with more questions than
John could or would answer. He began to think of other conversations he
had on
the road and the oral tradition emerged. Nobody really knew. And they
probably
never would. The pursuit of such knowledge was for ghosts of the past.
His
efforts would need to be on the future, in finding a way to settle and
survive.
Gaston knew life on the road was not a life anyone would choose. He
also knew
that Cygoa was not a permanent settlement. Even now, hundreds of years
later,
the crumbling ruins oozed liquids like blood and it killed men. Even
the
Eternal Lake provided nothing but a few shriveled, deformed fish.
Corruption
and control of the few remaining resources attracted only the most evil
of men
and they had even turned on each other like parasites in a dying host.

“I have found something.
Another way.”

Gaston looked up at John,
wondering if the old man
possessed a mental sight, something that allowed him to read thoughts.

“It is in this book,” John
said, holding up a leather
bound tome.

Gaston couldn’t remember
seeing him move. He thought the
old man could be a wizard, conjuring items from thin air.

“What is it called?” Gaston
asked.

“It is not called anything,”
John said. He gave Gaston a
smile reserved for naïve children. “It is a book. People began writing
in it
shortly after The Event, and it has survived. I have spent the last
thirty
years adding to the writing in the pages, but there are not many left.”

Gaston stared at the book,
its magnetic force pulling him
closer to the old man and the mystery of it.

“It describes a safe haven,
what the Elders called a
‘Garden of Eden.’ It came from Cygoa,
or
from the villages nearby. I have travelled to several locations
described in it, and they exist.
The book is for real.”

“What have you added to it?”
Gaston asked.

“Verification, mostly. I
have drawn maps, described the
ruins in fine detail. At least those I believe shall still be standing
in a
thousand years.”

Gaston placed his hand on
his belt and felt for the
handle of his knife. He licked his lips and smiled at John.

“But the most important part
has yet to be written,” said
John. His eyes moved from Gaston’s face to the bulge beneath his
leather coat.
“And only I know of it.”

“What part is that?” Gaston
asked.

“White Citadel,” said John.

Gaston leaned back and took
his hand off his knife. He
grabbed a piece of dried squirrel and offered it to John. The old man
shook his
head and so Gaston tore at the meat with his back teeth.

“White Citadel is our chance
to rebuild. Our opportunity
to find safety in a place free of violence and poverty. I have heard
the
stories. I have read them in here.”

“So why haven’t you gone,
old man? Why are you sitting
here, telling me about it?”

John chuckled and Gaston
wanted to plunge a blade into
the man’s smug face.

“Because I cannot get there
on my own. The road is too
dangerous for any one man to travel all the way to White Citadel.”

“So you need me,” Gaston
said.

“No. I need many
of you.”

“Then why are you wasting
time here, around a lonely fire
with a single man?”

“Attack the corners. The
obstacle is overwhelming when
viewed as the whole. Imagine the man who would empty the Eternal Lake.”

“Impossible,” said Gaston.

“Possible,” John said. “The
task appears to be
impossible, but if one were to dip a cup at a time into the Eternal
Lake, it
would eventually empty. One must attack the corners.”

“You’re foolish and
delusional,” Gaston said, his eyes
locked on the book. “Tell me why I shouldn’t murder you right now and
take your
precious book. I’m strong. I can make it to White Citadel.”

“You know nothing of the
rogue clans living south of the
Plain. They would skin you and roast your flesh while you bled out.”

Gaston paused,
and
the image was one he could picture. He had seen it done and remembered
the
screams of the men on the spit. Gaston had narrowly escaped,
and that was when he was much younger, stronger and
faster.

“You said a part must still
be written. What did you
mean?”

“The path,” said John. “I
know of the way to White
Citadel but I have not written it in this book. Once I do so, I no
longer serve
a purpose to those nefarious predators on the road.”

Gaston felt his face flush,
and he growled. “Yes, best be wary of the lone travelers on the road.”

The fire cracked and John
put the book back into his
rucksack. He pulled his knees up to his chest.

“The night grows long. Are
you traveling with me
tomorrow?”

Gaston knew the answer as
surely as the old man knew it
before he even asked the question. The path to White Citadel would be
christened with John’s blood. Gaston would get there and he would
escape this
life of eternal fear and scarcity. Finding White Citadel seemed like an
impossible feat, so Gaston
decided he
would need to be focused in his efforts. He would travel with the man
at
sunrise. He would attack the corners.




 


Chapter 26

 

Gaston took a deep breath and
stared out into the darkness.
Memories of the past were flooding back, and he sought
the night sky and the forest to avoid those thoughts. When you were
alone on
the road, and stuck with just your own company, it was difficult to not
dwell
on things that had already come to pass. He was fascinated with
anything
related to The Event and the time before, when things were not as they
were
now, but it seemed, more often than not, that when he
set his mind to ancient times, ghosts of his own past would creep in.

Ancient people had ridden in the
rusted cars that now lay at
the side of the road or acted as part
of encampment wall defenses. Those things hadn’t always been crumbling
husks,
torn apart to make smaller carts for moving one’s possessions from
place to
place. Those bulky skeletons once had wheels, and they had rubber
tires, like
those that were popular for building defensive perimeter walls. The
cars had been
shiny and brightly colored, not brown and grey with rust, not dulled
and
crumbling. And the blacktop surfaces that now marked routes between the
sparse
human encampments across the land had once been perfectly flat, painted
with
markings to guide in some way.

Much of it was a mystery to him. How
it had once been. Where
people had gone and how they travelled. The buildings they erected, far
larger
and more intricate than anything folks were capable of anymore.

They had made buildings that were
monumental, reaching to
the skies, and he had seen them, or what remained of them, far in the
distance,
into the poisoned north and the tainted south and over towards The
Wash. Vast
skeletal remains reaching to the skies, still stood, far into the
sickened
lands that would kill him if his curiosity and urge to see them up
close got
the better of him. 

They had built those things and then
destroyed most of it.

It makes no sense,
he thought.

Gaston went down on one knee and
placed his palm on the
broken surface that had once been a road for the bright cars, but he
still
looked into the darkness and the woods beyond, wary of what may lie
there in wait.
He picked up a small piece of the broken black material.

This, he thought. This
was once here for the carts
to ride along, not for us to walk on. There were no cracks with weeds
pushing
their way up, no fully grown trees in the middle of the endless stretch
of
ground that wound its way all across the known world.

“How far did you
once lead
us?” he asked under his breath, addressing the
crumbling roadway as though it had a spirit of its own, as though it
were listening. Had it a soul?

He stood again and looked back along
the road to where he
had come, all the way from the north, following the remains of the
blacktop,
two hundred miles and more. He had seen the blacktop trailing endlessly
into
the distance in the north lands, the burned east and
the barren west, where the ground was flatter, on and on to places
where people
must once have lived but were now inaccessible due to the tainted land,
the
poison, or impassable because of endless, scorched desert.

They once travelled across
the whole world on these
trails, he thought.

Gaston dropped the chunk of alien,
black material to the
ground.

And we still travel these
paths, he thought. But no
longer in shiny, fast moving carts. Now we walk everywhere.
Even most of the
horses are dead, eaten into extinction.

He watched the small piece of rock
that was not rock tumble
to the ground, bounce once, and then roll into the mud a few feet away,
to settle next to and indent in the wet soil. He frowned,
all thoughts of the old world quickly replaced with puzzlement, concern.

He knelt down once more, but this
time he didn’t stare into
the darkness. Now, he looked closely at the small impression forced
into the
mud, keeping his head to one side so the moonlight gave him enough
light to see
the print.

Not a footprint, though, too small.
This was a paw print.
And it wasn’t that of a fox or a deer. No, this was much larger, more
elongated, and set deeper into the dirt. A heavier animal, and one
moving fast—escaping
or hiding. 

A wolf.

And the print was fresh, maybe a day
old at most, possibly
less.

Wolves, Gaston
thought, his gaze flittering across
the weed-heavy ground beyond the edge of the road, seeing more prints,
dozens
of them.

Not even a lone wolf,
he thought. No. a pack of
them, maybe two dozen, maybe more.

He rose quickly and glanced toward
the camp, his mind
unsettled, undecided. Should he tell them? Should he warn them of his
find?
That, surely, would make them warm to him more. But it also would take
away any
advantage the knowledge may bring.

If they attack and some of
the clan are killed,
there will
be upset and turmoil, and it will make the Elk less stable, more prone
to
suggestion.

Gaston moved away from the markings
in the dirt and headed
back to his tent, pondering which option to take. He sat there, in the
shelter
of the small tent, contemplating the choice for more than an hour, but
before
he made up his mind, sleep took him.










Chapter 27

 

They arrived at the ruins of
Summerville late into the
afternoon of the third day. It was a view that always stirred something
in
Jonah’s stomach, and it wasn’t a thing that he understood. This place
was the
first ruined city of many on the journey to Eliz, and the sight of
crumbling
buildings would become something commonplace, an image in the
background, as
the days went by, but after three seasons in the forest, the
visions of fallen buildings on such a scale were an eyesore and a stark
change
of reality to him. He supposed it must be the same for most, and he
noticed others looking at the distant buildings with
curiosity and fear.

There were people in
Summerville—traders
and scavengers—and in his life he couldn’t remember
there being any trouble with any of them here, but one could never be
sure.

The land flattened out as they
approached the dead city, and
the blacktop was much wider here, if not more worn and uneven, and the
shells
of buildings were still a good distance off. As they got closer to the
center
of the city, his nerves began to twitch. The area where
the merchant clan lived was deserted, with no signs of
people, which was disappointing. He thought it would have been helpful
to trade
in goods or knowledge, but it was not to be, so he ushered the clan
onward,
peering at the wide open gate, which
had once marked the entrance to the settlement, and the rubbish
scattered over
the ground, blowing in the wind.

It wasn’t until he had passed the
entrance, and was walking
across the road that ran alongside it, that he spotted
the row of tall shafts. They ran along the outside of the southern
wall, six of
them in total, rising twenty feet from the ground, each topped with a
clumsily
added cross bar to which was nailed a desiccated corpse. They had been
there
for months, Jonah could see, and nature had had its way with them, both
weather
and animal.

Thief, said the
sign that hung from the first. The
others bore no signs, and Jonah didn’t wish to look any closer. But he
did
wonder, as he moved on, if they were the remains of bandits, raiders,
or the
very merchants themselves. He guessed he would never know.

Better to move on, he
thought, hoping the younger
members of his clan would not see them.

Another settlement gone.
Jonah hoped that they had
moved on, rather than ceased to exist, and that the
punished corpses were raiders and not the merchant family. There had
been a few
dozen of them the last time they had seen them, over a year ago on the
last
journey to the east.

As the clan crested the top of a
slope, he saw what he had
been anticipating—the massive hulk of the building that
they would camp in overnight. It was still a mile away and blessedly
far enough
from the merchant settlement that they would not see the corpses.

The building was called The Mall by
the clan, its name hanging outside on a broken sign that had somehow
managed to
weather the centuries. It was mostly roofless, but some
small sections farther inside the massive hulk were sheltered. Most of
the
walls of the metal behemoth were brown with rust, and
overgrown with creeping plants, but the clan weren’t
the only travelers that used this place as a stop off, and Judas had
spoken
often of the place, claiming more than once that he had considered
settling the
clan there instead of the forest. Of course that had never happened.
Hunting
was scarcer near Summerville, and other tribes frequented the area.

Jonah heard his father’s voice,
almost as though he were alive and talking to him.

“It used to be a market
town,” his father had once said.
“Even when I was a kid it still was. Hundreds of people lived in the
building
and around it, most of them traders or herders. We almost made a deal
and
joined with them, once.”

Jonah remembered that day vividly.
They had been down by the
bank of the waters just east of the village, and his
father had taken him fishing. They often went fishing, and Jonah would
listen
while his father taught him of the outside world.

“The herders used the land
around there because the taint
wasn’t so bad, and they’d sell off spare meat at market in the Wythe
before
heading to Eliz in the winter. Back then there were a lot more people
on the
road, taking The Walk.”

Jonah tried to remember if that had
been true when he had
been very young, and somehow he thought it had. Maybe not as many
people as
there had been in his father’s youth, but the road to Eliz had
definitely been
busier.




 


Chapter 28

 

Seren’s older brother, Roke,
felt a wave of nerves hit him
as he followed the warriors into the interior of the ruin, stepping
through a
gap big enough to move two carts in side by side. Lying on either side
of the
entrance were huge, rusted metal frames that, if stood up, would fill
the gap,
but he couldn’t imagine what their purpose had once been. Doors maybe?
Not any
kind of door he had ever seen.

A vast open space greeted the
warriors as they passed
through the entrance, and Roke could see that the floor inside must
once have
been an elaborate pattern of brightly colored stones, but now weeds,
bushes and
trees had forced their way through, after centuries of
pushing against the concrete foundations, and the tiles—he
thought that was what they may be called—were broken
and scattered across the ground. Some patches remained almost intact,
barely
touched except for the dirt that had built up, but in other places
trees had
forced their way through and now grew up high into the roof, holding up
the
failing ceiling with outstretched branches where the original masonry
had
crumbled and failed. Glass, rubbish and rocks littered the ground all
around
them, some
fallen from the building itself, but most left behind by decades of
visitors.

There was a cleared walkway straight
through all of the
debris, and Roke remembered passing this way before, but his memory was
far
from vivid. Most days on The Walk had been a flood of strange memories,
and it
was only now that he had a weapon in his hands, and the
reality that he was a warrior and come of age, that his senses were
keen,
taking in everything around him. Before he had been in the aloof world
of
childhood.

Walkways broke away from the main
path at intervals, each of
them leading into dark, covered rooms that he was afraid to look into.
Anything
could be inside those rooms. But his fear was not to be acknowledged by
the
other warriors, as he was passed a lit torch and told to follow the two
men in
front of him.

They turned at the next walkway and
headed into the darkened
chamber beyond another metal-framed entrance. This room
was clearer than the main hall, and he could see old wooden furniture
scattered
randomly around the area. He was surprised at how big
the room was, easily large enough to park the carts of most of the clan
inside.

The two warriors searched the
perimeter of the room,
checking inside any gaps as he stood at the entrance, waiting until
they returned.

“Droppings,” said one of the men to
the other, and the
second man nodded. “a week or so old, maybe.”

“Come on,” said the tallest of the
two.










Chapter 29

 

Jonah stood in the middle of
the vast atrium, a place that
had once been the very center of a shopping mall. He knew this from
Judas, who
had told him some things of the past that most people would find
difficult to
understand. The entire ruin had been a kind of market,
in the ancient times, and had been used as that many times in the
centuries
that followed. But the market had died,
as the clans no longer returned, and now the complex served as one of
the
planned stops in their journey. It had done for as long as Jonah could
remember.

Droppings, he
thought, considering
the news from the first scouting parties to return. Large
ones.

“What kind?” he asked, eyeing the man
in front of him, but
also noting Seren’s older brother behind the man. Has he
really grown so
fast? Jonah thought. Already a warrior.
I’m not the only one with new responsibilities. He looked
back to the older
man, a warrior maybe in his fiftieth year, a grand age for a clansman.
“Mongrels?”

The man shrugged. “Possibly that, or
foxes, or wolves.”

Hmm. Wild dogs, no doubt, thought
Jonah. Wolves
don’t usually travel this far south.

“How old?”

“At least a week, maybe longer,”
said the man. “It’s hard to tell in the darkness.”

Well, better wild dogs than
enemy clans, Jonah
thought. Dogs they could handle. “Spread out and start securing the
area near
the entrance and farther in. We’ll take the west wing,
this year. It seems to be the most habitable, and I’d
say the most defensible. Spread the word for gaps to be closed up and
reinforced.
We need this sealed up tight within the hour.”

There was a murmur of approval from
the warriors before they
each set out into the dim light, torches held high.

Jonah looked up, to the canopy above,
and marveled at the
way the great trees had grown to hold up the roof. There were sections
where it
had collapsed, but the west wing seemed the least dilapidated. At
least, he
hoped.




 


Chapter 30

 

Seren watched as the group of
warriors—two
dozen in all, led by Jonah—headed across the huge patch
of broken blacktop toward the great building. She remembered Judas
making this
trip into the ruin the year before, but couldn’t remember prior to that.

Of course they had,
she thought. They’d have to
check the place out before we all go in there. In case there are
dangers, and
they would do it each and every time. There was never time to be
complacent.

But she was uncomfortable this time.
Last year she had stood
next to her brother, Roke, as the troop went inside the ruins and came
out a
short while later. But this time Roke was with them, no longer a boy,
it would
seem. Now part of the forward group. Now going into danger first. She
hated it.
There she was, standing on top of one of the carts, keeping watch, her
bow
already notched but not drawn, and her brother, who was far less adept
with a
bow, was going into the ruins. It made no sense to her.

She scanned the horizon and noticed
that Gaston was watching
her from the other side of the camp. The man was making her more
nervous each
day.

Why does Jonah tolerate him?

* * *

She heard the first howls around
midnight. The sound
startled her enough that she sat up and grabbed at her bow. It was
still there
on the ground next to her, as was the sheath of new arrows.

Seren listened intently, but there
was silence for a few
minutes, and she was just about to lie
down again when the howls returned. They were distant, many miles away,
but they were in the direction that the road led, and that meant
possible
trouble.

If it had been just dogs, then the
clan would not worry too
much. Wild dogs could be nasty, but they were unlikely to attack even a
single
person, let alone a whole caravan. They had learned the hard way not to
mess
with humans.

But what she heard in the distance
wasn’t the baying of wild
dogs. This was howling of wolves. Many of them.




 


Chapter 31

 

The Leader watched the
flickering lights of the campfires
from far off, his nose twitching at the scent drifting across the
ancient
ruins. Nearby, his two sons, The Stronger and The Faster, scratched
irritably
at the ground and shifted around each other. The Stronger snapped at
The Faster’s legs, but as usual The Faster moved away before The
Stronger could bite him.

They hated each other, The Leader
knew. They were older now,
and impatient to be the one in charge of the pack, and soon one of them
would
make a move. But which would it be? He had seen both of them watching
him, but
they were usually too busy bickering with each other to really apply
themselves
to taking over leadership.

And this new intrusion into their new
territory was making
them even more twitchy.

Two dozen other males stood nearby,
mostly keeping away from
the main three, watching from the darkness among the trees and
sniffing, smelling
the same waft he was. The smell of food cooking was
most prevalent, and a smell that they hadn’t encountered in many moons,
since the other Walking Ones had left their home in the
ruins.

He had known then that they would not
withstand the
harassment for long. There were many in his pack, the strongest in all
the
lands around as far as he knew, and his three mates had a dozen young,
including his two eldest. And the other pairs had young and
old, warriors and pups. It was a lot of mouths to keep fed.

He did not like the lower lands and
much preferred the place
that they had come from, the higher lands and the lakes, but he had
conceded in
the end when some of the pack died from lack of food. The higher lands
were
becoming barren, as had the lands they moved from many moons before.
Everywhere
was becoming barren and sickly.

But not these new lands.

With that had come the danger. There
were too many Walking
Ones in these new lands. The occasional loner on the road was an easy
meal for
his kin, but the Walking Ones in these lands stayed together in their
own packs—large packs. They were troublesome.

The ones who lived in the high walled
den had moved on, now.
He had expected it, of course. They had killed two of the ones in the
high
walled den, and in turn they had lost one of their own.

He scratched at the drying wound on
his side. It was healing
well, but he saw how The Stronger and The Faster looked at the wound.

Damn them if they don’t want
me to die, he thought.

But he wouldn’t die soon. He was
still fast and
strong, still the greatest king in these lands, and still able to stand
his own
ground if needed.

He moved over the crumbling ruin of
the old Walking One
dwelling, another den left behind to fall to ruin after many years, and
they
followed him, pouring through the dark ruins like a tide of fur.

Eventually he came to a stop at the
edge of the hard black
ground that the Walking Ones used to travel on, and he watched.

He saw three of them standing by a
burning pile, making
their noises.

If only I could understand
their talk, he thought, then
I could understand their thoughts better and know their weaknesses,
their
fears.

The food they cooked would
be enough, he thought, if
we could just get some of it, a lot of it maybe, but these three would
be even
better.

But there were more in the darkness
beyond the bright
burning pile, he knew. Many more. He could smell their scent. The
attack would
have to be swift and the retreat even faster.

Something stirred in the back of his
mind;
a memory maybe? Was it of his own father, the great Brown Hunter of the
tall
forest?

He remembered now. Brown Hunter had
told them of the Great
Walking Pack that travelled the black ground. He had seen them long
ago, when
even he had been young.

They were dangerous, and they also
were numerous.

Brown Hunter had caught one of the
larger ones himself, it
had been said, but Brown Hunter never claimed such.

Just those three,
thought The Leader, then the
little ones would get some too, and my wives would stop snapping at me.

He took a step out onto the great
black ground and watched. He
was still far from the sight of the Walking Ones. They were blinder
than any
creature he had known, and their smell and hearing was also bad. How
could such
creatures survive? Even the deer of the forest were sharper and faster
than
these.

But the deer didn’t have the
long claws like the Walking
Ones, he thought.

These three, huddled around their
burning pile, didn’t seem to be carrying the long claws. He didn’t know
what their bite would be like, but if they didn’t have the long claws,
surely they were weak ones.

He sniffed, loud enough for those
around him to hear. To a
man, this would have sounded just like it was, a sniff, but to the
warriors of The
Leader’s pack, this was a command to approach, to attack.

Twenty or more dark shapes surged
forward across the
blacktop, heading directly toward the three men standing around the
fire pit.
As they crossed the ground, they picked up speed, moving swiftly and
silently
toward their prey.




 


Chapter 32

 

They traveled the road twice
a year.

He had practically lived on it.

The problem now wasn’t a lack of
people on The Walk. Gaston
knew they had too many. The size of the caravan and the number of
warriors, in proportion to the women and children,
would draw bandits from the woods. He would need a way to sift out the
weak,
the elderly and any of the other clansfolk that might slow them down.
They made
decent progress on the first leg of the journey, when
spirits held high and the wind blew at their backs. But as the days
wore on,
the pace would slacken and then they would become targets.

Howling.

Gaston smiled when he first heard the
wolves baying, and he could not believe his luck. The pack would go for
the smallest and the weakest among them, thinning out the caravan for
him.

He made his way through the tangled
labyrinth of The Mall,
stepping over debris and avoiding families clustered beneath what
little cover
the atrium provided. Gaston maneuvered through the darkness until he
came to
the pit, where the old women had gutted the skinny rabbits
they found in the brush. Gaston could still feel the heat coming off
the gut
piles, the slimy intestines wet on his fingers. He shoved them into a
sack and
ran toward the main opening, where the night held
thick.

The wolves would have detected the
scent anyway, but Gaston wanted to make sure he drew them to the right
spots. He ducked beneath heavy branches and crumbling walls, dropping
gut piles
outside the tents occupied by children and the elderly.

He avoided the men standing guard at
the main fire pit, although he guessed the burning herb would have
dulled
their senses. The warriors shared a pipe, the aroma reaching deep into
the
recesses of The Mall.

Gaston slid behind a wall of
waist-high cinder blocks. He
ducked and shook his head, concerned the wolves might approach the fire
directly and not take his bait.

They’re wild, he
thought. I did the best I could.
Hopefully they’ll get a few before the hunters fill them with arrows.

There weren’t many skilled bowmen in
the clan, Gaston knew.
Unlike his northern kind, the southern clans seemed to lack the
coordination
required, except maybe the girl. Seren. Twice already on the journey
she had
taken down a fleeing deer at a hundred paces, and Gaston had come to
realize
that she had the skills and the eye to protect the clan from wolves,
but so many others appeared fat and weak. They hadn’t even
placed watchers with bows on the upper floor.

He had spent hours on The Walk,
moving from one family to
another. During that time, he had watched and listened, taking mental
notes on
who might be swayed by White Citadel and who would be strong enough to
get him
there.

“…like last year.”

He stiffened and then leaned his head
around the wall to
better hear the guards’ conversation.

“He ain’t his old man.”

“He’ll grow into it. They always do.”

Before they could speak again,
another howl reverberated
across the desolate asphalt of Summerville. Gaston watched as the men
gripped
their weapons, mostly knives and blades, useful in
close quarters.

Rather than wait, or worse yet, be
one of the first attacked
by the pack, Gaston ran back around the wall and entered the atrium
through
another gap in the brick. So much for sealing all the gaps, he
thought, as
he grabbed a burlap cover sitting on top of a cart and wiped his hands
in it,
trying to remove as much of the blood as possible.

He moved swiftly through The Mall,
quietly avoiding others
as they slept or talked, dodging through gaps between tents instead of
walking
through the midst of the small gatherings dotted here and there, until
he
reached the alcove under the stairs, the spot he had picked out purely
for its
concealment. He found his bedroll and climbed inside, clutching his
long knife,
his heart beating and his lungs burning. He had to
remind himself of White Citadel and what it would take to get there.
Gaston
would need to absolve himself of the guilt. These were not his people,
not his
kin. He felt the book press against his ribs, and he
removed it from beneath his coat. Gaston held the book up in the dark,
recognizing the worn cover without even seeing it.

“John would be proud,” he said, the
words nothing but a
light touch from his lips. “I’m going to get there, and I’m going to
take the book with me.”

Gaston pulled the bedroll up to his
chin when the first
screams of the men punctured the camp.












Chapter 33

 

Seren saw
the whole scene unfold, unable to prevent the first vicious attack,
still
confused at what she had seen.

At the first sound of the wolves
howling, she had grabbed her bow and arrow sheath, thrown her hooded
shawl over her shoulders, and headed for the broken
stairs just twenty feet away from her camping position. Others were
stirring
from slumber and gathering together, some grabbing hand weapons, but
others
still slept on. She climbed the broken stairs, carefully at first but
then more
swiftly, as the noise of the wolves’
howling filled the night air.

The stairway was strange, and unlike
anything she had seen
before. There were rusted bars crossing over the rising gap rather than
solid
stairs, and equally rusted metal plates hung down into a cavity that
ran the
whole height of the stairs. It was as though the stairs had once been
made out
of some kind of metal that had now degraded, leaving little to tread
upon, but
the edges were solid and she could shimmy up those easily enough if she
leaned
over the rail.

It led out onto a second floor, as
she had hoped. A lot of the flooring was broken and fallen away,
leaving large
gaps between old tiles, and she had to tread carefully as she made her
way
along what maybe had once been a corridor on the second floor of The
Mall.
Finally, after jumping over several large gaps, she made her way to the
crumbling wall at the front of the building, overlooking the spot where
three
guards stood over a barrel filled with flaming wood. They blocked the
only
entrance on this side of the ruins.

It was from there that she watched
the next few minutes go
by, puzzling as they were. In the darkness beyond the fire of the
barrel, which was placed just beyond the gap,
she could see the flat, cracked ground of the road, and beyond that
darkness. Tall
grass and weeds grew up between the cracks and along the edge of the
road. Across
the open space, dark trees loomed over the edge of the
road, casting strange shadows.

The howling of the wolves had ceased
minutes before, as she
had been making her way tentatively across the broken floor, but now as
she
watched from her perch above that gave her a clear view of both the
area
outside the entrance and the camping area on the inside of the walls,
she could
see movement out there in the darkness.

Then something distracted her from
the road, and she peered
down into the camping area just off the main walkway, about fifty yards
into
the ruins.

Someone was moving around among the
tents, but she couldn’t
see who. It was an adult, and the figure stopped at the entrances to
each tent,
and then crouched before moving onto the next one.

Someone checking on the
sleepers? she
wondered, trying to figure out who would be in those tents.

It’s nothing, she
thought. Don’t be silly. It’s
not important. But then the figure stepped out into the main
walkway and
headed away into the darkness, and just for a moment she saw the
person’s face
in the light from the fire barrel.

Gaston. 

Seren’s stomach churned uncomfortably.

What was he doing by those
tents?




 


Chapter 34

 

Jonah felt Sasha’s leg brush
up against his and it brought
him fully awake. His eyes shot open and he stared through the gaping
hole in the
structure and into a starry sky. Jonah felt his heart pounding and he
quickly
glanced at Gideon and Keana. His children remained asleep on the other
side of
the smoldering fire.

The howling forced him to sit up and
he cursed beneath his
breath. He was not dreaming.

I should have stood guard. I
did not need to sleep
tonight.

He grabbed his axe from where he’d
stuck it in the ground
before lying down. The wolves were coming, and he would
need to be at the entrance when they arrived. Jonah remembered his
father
talking about them, and they had spotted several lone
wolves on previous trips to Eliz. But the beasts seemed to get more
brazen as time wore on.
Fewer clans making The Walk meant the wolves expanded their territory
beyond
the lonely, uninhabited forests. They now challenged the humans for
whatever
scraps the old world had left behind.

Jonah heard the voices of the guards,
the men no longer
concerned with not waking the camp. He ran through the debris and
around trees
growing up through the ruined structure, practically running over Roke
as the
young man stepped out of the darkness like a shadow.

“Wolves.”

“Yes,” said Jonah. “Come.”

Roke nodded at Jonah and followed his
leader through the
darkened maze until they stood at the entrance, where the
three warriors stood guard. They all looked at Jonah and then Roke, the
warriors holding torches and looking out into the forest.

“The howling. It is coming closer.”

Jonah nodded at the man and then
crossed his arms over his
chest, the axe still in his hand. “How many?”

“A pack,” said another warrior. “Hard
to say. They’ve
learned how to disguise their numbers. Not all the beasts howl.”

“Seren is a good shot.”

Jonah turned to look at Roke, and
even in the low light, he
saw the look of regret on the boy’s face. He knew his father would have
backhanded the boy for speaking out of turn. Jonah repressed the urge
and asked
Roke a question. “Where is she?”

“Above us in the ruin. In the top
section of The Mall. I saw
her.”

“As an archer would be,” Jonah said.
“We should have placed
more up there.”

The warriors stood, waiting for
Jonah’s next move.

“I’m sure she already has an arrow
trained on the entrance.
We must be ready when the pack arrives and hope we don’t need her to
fire in
our direction…in the dark of night.”

The warriors smiled, and Jonah saw a
slight grin break on Roke’s face.

“You know a lot,” he said to Jonah.

“Because I listen. Even to young men
who only last year would
be in their bedroll and not standing with the warriors.”

Another burst of howling rolled
through the valley. Roke
took a step back into The Mall, while Jonah and the
warriors stiffened.

“I’m going to check the perimeter.
You stand guard and shout
if you see them approach. I don’t think they will yet, but they are
wild beasts
and unpredictable. Roke, come with me.”

Jonah led the boy back down the
pathway and into the
interior of the camp. He felt Roke on his heels, breathing heavily.

“Will they attack us?”

Jonah kept moving, thinking about how
he wanted to answer
the question. “I have no way of knowing. I need to check the perimeter.”

“Why? The wolves are approaching the
entrance.”

Jonah spun and grabbed Roke’s
shoulder. He shoved the boy
against the wall and stooped down to meet his eyes.

“Do you believe wolves are the only
threat we face on The
Walk?”

Roke shook his head but did not speak.

“You and your sister are brave, but
you are still young. You
don’t understand how things can be on the road. At one time, before The
Event,
men trained wolves to be subservient. The beasts served their masters.”

“Dogs,” Roke said, the whisper
drifting from his lips.

“Yes. Those dogs were once wild, as
they have since
returned. And if man could break them and breed them before The Event,
he could
do so again.”

“Are you saying men sent the wolves?”

“No,” said Jonah. “I’m saying men
have used the beasts in
the past and they can use them again in the future. Every second I
stand here, explaining this to you, is one when
I am not securing the perimeter. If men unleashed their trained wolves
on our
camp, those same men are now skulking through the trees and surrounding
The Mall.”

Roke’s eyes widened as he
contemplated Jonah’s words.

“Right,” Jonah said. “We can handle
wolves,
provided they are not cover for murderers and thieves.”

Jonah let go of Roke’s shoulder and
ran deeper into the
camp. He saw families awakening. Men searched for their weapons while
women and
children huddled together.

“Wolves at the gate,” he said to
those he encountered.
“Secure the perimeter.”

Roke ran until he was at Jonah’s
side. Jonah stuck his arm
out, barring the boy from moving again.

“Stop. Find your sister and remain
with her. Do not come out
unless I come for you.”

“But I want to—”

“Now!”

Roke nodded at Jonah and ran into the
dark recesses of The
Mall. Several warriors appeared on Jonah’s left.

“The entrance?” one asked.

“Not yet,” said Jonah. “The warriors
there can handle the
wolves until we secure the camp.”

“You don’t believe that scavengers
are using the beasts to
distract us, do you?”

“I observe. I don’t believe,” Jonah
said. “Let’s go.”

Jonah led the men through the odd mix
of rusted steel and
trees twisting through the rubble. Most of the camp had woken up, and
Jonah thought briefly of Sasha and his children. He
wanted to return to them, and he would have, had his
father still been alive. But he wasn’t. And neither was Nera,
with his accumulated wisdom. Jonah would have to lead the clan while
putting
the safety of his own family second, as much as that pained him.

They ran from one wall to another,
moving counterclockwise
through The Mall. Jonah had to recognize that men could be so well
hidden that
they would run right past them. However, even the most devious thief
would show
himself in one form or another.

The warriors followed Jonah into what
he believed was the
deepest portion of The Mall, an area so dense with rubble that even a
wolf
would have difficulty climbing through it all. He stopped and the
warriors
faced him. Jonah used the two fingers on his right hand to point at his
own
eyes and then extended his arm into the darkness. The warriors nodded
and
hopped over rocks and other debris, heading for the rear wall.

Jonah heard the shouts of the clan
coming from the entrance.

I hope I’m wrong,
he thought. Please let it be
just wolves.

He waited five seconds, the time
unfolding like slow, thick
mud. The warriors reappeared in front of Jonah.

“Nothing,” one of them said.

Before Jonah could reply, another
round of howling broke
through the black void, followed by cries and shouts.

“I see no evidence of marauders.
Let’s go.”

The warriors fell behind Jonah as he
ran out of the recesses
of The Mall and toward the main entrance. Torch light sprung from the
night
as the clan members left their tents and brought burning branches to
the
entrance.

More howling, this time leaving no
doubt the wolves had
arrived.

Jonah ran faster, leaping over rocks
and fallen trees. He
turned one corner and made eye contact with Sasha. Silver lines of
tears ran
down her face as she stood facing the direction of the howling wolves,
the
children clinging to her. Jonah followed her eyes as she looked toward
the
entrance and he kept running, understanding the meaning of their
unspoken
communication.

With the howling came the low,
rumbling growls of hungry
beasts. Jonah no longer cared whether the pack was a tactic used by
bandits or
whether they found the clan on their own. Either way, the threat was
real, and Jonah would have to lead.

“Jonah. They’re here.”

The call from the warrior shook Jonah
from his thoughts as
he ran toward the entrance, the axe in his hand and his family in his
heart.




 


Chapter 35

 

There was more movement
farther into the ruins, and Seren saw a group of figures—armed—heading
toward the gap that
she sat above. More guards coming to defend the walls? She
thought she glimpsed
Jonah among them. There were shouts from several other locations in the
ruins,
but then...

The scream sounded from just a few
feet away, and she
turned, staring down to the street below in horror, as the ground just
past the
men erupted into movement.

Dark shapes swept over the three men,
who began to lash out
and struggle, fighting against what she could see now was a mass of fur.

This was no usual sized pack; there
were dozens of wolves.

The first man disappeared into the
midst of the pack, but
the other two managed to back away and block the entrance.

She pulled an arrow free from her
sheath and aimed. No
targets. She just fired into the movement outside and was satisfied to
hear a
yelp of pain.

She loosed another arrow, and another.

She saw one of the men go down,
pulling the barrel with him. The fiery contents scattered across the
ground and
lit up the area, just as she saw two of the wolves jump the gap and
land inside
the ruins.

Only two got inside. Others were now
backing away and she
could see the faces staring, growling at the fire and the remaining
defender. 

There were shouts from behind, and
she glanced to see Jonah
and his reinforcements just thirty feet away, but the two wolves were
inside
already, the lone defender now torn between defending the entrance and
going
after the two that had got past him, but he had no choice but to hold
his ground.

Seren saw the two wolves move
swiftly, vanishing for a
moment, but then the first reappeared next to one of the tents,
sniffing at
something on the ground.

That was enough of a pause for her.
An arrow was notched and
lose in two seconds, hitting the wolf full in the side, piercing
through its
chest. The creature yelped, stumbled, and tried to run, but it
could only limp.

Then she saw the second wolf appear
not far away, heading
for another tent. It also stopped at the entrance, distracted by
something on
the ground instead of rushing into the tent.

Another arrow flew, hitting the
creature in its back, just
missing its spine but piercing deep anyway. This one yelped loudly, and
tried
to move away, but found that its back legs no longer worked. It tried
to drag
itself back toward the entrance, to where the other wolves now howled
and
growled. But then Jonah was charging at it with his axe, bringing the
weapon
down hard, and the rest of the men were rushing at the other wolf as it
tried,
weakly, to scramble away.

Seren spun back to the entrance. The
second fallen man,
though avoiding the fire, was trying to crawl back to the entrance, but
several
wolves had him by the legs and were pulling him into the darkness as he
screamed.

Then she saw a large wolf, much
bigger than the others, jump
out and clamp down on his neck. The huge beast shook him once and
dropped him, then it turned to face the single defender, a small man
who now
trembled with fear, but still managed to point his knife at the wolf.

The creature stepped forward and
began to approach, just as
Seren rushed to grab for
another arrow. Behind her, she heard shouts. More
people coming to defend.

Come on,
Jonah, get
to this entrance, she thought. Get there or they
will rush the camp this
time.

The wolves were preparing; she could
tell. They seethed behind this huge leader,
waiting to pounce and rush into the ruins.

She pulled back the arrow, aimed, and
fired.

The arrow wavered as it left the bow,
and for one terrible
moment, Seren wondered if she had fired a dud.
Just when she needed accuracy the most, the arrow would fly off in some
random
direction, or slam into the floor below her.

But it didn’t. It caught the air and
shot forward, dead on,
slamming into the huge wolf’s left shoulder.

The huge beast howled and staggered
back, then limped.

And she saw it happen, surprised at
how quickly the massive
wall of offense could crumble. The wolves, one moment facing the single
man, standing in a gap much too wide to defend alone, broke and
ran en masse. The huge wolf also turned and vanished into the darkness,
but as
it went she could see that it was leaning heavily to one side.




 


Chapter 36

 

The Leader staggered, vision
blurred, the pain blinding. His whole left side was not
doing as he wished. He turned, trying to ignore the rush of dizziness
that came
with even the simplest of movements, and looked at the thing protruding
from
his shoulder.

A Walking One’s Flying Claw. He had
not expected as much,
had not seen one of these things since he was very young, from back
when Brown
Hunter had been taken.

And now, here he was with one
sticking in him from the top,
the strange bird feathers almost glowing in the moonlight, and the
sharp,
pointed claw point of it poking out of him from below. He tried to sit,
to lower
himself to the ground, but the claw moved and pain followed. His vision
washed
with strange colors that he had never seen before.

I’m going, he
thought. I’m done. One will come and
take me now.

But it wouldn’t be one of his sons.
The Stronger and The
Faster were also gone. Gone in an instant, as the
Walking One Bitch took them with her flying claws. And me as
well, he
thought.

He wondered, as he finally lowered
himself onto his side and
lay there, feeling movement all around him as the remainder of his pack
scurried around in disarray, wondered whether it was just the female
Walking
Ones that had such claws.

He had not seen her until the very
last moment, up there
high upon the crumbling ruin, hiding out of view but watching his folk
approach.

She was waiting for you to
make your move, he
thought. That was what it was. That was what she had done. The Bitch
had waited
for him to make his move and show himself, leader of the great pack.
The
greatest of packs. And while she waited for him to show, she had killed
his
sons.

Both, he knew, would be long dead
now, gone to the great
hunt in the darkness of the place above the land. Her claws had seen to
that. He
had not seen them fall, but he had felt them go, felt their pain as the
claw
hit them and crippled them, so that her hunters could
attack them.

They would be as dust, or they would
be her pack’s next
meal.

But he was not gone yet.

One of the shapes surrounding him
would soon make a move.

Which will it be? he
wondered. I have no clue.
Before, there was just me, The Stronger and The Faster. There
were no other
dominant males. And yet, there were so many in his pack that
were strong
and fast that it was difficult for him to decide which would be his end.

He felt a nudge at his back, and spun
around, growling and
baring his teeth, funneling the tremendous stab of pain into his anger
and
aggression.

You, he thought,
as he saw the larger male back away
and tilt his head, eyeing The Leader warily. You.

His own litter mate. The Brother. He
was smaller, and had
always been, and he had helped The Leader to raise his sons to be
powerful, all
the time staying subservient and always following orders. Now
you bare your
teeth at me and come to take what is mine.

Of course it would be,
he thought. It had to be.
And who else would I want,
anyway? This was the best of endings.

And should he fight? He knew that the
claw buried in his
body was his undoing, his end. He could not take it out, and so he
would die
with it stuck in his side. At first he had bitten at
it, and tried to pry it out, but it was stuck.

It had to be The Brother or the pack
would pass to another
bloodline, and that was something that must not happen.

And so I must die here,
he thought. Or I must
leave.

As though reading his mind, his
litter-mate, the younger
brother that had been at his side for so long, turned to look at the
vast forest beyond and then back to him, almost beckoning him to go.

He looked into the eyes of the pack’s
new leader and sighed
heavily.

Should I
just die here? he wondered. Stay and force
his brother
to tear him apart?

Or go? Stumble off and die quietly.
It was
not a good way to go, and he wondered, if he did so,
would he be able to join the great hunt?

Then the smell came to him, drifting
across the flat black
surface from the Walking One’s camp.

The smell of cooking meat.

His sons. They were cooking his sons.

An anger grew in his stomach, burning
his insides and
flaring his cheeks. The fire spread to his limbs, giving him a strength
that he
thought was lost for good.

I will avenge them. My sons.

I will catch the Walking One
Bitch and take her down,
Flying Claws and all.

Then I will feast as she now
does.

The Leader Who Was struggled to his
feet, took one more
glance at his kin, his folk, looked into the saddened eyes of The
Brother, and
then turned toward the darkness beyond the trees and limped away.

He felt his litter-kin following him
closely, but knew that
he would not move upon him. They would not attack. Even with a grievous
wound, The Leader was more than a match
for any that now lived and The Brother would not touch him.

As the pain enveloped him, the forest
taking him into
hiding, leaving the scent of his folk behind, his gaze turned to the
Walking
One camp and then farther into the forest.

He would follow and bide his time,
wait for the right
moment, and hope that he lived long enough to make his last move.




 


Chapter 37

 

“Ready?”

The warriors nodded at Jonah. Several
still had dried blood
stuck to the hair on their arms. The clan stood next to their carts
with the
morning sun glaring down on their long faces. Children remained quiet
while
women hid their red, puffy eyes.

“The next stretch is going to be
tough. We’re entering the
Blue Range, where the road ascends. We’ll not be able
to travel at the same pace we did into Summerville.”

Jonah waited for a reply but none of
the warriors did so.
Many had made The Walk over the years and knew what he said to be true.
Judas
had used the same words his son was using now.

“Let’s go.”

Jonah motioned with his hand as he
looked back at The Mall with the same sinking feeling he had leaving
their
village. He felt as though he would never see it again;
never stand beneath the broken ceiling supported by twisted and gnarled
trees.
It wasn’t the wolves or the integrity of the ruins that made him feel
that way, and
that troubled Jonah. He hated not knowing more than he did.

“I need to tend to Marin.”

Jonah looked to his left at Sasha,
her words interrupting
his thoughts. “Why?”

“The wolves,” she said with a gasp,
as if he should not have needed to ask the question. “They bit her
husband’s
arm, and she needs help with their cart.”

Jonah looked ahead, where the road
ascended toward the rolling hills of the mountain range. He didn’t
think they
would be attacked by bandits so close to Summerville,
otherwise he would not have let Sasha out of his sight.

“Go on.”

She nodded and touched his hand with
her fingers.

Jonah kept moving forward as the
wheels on the carts
squealed like angry rats.

* * *

Gaston watched her approach from the
front of the caravan.
He could not remember seeing such a pristine, gorgeous face in all of
his life.
He had a moment, doubting the woman would survive The Walk. She would
be a
primary target of the skin traders or the ruthless men hunting women
for their
own nefarious means. He guessed that Jonah had more than likely
protected his
wife from such threats before, but never without the presence of Judas
and
Nera. Gaston looked away as she approached, keeping his eyes from
hanging on
hers for too long.

“Morning,” he said as she approached
on her way to the rear
of the caravan.

Sasha gave him a weak smile before
walking past.

“May I have a word with you?” Gaston
heard the question he
spoke and immediately wished to retrieve the words.

Too soon and too strong,
he thought. She will
sense it.

“Marin’s husband. The wolves bit him
and I must—”

“Yes, of course. That and your
husband’s father banished me
last year, apparently.”

Sasha turned around and began walking
next to Gaston and the
rest of the caravan lead by her husband.

“I am my own woman. I do not ask
permission to speak to
anyone.”

Perfect, he
thought.

“I was not suggesting you were not. I
meant that I would
understand if you chose not to speak with me.”

Sasha waited, her eyebrows raised and
her head facing
forward.

“Do you know of my book?” Gaston
asked.

“Folks talk,” she said.

“Yes, that they do. Do you know what
is inside of it?”

“Marin needs my help and I’d prefer
not to play games with
you. What do you want from me?”

Gaston chuckled, and the sound
carried over the top of the carts being pulled along the road covered
with
gravel. His voice resembled hissing snakes.

“I’ve spent many years on the road. I
understand the toll
The Walk takes, and I’m shocked you continue to make it
every season.”

“It’s foolish not to, and blasphemy
to do otherwise,” said
Sasha. “We have always walked.”

“You mean since The Event.”

“Right. Always.”

Gaston paused and removed the book
from the pocket of his
long coat. “The idea of White Citadel does not interest you at all
then?”

Sasha turned and scrunched up her
nose,
as if he had thrown rotten eggs at her feet. “Books tell stories.
Stories are
not real.”

“This one is. That I can assure you,”
Gaston said.

“How? Why should I believe you?”

“You don’t have to believe me. You
can make up your own mind
whenever you want.”

“My husband showed you leniency,
despite the fact that his father sent you away. If Jonah were to hear
what
you’re saying to me now, he would banish you as well.”

“You are your own woman. I imagine he
can hear our
conversation.”

A child three carts ahead cried out,
followed by the
admonishing words of his mother. 

Sasha kept walking beside Gaston,
matching him stride for
stride. “We survive when we continue to do what we do to survive. We’ve
always
made The Walk, as do all the clans. We know the risks and the
consequences. We
return home. That is survival. Chasing a traveler’s dream gets us
nowhere but
dead. I know what you’ve been saying to the others, but you best
shut your damn mouth. Jonah let you join us because he is a good man,
and not completely enamored of the ways of his father’s rules. He has
an open mind, but if you attempt to undermine
his authority, or destabilize the clan, he will kill
you.”

Gaston held up both hands, the book
in his right hand. “Of
course. I would never challenge the leader of the clan. But it’s
important to
know about other possibilities, especially for your children’s sake. Is
it not?
I do not demand or preach, I merely suggest another way to consider,
and one
that I have come to believe is a true alternative.”

Sasha turned on Gaston, her brown
eyes bright and sharp. “Listen
to me,” she said, whispering so the family behind them could not
overhear what
she was about to say. “I am not succumbing to your charms or your
devious
words. I know of men like you, and they usually end up
dead on the side of the road. I suggest you put that book back inside
your
pocket and that you shut your mouth before you find yourself bleeding
and
alone.”

Gaston grinned, putting the book into
his coat as Sasha
suggested. “I would be a fool not to heed the warnings of the chief’s
wife.”

Sasha spun around and walked toward
the back of the caravan, where Marin waited for her help. Gaston
continued keeping
pace with the rest of the clan, looking over his shoulder at Sasha.

“Good day, madam. Good day.”

* * *

The road snaked through the hills,
each turn climbing higher
into the blue sky. The autumn winds blew from the west, pushing the
first
whispers of winter across the tops of the trees. Leaves ignited in hues
of red
and orange, while tall pines poked through the foliage
with their green needles. The clan spent the better part of eight hours
on the
road, leaving The Mall and Summerville behind them in the north. The
sun sat
above the ancient mountain range, the blazing orange orb floating on
the top of
the tree line. The old and crumbling pavement challenged Jonah’s
navigational
abilities. He steered the caravan around the ivy and trees threatening
to
reclaim the roadway, bursting through the blacktop like tufts of wild
hair.

They passed several rusted frames,
the ones from the old
cars men once rode using the liquid fire. One car in particular had
black ashes
on the ground before it, and Jonah decided to stop and
take a look. He pushed a finger through them and felt the dry, sandy
grit on
his fingers.

“Recent. Most likely burned in the
past week or so.”

Sasha stood next to him, her eyes
scanning the forest
surrounding the road, while the rest of the caravan sat
on their carts, awaiting Jonah’s next directive.

“How many?” she asked.

“One man. Maybe two. I think its
fine.”

Seren appeared and Jonah stood.

“Are we camping here for the night?”
the girl asked.

Jonah smiled. “We’re a keen one,
aren’t we?”

Seren blushed. “Sorry,” she said. “I
don’t mean to—”

Jonah held up his hand to stop her.
“I’m teasing, Seren. You
have more energy than most, and I’m sure the warriors are glad not to
be the
ones taking messages up and down the line.” He looked
away, taking a long, measured look south. “The summit will have to wait
until
tomorrow, I guess. Let them know we will stay here tonight.”

“On the road?” Sasha asked.

Seren started to turn and leave but
halted when Sasha spoke.

“Where would you suggest we stay?”
Jonah asked. “We had what
we thought was a safe camp at The Mall, until the wolves arrived. We
can guard ourselves no matter
where we camp for the night.”

Sasha opened her mouth but then shut
it. She paused and then
spoke to Seren. “Go on. You heard the chief. We camp here for the
night.”

Jonah turned from Sasha,
tilting his head sideways as he untied the knot holding the tarp over
their
cart. “I’ll stand watch tonight. You should get the tent ready.”




 


Chapter 38

 

Seren left Roke to help with
Marin’s family. Sasha helped
them set up camp and then rejoined her own family at the head of the
caravan. “You
can travel together for the rest of the journey,” she heard Sasha say,
and she was pleased when Roke nodded. She had sensed, as Sasha
seemed to have, that Roke felt out of sorts, unable to adjust to his
new role
among the warriors. Two problems solved at once. She knew Marin
appreciated the
gesture and that Roke would feel as though he had a purpose. It also
meant she
could leave the group and spend the night alone.

Seren always knew she was different.
When the other children
recruited her to play amongst the ruins, she had an excuse. Over the
years,
Seren discovered three or four places on the outskirts of the village
where she
could hide. Not from predators or intruders, but from her own people.
With all
the noise and chatter in the clan, Seren couldn’t hear the past or see
the
vastness of the world around her, the places left to explore, places no
feet
had trodden for centuries. The artifacts created by the people before
The Event
whispered to her, but only if she found a secluded spot
and really listened.

Making The Walk put her in a strange
place. Even though they
traversed unknown and remote trails, Seren felt claustrophobic. The
people
remained physically closer to each other during the voyage than they
did in
their village. It all made sense, because it was about
survival, and at the same time, it wore her down until she had no
choice but to
leave the road and spend the night alone in the empty, desolate forest.
Seren
knew the risks and the range of her bow. She understood why Roke didn’t
understand. It was hard for her to explain it using words, the things
that
always left her true intention hazy.

The clan lit their fires, most
choosing to do so on the edge
of the road. The wolves’ attack left them feeling vulnerable and
trapped within
The Mall. Nobody pushed back on Jonah when he suggested they camp,
literally,
on the road. The carts could provide a wall for defense,
and not being trapped in a ruined, confusing building allowed them more
freedom
of movement. 

The sun slid beneath the soft peaks
of the old mountains.
She knew the rolling elevations had been there for eons, many travelers
pointing to the weathered tops as proof. Time, along with the Earth’s
natural weeping, wore away at the rock. Some spoke of another range in
the
lands far to the west, where the land bit into the sky
with peaks like fangs. The old men of the villages said those were
“young”
mountains, breaking through the Earth’s surface in just
the past couple of million years. 

All of it felt ridiculous to Seren.
Nothing before The Event
really mattered. She harbored a morbid fascination with the lifestyle
of her
ancestors, and that was what lured her into the solitary places where
they whispered
amongst the ruins. However, it did nothing to change her existence, her
daily
life. And she knew it.

The crackling of the fires and the
aroma of burning pine
shook Seren from her thoughts. She secured the quiver on her back and
gripped
her bow. Her hand slid around it, the wood worn and smoothed to the
contours of
her fingers. She checked her rucksack and made sure she had an evening
meal and
a flask before stepping off the crumbling blacktop and into the gaping
maw of
the forest. She thought again of Roke and knew he would be fine with
Marin’s
family. He would, again, not understand her compulsion to find solitude
in such a dangerous circumstance.

She pushed the low-hanging branches
aside and stepped into
the darkening woods. The last remaining rays of sunlight gave the trees
a deep
blue hue that made her smile.
During The Walk she made three seasons prior, one of the old men of the
village
said the mountains were once known as The Shenandoah, a name that held
no
meaning to her. She couldn’t remember the old man’s name,
and he had passed while at Eliz. Although Seren had no way of knowing
whether
or not the story was true, she liked the way the name “Shenandoah” slid
from
her tongue and how it rang in her ears. She began to hum as she pushed
through
the trees and deeper into the forest.

Seren stopped a few hundred yards
into the woods. She
stopped humming and held her breath, closing her eyes to help
accentuate her
sense of hearing. A few lonely birds chirped, and even
the voices of the clan seemed to be swallowed by the ancient mountains,
along
with the remaining sunlight. She knew the wolves could be close but she
had not
heard them yet. That didn’t mean they weren’t there, but Seren did not
sense
their presence, and her instinct rarely misguided her.

Something cracked to her left and she
swung the bow up, the
arrow pointed at the subtle sound. Her eyes darted and she sniffed at
the air.

“You are not afraid of the wolves
returning?”

Seren dropped her bow as Gaston
stepped from the darkness.
His long coat fluttered like a silent raven.

“Why are you following me?” she asked.

Gaston smiled and Seren thought for a
moment that the wolves
had returned, and one was now standing in front
of her.

“I was here. Maybe you are following
me?”

“You’re playing games. And I have no
interest in them.” Seren
turned to walk away from Gaston when he grabbed her arm. She stopped,
his grip
cold and firm.

“What did you see?”

She looked into his face, her mouth
closed.

“At The Mall. What did you see during
the wolf attack? I
know you were up top.”

“I saw wolves attacking,” she said.
“I don’t know what you
mean.”

Gaston chuckled and let go of her
arm. He scratched his chin
and looked back toward the road. “You want them all dead, don’t you?”

She bristled at the question, and
Gaston immediately waved his hand in the air and spoke again. “Not
true. Sorry.
I mean you want to be left alone. You’re an individualist.”
He spoke the
last word with emphasis.

“I’m not a child,” she said.

“But you’re not an adult. So where
does that leave you?”

“I’m securing the perimeter,
listening for the pack.”

“Maybe,” Gaston said. “But this is
also where you wish to
be. Removed from the clan and by yourself. Is it not?”

Seren did not answer.

“I’m going back to the road to warm
myself by the fire. The
nights get cold in the mountains.”

“Safe travels,” Seren said. “You
should be careful. The
woods are not always as peaceful as they seem. Sometimes, they can be
deadly.”

“Yes,” Gaston said. “The Walk is a
dangerous thing.”

* * *

Seren knew he would not return and
yet she felt violated. He
had followed her, and his questions made her feel
vulnerable, as if he thought she knew something she didn’t. Her fears
went to
Roke. He was older, and male, and yet she felt as though he might be
used
against her. There was something about Gaston that made her shiver, a
dangerous
riptide in an otherwise calm sea. Seren put her head down on her
rucksack and
decided that tomorrow she would speak to Jonah about Gaston.




 


Chapter 39

 

Seren watched
him approach the next night, as she stood in the
darkness at the edge of the encampment. Why the man was taking such
interest in
her, she didn’t know. He had been speaking to a lot of people in the
clan as
they travelled. She had seen it each day, and she
wondered if Jonah saw it too. The man would walk at a new place in the
line and
start up a conversation with whoever happened to be walking near him.

Except she thought it wasn’t by
accident.

She’d watched the conversations as
they unfolded, wondering
each time what it was that he was saying but not wanting to be so
obvious by
being close by. The expressions on those he spoke to said it all. Cold
at
first, frowns, and no smiles, but as the hours ticked by she would see
them
smiling, laughing, warming to him.

That was when he would bid them
goodbye and move to another
spot, always using something such as an offer of help to carry
something, or
help to pull a cart as a reason to move on to someone else.

And Jonah did see, didn’t he, but he
did nothing. That was
how the conversation had gone when she approached him.

“I worry what he is up to,” she said.
“Talking to people.
Different people each time. And on the night of the wolf attack he
was...”

She had paused, hadn’t she? She had
not just come out with it, suddenly stuck with the guilt of what she
may be
about to accuse him of. The laws on accusation in the clan were very
strict. The
accuser must prove. The accused must prove against. And the Chief would
decide
who was to be trusted and cast a verdict.

What if she were unconvincing in
accusing him of somehow not
helping on the night of the attack. He had been near the tents, and the
wolves
had stopped dead where he had previously been, allowing her to target
and fire
at them. She doubted that she would have been able to hit them while
they were
moving. She was good with a bow, especially for someone of only fifteen
summers; exceptional, even. That was well recognized
among the clan, but to hit fast moving wolves at forty paces in the
dark. No.

“What, Seren? What
during the
attack?” Jonah asked.

And she struggled to find the words.
She wasn’t even
convinced herself of what he had done. “I... didn’t see him helping
during the
fight.”

“I did,” Jonah said, “but not at the
gate. I passed him at one point, after the attack at
the front, and he was shoring up one of the gaps.
Securing it against entrance from elsewhere.”

And that had been it. She could go no
farther.

But how Jonah could not see what was
going on was
impossible. Gaston was charming the clan. It was as simple as that.

But what had he been doing at the
tents? Tying them shut? The
wolves had stopped and she had killed them.  

And so here she was again, in the
same place, and so was Gaston.
She stood hidden and sensed him moving closer.

“If the Clan were to travel to White
Citadel,” he said. No
start to the conversation. No greeting. he just went right to his
point. “They
would never have to leave, never move on. They would be safe there. And
you
could go wherever you wished without worrying about them.”

“We only have your word on that,” she
said. “And the words
of your book.”

“Against the words of your own book,”
he said. “And think of
it, Seren. How many of your kin die each year on The Walk? One? Two?
Five?”

“I have asked,” Gaston continued.
“Twenty
died in one year. That was the worst, but even most times it is a few.
In a clan
of over two hundred, you lose as many as are born each
year. The clan never grows, never prospers. It just survives.”

He moved past her and stood just a
few feet away, looking
out into the woods.

“If the clan were to stay somewhere
permanently, where they
could prosper, those few would live, and within twenty
years the clan would be double or triple in size. The strongest in all
the
lands.”

“But without Eliz we would have no
contact with the other clans,
no joinings.”

“The word would spread, if we chose
it to. The word that
this clan has found a new place and others are invited to join them. A
new
beginning.”

The words still went round in her
head two hours later,
after he had gone back to the camp, leaving her to her solitude
away from the camp fire.
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The pack moved through the
dark forest swiftly, not stopping
for even the signs of smaller wood creatures running for cover. The
Brother,
their leader newly crowned, led them onward and farther away from the
Walking Ones
that were so numerous.

And there was turmoil behind him; he
could sense it. The pack was angry at losing both its previous leader
and the
leader’s sons, and was still adjusting to being led by new blood.
Everything
would change over the next few moons, and if he wanted to remain
leader, he had to show strength.

And the pack wanted blood.

They were hungry too, having not
brought back anything from
the raid that had cost them their three strongest. They had been forced
to
flee, leaving even the dead Walking One lying in the road. The young
needed
feeding, and the females were glaring at him
impatiently, expecting him to act.

But they didn’t know that he already
was acting, already
seeking what could solve the problem. He’d sensed them not long before
the raid
on the large pack of Walking Ones had gone so badly.

A distant group, much smaller.

He sensed them as they approached the
black grounds across
from where the Walking Ones had made their den.

But this new group were a distance
away, many paws across
the forest ground, around the place where more Walking Ones lived
inside a wall
and down the slope into deeper forest.

And it was this group that they
approached from the darkness
of the woods. After forcing the pack to keep traveling through the
night, for much longer than any of them wished.

But finally they found what he had
sought and the unease
vanished. They were behind him now, ready and willing. They wanted
blood, his
kin, but after such a disastrous raid, he knew that what they really
wanted was
Walking One blood, and they needed it to remove the fear that would
come if
they simply sneaked away.

If they didn’t kill Walking Ones
soon, the pack would learn
to fear them, after their leaders had been killed so
swiftly. And here, just down the slope, were six
Walking Ones in a small den, hidden not far from the
black surface.

He watched them, ordering the rest of
the pack to be quiet, lest they alert the Walking Ones. These, he
sensed, were waiting for prey, much like
the pack was. They were hiding, and maybe awaiting the approach of more
Walking
Ones. The large Walking One pack, maybe. This group were foolish, and
that
would be their undoing. This pack may be
lying in wait, but they will
not live to hunt tonight, he thought.

Just as he was about to order the
attack, he sensed another
smell on the wind, coming from far away. And it was familiar.

The Leader, he
thought. He
knew the smell very well. The Leader, it seemed, still lived, though he
was
moving away, heading somewhere where the pack would not go, maybe to
find a
spot to die in. The Brother could not know.

I wish you well on The Hunt,
thought The Brother, and
he wished for a moment that The Leader was here with him, but he was
not. The
Brother glared at the small group of Walking Ones hiding in the ditch
next to
the road.

And he called for the pack to descend.
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Jonah opened his eyes and
rolled over, facing Sasha as she
continued to sleep. He felt the dawn creeping up on him,
and his thoughts went quickly to their departure. The warriors had not
woken
him during the night, so the wolves had not returned.

He got up on to his knees and peered
through the slit in the
tent. The coals from last night’s fire glowed, and
Jonah smelled the aroma of roasted rabbit clinging to the morning dew.
It made his stomach rumble. He
reached into a pocket for a piece of dried meat, ripped a chunk off
with his
teeth, and put the rest away for a time when he would really
be hungry and not just eating out of habit.

Some of the night guards appeared at
the foot of his tent, as if they could sense he was awake. Jonah rubbed
his face
and looked over his shoulder at his sleeping family before crawling out
of the
tent.

“The summit?” one of the warriors
asked.

“Yes,” said Jonah. “Let’s scout it
first.”

The two men followed their chief as
he walked past them and
through the trees clustered on the edge of the road. The sun’s first
rays
glowed beneath the horizon, casting a soft haze on the mountains. The
clouds
crawled across the sky from the east, as the autumn
breeze pushed the dry leaves over the ground. Jonah walked down the
path, the
leaves crunching beneath his feet. A dry, raspy cough from the camp
broke the
morning silence. Jonah emerged from the trees with the two warriors
behind him.
He stood in the middle of the road, first glancing north and then
south, to
face the summit. It loomed on the horizon like a sleeping beast.

“Up and back, it’ll take until
midday. We’ll meet the clan
on the way back, probably half way by then.”

Jonah nodded and considered waking
Sasha to let her know.
But he didn’t. He was chief, not just her husband. She would have to
understand
that his responsibilities would sometimes mean she would not always
know his
movements. The guards knew where he had gone, and they knew
to give the order to move out.

“I’ll lead,” he said.

The three men jogged south along the
road, the elevation
rising with each step. Jonah felt the burn in his thighs and a rumble
in his
stomach, reminding him of how little was inside it. He licked his lips
and
tasted the salty remnants of the dried meat. Jonah grabbed the flask
from his
belt and took a drink of tepid water.

They trailed along the road for two
hours before one of the
warriors called out.

“Look,” the man said. “Carts.”

Jonah never broke stride and did not
face the man. Instead,
he kept his eyes focused on the road. As the morning sky slowly
illuminated,
more of the road revealed itself. The remains of hundreds, possibly
thousands
of carts, littered each side of the road. As the men walked down the
middle,
the rusted, metal corpses sat in heaps. Some of the carts had thick
ropes of
ivy weaving in and out of the steel while others sat blackened and as
empty as
they had been on the day they burned.

“What do you think happened?”

“Fire,” Jonah said. “The Event
created destruction for many
years on.”

As they walked the carts piled
higher,
and now the men picked their way through the metal graveyard as if
weaving
through the pass of a narrow canyon. The air fell still and noises came
from
the remains. Jonah heard pings and clicks and his head turned back and
forth as
they walked.

“I don’t remember this many on the
road. We’ve come through
here before with plenty of space to get our own carts through. Looks
like it
might be tight now. Not sure we’ll fit all the carts through here.”

“We’ll fit if we have to,” Jonah
said, although not with
enough conviction to believe it.

The farther they walked, the more
apparent it became that
these carts had been moved. Those at the bottom of the pile remained in
the
earth’s grip, covered in ivy and twisting trees. But the carts on the
top of
the pile were black and free of vegetation, as if they had been cleared
and
repositioned.

Why? How?

Jonah felt the questions burning in
his head and the answers
came faster than he had anticipated.

“A clan is trying to block the road
at the summit. This
smells of an ambush. They must have used many men and dozens of hours
to stack
the carts this way.”

Jonah’s stomach fluttered and this
time it had nothing to do
with hunger.

“What do we do, Chief?”

Jonah shook his head and kept
walking. He glanced down and
calculated the width of the opening. They would still be able to pull
their
carts through, all the way to the summit, but in single
file. Stopping the front of the caravan would halt it completely,
leaving them
vulnerable.

He stood about two hundred yards from
where the ground appeared
to end at the horizon. The blackened, stacked carts bordered the road
making
the summit appear as a glowing door. Jonah turned around and looked
back toward
the camp and at their path through the carts. The two warriors stood on
each
side of their chief, their eyes scanning the side of the road.

“It is time we—”

The sound of scraping metal
interrupted Jonah’s sentence.
The warriors dropped into a battle stance and he faced the direction
the sound
came from. One hundred yards behind them, the remains of three carts
slid
across the road, blocking their retreat. More scraping sounds came from
the
summit as carts slid across the road, effectively closing the doorway.

The men waited, their eyes scanning
the ruins but not seeing
movement. The sun climbed higher and the golden rays began to burn the
dew off
of the metal wrecks.

“Show yourself.”

The warriors waited for a response to
Jonah’s command, but
they saw nothing. Heard nothing.

“I’m the chief and I simply want my
clan to pass on the way
to Eliz. We have nothing of value and intend no harm.”

“You’re the son of Judas.”

The voice emerged from the carts on
Jonah’s left. The
warriors spun, their weapons held high and their eyes tight.

“How is the old bastard?”

“Judas is dead,” Jonah said.

He saw the man’s teeth first. They
glowed within a dirty
face framed by black, sooty metal. As he emerged from deep within the
carts,
Jonah looked at the man. He stood over six feet tall, long dark hair
and beard
surrounding a grimy face. The man’s wet blue eyes stared at Jonah. He
wore
several coats, although none were in one piece. The
garments hung on him like strands of Spanish moss, and
at first Jonah thought one of the trees had come alive.

“The clans are moving. Many of them.
You can’t blame me for
being careful. I didn’t recognize you at first, son.”

The man held out a filthy hand to
Jonah. The warriors
lowered their blades but stepped up to stand shoulder to shoulder with
their
leader.

“I’m Rav. Been in charge of the pass
for a long time.”

“I’ve never seen you before,” said
Jonah.

“Of course you haven’t. Your father
and I had an agreement.
I had no reason to stop your clan.” He glanced at the cars stacked
along both
sides of the road. “This is all new,” he said. “Decided it was time to
extend
the fort and secure the road a little better.”

Jonah looked at the warrior on his
left, down at the blade
in his hand.

“You know better. Don’t be an
asshole. I didn’t move the
gates on my own, now did I?”

Jonah grimaced but did not answer.

“Judas was a dick. You’re not a dick,
are you? I’d hate to
make a bargain with another dick. What is your name?”

“Jonah.”

“Have a drink with me, Jonah?”

The man removed a flask from beneath
his dirty rags and
threw it up to his lips. He moaned and gurgled, a dark, syrupy liquid
dripping
from his beard. He tipped the flask at Jonah.

“No,”

“Yes,” Rav said. “I can’t possibly
let you over the summit
if we don’t have a deal. And how can we have a deal if you won’t drink
with
me?”

Rav continued to hold the flask out,
pushing the top of it
toward Jonah.

“What do you want from us? We’re
heading to Eliz. We have
nothing of value.”

Rav let loose a wet, choking laugh,
spitting the dark liquid
into the air. It coated his previously brilliant white teeth. He shook
his
head.

“Do you know how many times I’ve
heard that?”

“We have nothing,” Jonah said.

“Then I guess we’ll just have to wait
here for your people
to arrive, and then I’ll send my boys to your camp to do what we call
an appraisal.
We’ll decide what you got, Chief. And the law of
The Five Clans says I
have to stop a group going any farther along this road, and turn them
back, if
they’re not friendly. No offering, no passage. I have a job to do,
here.”




 


Chapter 42

 

They moved through the camp,
Judas followed by Rav, the
stranger seeming to not be bothered at all about having to enter the
camp
alone, leaving his half dozen men behind him at the entrance. Around
them, the
Elk Clan was busy setting up for the night.

“Your clan is still strong,” said Rav
as they arrived at the
central campfire. “That is good.”

“How so?” asked Jonah. He nodded at
the two men seated by
the central campfire and they stood and moved away, leaving Jonah and
Rav
alone.

“When a clan passes onto a new
leader, there’s usually
turmoil,” Rav said, lowering himself to the ground with a groan.
“Sometimes it splits a clan.”

Jonah’s thoughts went immediately to
Gaston. He hadn’t
considered it in the last few days, as they travelled,
but now he wondered if he had made a mistake letting the man walk with
them. So
far the man hadn’t tried to cause trouble, and merely preached about
his
nonsense book, but Jonah wondered if it was a possible threat he should
take
more seriously.

“We’ve been through a little,” said
Jonah, “but the clan is
still true to itself.”

“Good,” said Rav. “Too many times I
see clans wither and die
out, and it’s often because of in fighting. You know, a strong clan can
withstand anything, even the bad times,
if they hold true.”

“I hear you,” said Jonah.

Rav nodded. “I’ve held the summit
here for twenty summers,
and I see them all. I’ve seen clans grow and I’ve seen them dwindle,
over the years.”

“Why do you hold the summit? Why the
elaborate gate?” asked
Jonah.

Rav was silent for a moment, casting
a glance around at the
other clansfolk nearby and the tents.

“Because we always have,” he said.
“We get paid in dues to
hold the road and keep a track of who comes and goes into the south and
into
Wytheville. Not the smaller hunting clans, but the bigger ones that
need the road.
The kind of clans with numbers to cause trouble. The Five Clans have
always
wanted a watch on the roads to stop movements of large numbers of
potential
enemies. So we are here, my clan, and have been for a long time. We
take a
tithe from The Five Clans, we hunt and gather, we trade and fix carts
and scrap
metal, and all who pass through our gate pay us a small due or they do
not go
south.”

“A ransom for passage?” asked Jonah.

Rav laughed, his chest heaving and
the sound deep and
genuine. “An extortion even!” he said, his voice mocking.

Then he shook his head.

“Think on this. When you have passed
through the gate, as I
have no doubt you will, you will know that those that follow you into
the lands
of The Five Clans have been allowed through this gate. Only a small
clan on
foot could avoid our gate, and they are nothing to
worry about. We watch for the same clans each year and see that they
have
arrived, then we close the gate at the first cold and follow them into
Wytheville, and then to Eliz. If a clan does not
arrive, then we send a fast scouting group back along the road to find
out
where they are and why they haven’t come. It has always been thus.”

“You watch to make sure the clans
make it here?”

Rav nodded.

Jonah was puzzled. He had no idea
that there were others
that watched the movements of the clans. The idea confounded him. Why
would
others have such interest? 

“I see,” said Rav. “You have not been
given much by your
father to help you take on leadership. Not unsurprising,
and no insult intended. I was surprised he even let you live long
enough to
surpass him, bastard that he was.”

“His death was sudden and
unexpected,” said Jonah, frowning
at the man’s last comment.

Rav snorted. “Aren’t they all?” he
reached into the fire and
pulled a chunk of cooked meat from one of the spits that lay to the
side of the
flames. “Look. The council at Wytheville likes to know what clans there
are to
call on, should the time come. They like to know who
their allies are and who their enemies are. When the time comes to go
to Eliz,
when all the clans come together across the lands to stay for the
winter, there
are many other clans, friends and enemies both. Your father guaranteed
his clan
would stand with The Five, as have many that live out in these forests.
A dozen
other clans are expected to pass south, and it’s my job to make sure
they turn
up each winter.”

“I see,” said Jonah.

“As to your payment for passing the
gate,” said Rav. “A
basket of those apples that you have covered up in your cart store will
do just
fine.”

Jonah frowned. How could the man know
what they had in their
stores?

Rav laughed again, sensing Jonah’s
surprise.

“Son, every year your father brought
apples. He also brought
skins, dried meat and herbs. Your clan has been trading the same stuff
since
time out of time. Anyway,” he continued. “I will leave you,
after you offer me and my men some food, and I’ll leave with a warning
that may
help you as you travel into the south and into Wytheville. The Five
Clans had
your father’s axe sworn to them, and now they will want to find out
your
position. A new deal must be struck for your clan.”

Jonah nodded. “I see.”

“I hope you do,” said Rav. “Because
your clan is the strongest
forest clan, and they will want to hear that you still stand with them.
Your
father was a renowned champion, and they will sorely
miss him now that he has passed, even if he was a dick.
Better to have such a man on your side than worry if he will face off
against
you. They will look to you to be what he was. You have some clout
there, son. Take
my advice and don’t waste it. You will only have this one time to make
an
impression, and they will pay well if you push them, but not too far.”

“I appreciate you telling me this,”
Jonah said, wondering
why this man was even helping him.

“Excellent,” said Rav. “You’re not a
dick like your father; that’s good. Stay that way, but stay strong.” He
held out his hand. “If you’ll give my clan a small cut of whatever The
Five Clans pay you
to stand with them, then I’ll forget the gate toll and
offer you friendship with my clan, Jonah son of Judas. I never had that
with
your father, we just had an agreement, but you seem a better man than
he.”

Jonah peered at the hand extended
toward him, then reached
forward and shook it.

“But next year,” said Rav with a
grin. “Bring me more than
apples, if you want me watching your back at Eliz.”




 


Chapter 43

 

“There is more to the book
than prophecy, although that
alone would make it extremely valuable,” Gaston insisted.

Seren shrugged, sticking the end of a
branch into the hot
coals at the bottom of the fire. She avoided eye contact with Gaston
but did
not interrupt him. He looked into the camp, where Jonah
and the other men drank with the guardian of the summit, the man they
called
Rav.

The Five Clans are nothing
but dogs, he thought.

“Do you want to hear about your
history?”

“No,” Seren said, but she dropped the
stick and looked into
Gaston’s eyes.

“Then I’ll be on my way to—”

“It’ll be fine for a few minutes,”
Seren interrupted.

Gaston smiled and set the worn,
leather tome on his lap. He
opened it with a delicate hand, careful not to let the stiff wind grab
the
pages and throttle them into torn pieces. Leaves danced about the camp
as the
western wind drifted over the mountains, introducing
winter to the clan.

“Should I tell you what I have
learned of T’yun Horde?”

Seren dropped her eyes and nodded.

“The Event scoured memories from us
all,
and time has eaten away at what remains. That is why I carry the book
in a
pocket over my heart. It tells me much of the past, and the traveler
who wrote
most of the book seems to have had contact with the T’yun on a few
occasions.”

“Where did they come from?” Seren
asked.

“Mostly survivors of what was left
behind, but many
generations later. They were the largest clan to have existed in the
time
since. The largest by far. The impression I get from these pages is
that they
were more numerous than all of the still living clans combined and
ruled over
most of the east and the forests.”

He turned a few pages and used his
finger to smooth the
edge. Gaston looked at the first few lines and closed his eyes, knowing
he
could read them even if he were blind.
He inhaled and the scent of roasted fowl from the warrior’s fire made
his mouth
water.

The girl’s mental
nourishment is more important than my
physical body, right now.
Especially when
you seem to finally have her willing attention.

“I can read a few passages to you, so
long as Jonah does not
summon you.”

“No, no,” she said. “Read them. It’s
unlikely I’ll be
needed.”

Gaston smiled again at the reminder
that Seren was still a
child, and easily manipulated,
despite her lethal aim and powers of observation. The young loved
stories.

“The Event brought bloody destruction
to the Master Race.
Fire and Blight scraped the gods of the past from our world,
leaving smoldering ruins and hardy survivors. The clans of the South
united
into the T’yun Horde and set about to destroy their enemies. The
chieftain, the
one the Horde called Kunite, brought the people together. The first
Kunite sent
the survivors into the remains of the city, where they
scavenged that not touched by fire. The people soon realized that these
areas
could not support the clans, and therefore they took
what they could and spread outward.”

“The T’yun Horde ruled from the Great
Sea in the east to the
Missip River in the west. The Kunite made use of the hardened roads
left after
The Event to move news and commands across this vast empire. Clans
north of the
Horde remained there, some separated by the Eternal Lake and its
cousins on
each side.”

“Your clan?” Seren asked.

Gaston looked up from the book and
rubbed his chin with one
hand.

“Yes. I’m a descendant of the Cygoa
People. We were not
incorporated into the T’yun Horde and remain independent to this day.”

“How?”

“I don’t know,” Gaston said, not sure
if it was the truth or
not. “We lived beyond the rule of the Kunite and therefore escaped the
collapse
of the Horde and the subsequent rise of The Many Clans.”

Seren nodded and Gaston closed the
book.

“I believe that’s enough reading for
one night.”

“But I want to hear more. Tell me
about the T’yun Horde and
what happened to the Kunite.”

Only tiny bites so she does
not choke.

“Another time,” said Gaston.

Seren grabbed her bow and stomped
past Gaston, whipping the
flames of the campfire into a frenzy and sending sharp sparks into the
air. Her
right thigh slammed into his right shoulder as she marched past and he
had to
put his left hand on the ground to keep from tumbling over backward off
the
log.

“Yes,” he said to the flames,
chuckling. “Another time we
will talk more of the Horde. That is for certain. And you are welcome.”

* * *

Rav considered stuffing six or seven
apples into the folds
of his rags, but why bother? He could take as much of the tithing as he
wanted, so there would be no need to hide them. Still, it had been
a long year since he had the crisp apples of the north,
and he felt no compulsion to share them with his clan.

He walked south on the road where the
carts looked down with
black, vacant eyes. He remembered his great grandfather speaking of the
old
time, before The Event, when people sat in the bigger carts and rode
them
instead of pulling smaller, makeshift versions of them down the road.
The
“eyes” of the carts, as they had become known, held powerful torches
that would
illuminate the road, even during the blackest of
nights. Some of the elders spoke of carts that spoke with human voices,
guiding
the pilots to their destination as if holding magical powers of
navigation
known only to the gods. Rav never believed it. One might be able to
harness
flame, but animating carts and having them operate as thinking beings
sounded
like nothing but myth.

The aroma drifting up from the basket
of apples made Rav
pause. He stopped, shifted the basket to his left hand and grabbed an
apple
with his right. He didn’t bother looking it over. Rav bit down into the
hard,
bitter fruit and immediately regretted the decision. The smell did not
match
the taste from his memory when the clans migrated frequently, bringing
juicy
fruits always in season. Those days were gone. Fewer and fewer caravans
came
through and always with dwindling numbers. Rav knew the days of the
T’yun Horde
were gone forever, but now it appeared as though The
Five Clans stood on the same precipice of extinction.

He spat the tasteless pulp to the
ground.

“No point in guarding a pass that is
hollow and empty.”

“Is he as strong as Judas?”

Rav spun around. He squinted into the
darkness and waited
for his right hand to emerge.

“No, Bira, he is not.”

The man walked up to Rav, and even
in the dark he knew Bira was gazing at the basket full of apples.

“Take one,” Rav said.

Bira sighed and stroked his long
beard with one hand. He
pulled a cricket and a bone fragment from the hair on his chin and gave
Rav a
toothless smile.

“And bite into it with what?”

Rav laughed and shoved the basket
into Bira’s stomach. The
man winced and waited for further instruction from his leader.

“You laughed at me when I made the
datun. You told me I was
a fool for wrapping the chewstick with spearmint.”

Bira remained silent.

“He is inexperienced and somewhat
naive. But he is not
weak.”

Bira nodded, feeling the frivolity
slip away as Rav told him
about the Elk Clan’s new chief.

“He also thinks I’m a mad man and
that I can’t possibly be a
threat to him.”

“He is right about one thing.”

Rav smiled, flashing his teeth at
Bira with an exaggerated
grin.

“The guardians of the pass must be
sharp and unpredictable;
otherwise, clans would forego their tithing.”

“What did you tell him?” Bira asked.

“The truth, of course. I told him he
had one of the stronger
clans and that the others will look to him to lead with same strength
of his
father. And that his father was a dick.”

Bira giggled.

“I told him he had clout and that he
shouldn’t waste it.”

“You offered him your hand. I saw it.”

“Yes, Bira. You are observant. In
exchange for a cut of what
The Five Clans offer Jonah, we will become his ally and forego the gate
toll.”

“The apples?” Bira asked.

“No, no,” Rav replied. “These are
treats. Not the toll. You
should know that by now.”

“Do they have women?”

“Many. Girls as well, that will be
women soon. Nothing has
changed with the Elk there. It must be the forest air or something in
that
reservoir they live near.”

Bira nodded and Rav knew where the
man was headed and so he
spoke first.

“And we will touch none that do not
offer themselves to us.
Do you hear me, Bira, son of Thon? The Elk may have lost Judas, but
they still
have enough numbers to turn us to dust if that young whelp so much as
clicks
his fingers. The Five Clans fear the Elk, and for a good reason.”

Bira shook his head.

“Besides, no lady would want your
gummy chompers nibbling on
her honey pot, now would she?”

Rav put an arm around Bira as the two
began walking again.
They walked stride for stride toward the opening at the summit,
where the two warriors remained on guard.

“I sure hope they have ripe apples at
Eliz,” Rav said,
taking another tasteless bite from his bitter apple.




 


Chapter 44

 

He felt it coming—the slow,
steady pull into the still
waters of sleep. Gaston knew when his mind was entering that place
versus his
body collapsing from fatigue. It was as if the dream began before he
fell
asleep, nagging at him like an infected wound, reminding him of
something he
would never forget. He rolled over and bit his bottom lip until he felt
the
warm, bitter tang of blood on his tongue. The dream didn’t stop. It
never did, no matter how much pain Gaston inflicted upon himself. The
visions returned, as they had for over thirty years. He
waited for sleep to pull him under and the nightmare to begin its
eternal
assault.

Gaston ran. The trees stood
in silent compliance as the
marauders spilled blood at their roots. The cries shot from the dark
corners of
the forest and each one made him stop until the voice in his head
pushed him
on.

“Run,” it said. “Don’t stop.”

The pregnant moon hung on
the horizon, casting a silver
pallor on the killing fields. It watched and, like the trees, allowed
it all to
happen. He ran, past Ginwar’s house, where his friend’s mother often
offered
him tea and fresh-baked bread. Gaston blew past the front door,
glancing down
to see a single leg stuck in the doorway. Unmoving. Lifeless.

Another cry came from his
left, and Gaston dashed to the
right and down the path toward the well. He pushed his legs faster,
pumping
hard to get to his house. And yet, he knew what he would find there. He
should
have been home, not hunting the forest after sundown. How many times
had his
father warned him of such dangerous behavior? His father told him of
the Horde
and the way they materialized like demons. And yet, Gaston
disobeyed. And his father had been right.

He heard voices, men barking
and laughing amongst the
cries of death. Women wailed and men screamed. Gaston’s foot slid from
the path
and a tree root grabbed his toe, throwing the ten-year-old boy to the
ground.
He winced and grabbed his foot with both hands. A torch ignited fifty
feet to
his left and he heard the shouting.

“A boy. Over here.”

Gaston scrambled to his feet
and pushed off his uninjured
leg before hobbling deeper into the woods, moving as far off the path
as he
could. On a normal, quiet night, he would be risking the wolves. But
now that
the T’yun Horde had begun their raid, he knew the pack would be hiding
in their
den. Even the wolves feared the Horde.

“He’s running.”

The branches grabbed at
Gaston’s face, ripping thin
strips of flesh from his cheek. His eyes watered from the throbbing
pain in his
foot and the smoke of burning houses. The Horde would leave nothing but
ash and
death in its wake.

He ran harder, and a stitch
poked at his side. Gaston
squeezed it with his left hand but the pain did not abate. He looked
over his
shoulder and now saw three torches instead of one.

“There. He’s heading east.”

Gaston wanted to collapse
into the dirt and stare at the
moon as the Horde cut him to pieces. The pain would only last so long
before
death came for him, and then it would be over. But something inside
pushed him
onward and so Gaston ran faster. He angled toward the cluster of houses
where
he lived with his parents and his cousins.

“I can’t,” he said out loud.
“I’ll lead them right
there.”

But Gaston didn’t stop or
change course, because he knew
they were already dead. The Horde extended their raid to the forest
after they
pillaged the village. He knew it, despite not seeing it with his own
eyes. The
only thing that would be left of his house would be memories.

“This way.”

Gaston’s heart pounded in
his ears, and at first he
thought the voice came from inside of his head.

“C’mon. This way.”

He turned toward the sound
and saw a pair of eyes staring
back at him. Gaston recognized the boy immediately. Although he had not
been
close friends with Lar, everyone knew each other in the village. One
summer,
Gaston had spent a week on the Eternal Lake with Lar, learning how to
pull
trout from the stagnant, dead water. He looked back and saw the torches
had
multiplied again.

“Your parents are dead. Your
house is burning. Come with
me or die.”

Lar’s words cut through
Gaston’s indecision. He nodded
and leapt over a log, following the boy through a copse of pine trees.
Gaston
stepped inside the cavern created by the ancient conifers. The thick
branches,
and floor covered with soft needles, sucked the noise from the air. He
turned
all the way around but Lar was gone. Disappeared.

“Down here.”

Gaston looked to his right
and saw a hand emerging from
the ground. He bent down and looked into Lar’s face. The boy was in a
pit and
held the trap door up with one hand, beckoning to Gaston with the other.

“Get in.”

Gaston jumped into the hole
and Lar pulled at the frayed
rope secured to the bottom of the door with a rusty screw. The hole
smelled of
earthworms and sweat. Gaston shut his mouth, trying to stifle the heavy
breathing that could alert the Horde of their presence. Lar’s knee
jabbed into
Gaston’s thigh so he slapped at it with a hand.

“Don’t move,” Lar said. He
leaned forward, breathing the
words into Gaston’s ear. “They’ll find us.”

Gaston closed his eyes,
listening for the shouts of the
men pursuing him through the forest. He placed a palm against the
earthen wall
and tried to feel their footsteps.

There.

He felt a slight tremor,
nothing more than a vibration
that sent a handful of dirt on to his leg and the top of his foot. The
trap
door shook. Gaston heard Lar wince.

“They musta made it to the
houses.”

“How? We woulda seen ‘em
come through here.”

Gaston held his breath.

“C’mon.”

The door shook again and
Gaston heard Lar sigh.

“They’ve gone,” Gaston said.

“Stay,” said Lar. “Just stay
until I say so.”

Gaston felt a cramp igniting
in his calf and burning its
way up his leg. He tried to straighten his leg but he didn’t have
enough room
in the hole to do so. Instead, Gaston reached down and rubbed his
muscle with
both hands.

“I want to see my mom,” he
said.

“She’s dead. I told you,
Gas. They killed everyone.”

Gaston ignored Lar’s words
and reached up to push on the
bottom of the door. Lar kept hold of the rope, keeping the door shut.

“They might come back
through. We should stay here until
sunrise.”

Gaston started to cry,
thinking about a night spent in
the ground where the worms and bugs would gnaw at his flesh.

“Why? Why do they do this?”

Gaston felt Lar’s hand on
his shoulder. Even though he
only had one summer on Gaston, he was older and tried to console his
younger
friend.

“They are the T’yun Horde.
All of the stories your
parents have told you about them are true. We’ll never be safe as long
as
they’re here. Never.”

“I need to go. I must do
something.”

Lar reached over and grabbed
Gaston’s shoulders. “You’ve
always been impulsive, and someday that will get you killed. You think
you know
things you do not. Follow me and you’ll survive. Go out there, on your
own, and
they’ll find you. The T’yun Horde will cut off your head and roast your
body on
the spit. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

Gaston flinched, knocking
more dirt from the earthen
walls and breaking Lar’s grip on his shoulder.

“I don’t want to follow you.
I want to do my own thing.”

“Go,” Lar said. He pushed
the door up and the moonlight
filled the hole with a silver sheen. “Go do what you want, Gaston.
You’re a
mule, and I hope you don’t die.”

He stood up and the cramp in
his leg exploded. Gaston bit
his tongue and blinked the tears away before raising his head out of
the hole.
He spun all the way around and saw nothing but the trunks of the
massive pines
reaching upward into the night sky. Gaston crawled from the pit and sat
on the
ground.

“Come with me, Lar.”

“No. I’m hiding here until
morning.”

“They’re gone. Let’s see if
we can find our families.
Hurry.”

Lar stood and shook his head
at Gaston. He climbed out of
the hole, stood up and stretched his arms wide. Gaston smiled up at his
older
friend.

“See,” he said to Lar.
“They’re gone. I told you to
follow me and—”

The arrow sliced through the
heavy darkness and Lar
lurched forward. Gaston looked up into Lar’s face. The boy shuddered
and opened
his mouth. Blood as black as night began to drip from his chin. Lar
tried to
speak but the only thing he produced was more blood. Gaston looked
between
Lar’s legs and in the distance saw the silhouette of the man who fired
the shot
through Lar’s back, the arrowhead now protruding from his chest. Lar
fell
forward and Gaston rolled to the side to avoid being crushed.

The archer took two loping
strides before breaking into a
run toward his prey. He yelled and the torches returned. Gaston clawed
his way
through the dirt and swallowed his tears. He stood and ran in the
opposite
direction of his house, away from his dying friend.

He felt the cold hand around
his neck and heard the low,
gritty laughter of the man behind him.

“Where ya goin, me little
tart?”

 

Gaston was thankful the question woke
him this time. On
other nights, he was forced to
relive the rest of the dream.




 


Chapter 45

 

Jonah stood at the entrance
to the road block at the summit
and watched, patiently, as the clan passed through the gates. He should
hold
Rav by his word, he knew that, and hoped that standing watch as each
and every
one of his people passed through the walls of carts and junk wouldn’t
be taken
as a slight against him. But Rav seemed okay, sitting up on his perch
at the
side of the road and watching as they passed through.

At least the sun is shining
again today, Jonah thought,
as he looked to the east and then southward, in the
direction of Wytheville. Good weather is what we need to ease
this journey.

The Walk had been plagued with bad
weather times before, he remembered.
Storms, hail, early snow, and of course Dustfalls.

But we left early,
he reminded himself. And the
weather is holding, but the birds and other migrators sense it.

Only that morning, as most people
were still crawling out of
slumber, he had seen a flight of birds, high in the sky in the
hundreds—maybe
thousands—drifting casually on the breeze as they headed east toward
the coast.

At last, after about twenty minutes,
the carts at the rear
of the caravan passed through the gates, and he followed, looking up at
Rav and
nodding as he heard the creaking metal of carts being pushed back into
the road
to block the way.

“I’ll see you at Wytheville then,
will I?” Rav asked as
Jonah passed by his perch.

Jonah nodded, not really sure if he
wanted to see the man
again but accepting that, as the chief, he probably couldn’t avoid it.
This was
what he did now, and Rav, it would seem, led his own smaller clan,
which Jonah
may want as an ally in the coming days and months. He also considered
that he
didn’t know what he was doing and was making it up as he went, acting
purely on
instinct. The guidance of others may be his only way through what lay
ahead.

Then he spotted Logan, near the rear
of the caravan,
trundling along slowly, pulling his own smaller, more lightweight cart.
The old
man was the eldest among his people, and he clearly remembered that his
father
had visited and spoken with the old guy many times, yet Jonah had no
idea what
those conversations had been about.

He also spotted Gaston next to Logan
and was surprised that
he hadn’t seen him.

Your mind is elsewhere and
not where it should be, he
thought.

Gaston spoke to the old man, just a
few words, but when Logan
looked back to the stranger, Jonah could see a look of distaste in the
man’s
expression. Logan replied, but Jonah was too far away to hear it. He
sped up,
catching up with Logan, but by the time he got there, Gaston was
walking away,
heading toward the front of the caravan.

“Mornin’ bossman,” Logan said, as
Jonah caught up with him.

“Morning,” Jonah replied, curious.
The old man hadn’t looked
back but he’d still known Jonah was approaching.

“You need to deal with that there
fella,” Logan said.

“Gaston?”

“Yeah, whatever his name is,” Logan
said. “Just cut his
throat and throw him into the road, I’d say. No one will question it.”

Jonah was a little shocked to hear
the old guy speak so
casually of murdering a man after he had cleared Gaston’s name of
Nera’s death.
He was about to reply but didn’t have the words.

“Lest he do it to you,” Logan said,
nodding.

* * *

The leading edge of the caravan
arrived at the first turn,
and the road descended from the summit in what the clan called
switchbacks.
Because the decline was too steep to go straight down, the old ones
built the
roads into the side of the mountain, crisscrossing the slope until the
blacktop
emerged in the valley, thousands of feet below. Jonah looked up and saw
black
carrion circling, and he halted the caravan by raising one arm high
into the
air. He turned around and saw Seren holding a cart, her older brother
grasping
it from behind. Beads of sweat covered them both, despite the cool
autumn air
racing down from the summit.

“Stick a wedge beneath the wheels,”
he said to Seren.

“It’s harder holding on to these
things coming down than it
is pulling them up.”

“I know,” Jonah said. “Take a break.”

Seren nodded and removed two chunks
of wood sitting on the
tarp covering the cart. She shoved one in front of the wheel near her
feet and
then tossed the other to Roke. He stuck the wedge in front of the wheel
closest
to him. They both backed away from the cart, as if expecting it to
break free
and go barreling down the side of the mountain. But it didn’t. The cart
stayed,
and they both approached Jonah.

Jonah thought of the conversation he
had with Logan. Send
Seren to watch Gaston, he thought.

“You see the birds?” Jonah asked Roke.

“I do,” said Seren.

“I didn’t ask you. I asked your
brother.”

Seren lowered her head, her greasy
hair hanging in front of
her face.

“Yes, chief. I see them.”

“Do you know what they do?”

“They fly the circle of death. Those
birds are dead flesh
eaters.”

“Yes,” said Jonah. “Black Vultures.
They don’t come as far
north as they used to. You see,” he said, pointing to the sky, “they
fly with
strong wingbeats, followed by short glides. Makes them look like bats.
Sometimes they fly in flocks with Turkey Vultures and hawks. And you’re
right.
They always feast on dead flesh.”

Seren lifted her head and stepped
forward. “I will go.”

Jonah smiled, but Roke’s face twisted
and he turned his head
sideways, as if she spoke with a foreign tongue.

“No. I need you to secure the rear of
the caravan, to make
sure Rav is not planning a rear ambush.”

“He would not—”

“You know not what he would do,”
Jonah said, interrupting
her. “Please, Seren. Do as I say. I’ll have someone else pull your cart
for a
while.”

She grabbed the bow from her back and
spun, glaring at Jonah
and her older brother as she walked toward the carts perched high upon
the road
with people awaiting further commands.

“She is deadly with the bow,” Roke
said.

“Yes, she is, but she is also still a
child. And anyway, you
saw the birds. We don’t need the bow. Whatever threat may have been
waiting for
us ahead is now rotting.”

Roke nodded, waiting for Jonah to
continue.

“You are her older brother, Roke. And
you are not as feeble
as you believe you are. It is time for you to find your place amongst
us. Yes,
Seren is a master of the bow, but a single hunter does not make a clan.
Your
eyes are sharp and your memory is superior. You have a place here, and
I need
you to start honing your ability. The journey to Eliz is a long one,
and we
won’t be able to fight our way out of every situation.”

The boy pushed a lock of hair off his
forehead. The grime on
his skin mixed with the first signs of facial hair, and during The Walk
his
muscles had become strong and toned. Jonah realized the boy could be a
warrior
but he had other talents that would serve the clan better than simple
brute
force.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Scout. Go down there and find
whatever it is that has
attracted the attention of the Black Vultures. Then come back and
report to
me.”

“What if it’s a dead deer?”

“That happened to die on the road? A
few hundred yards south
of the summit and hasn’t already been eaten? I doubt that. I believe
there is
something more down there, and I need you to tell me what it is before
I bring
the rest of the caravan through these switchbacks and into the valley.
Now, go.
And be swift. Do not search what you find. Identify it, and come back.”

Roke nodded and walked past Jonah
without another word.

* * *

Roke fingered the blade hidden
beneath his shirt, the knife
once belonging to his father. Roke felt relieved that Jonah believed
him to be
harmless. Should the time come, when he would need to exert his
physical
strength, nobody, including Seren, would expect it. Roke didn’t want
that day
to come but he was prepared for it nonetheless.

Roke looked up at the vultures. He
followed the road to the
switchback, noticing the weeds on each side. They had been trampled,
pushed to
the side. He knew deer did not move this way and that meant only one
thing.
Raiders. Roke winced as he imagined what lay waiting for him.

He continued down the road and turned
into the first
switchback. The road stretched out and he saw where the next switchback
would
turn. It was at that spot, fifty yards ahead, where he spotted
something
unusual. Roke stopped walking and looked up again. Whatever lay on the
road was
directly beneath the circling flock of vultures.

The wind pushed through the trees and
the weeds along the
side of the road wavered back and forth. Rusted hunks of metal lay
scattered
along the edges, most likely items picked through and left by the
various clans
coming south. Nothing of value remained on the road, the asphalt picked
clean
by the human vultures on The Walk.

As Roke approached the next
switchback, he saw torn pieces
of cloth stuck in briars. The fabrics flapped like broken wings. Other
items
lay about. Roke saw rucksacks, boots, tarps and other items that would
not last
long on the open road, things people would covet and use. He knew what
lay
ahead, and he hoped not to find the remains of children. Roke knew what
the
raiders did and why, but finding what they left behind was never easy,
especially finding the bodies of children. He closed his eyes and
prepared his
mind for what he was about to find. He sniffed but could not detect
decay.
Either the attack occurred a long time ago or there were no fresh
entrails
left.

“And yet the birds circle,” he said
aloud. “So there must
have been blood here not so long ago.”

Roke walked along and saw a skull
next to a rock on the side
of the road. Its mouth was open in an eternal scream, all the flesh
picked
clean. The bone glared white in the sun, not yet weathered by the
elements.
Roke spotted five more, two to his left, two to his right and one more
in the
middle of the road, just beyond the switchback. He stopped and looked
into the
forest, his eyes scanning for movement but detecting none. Roke noticed
a path
of trampled weeds up to the edge of the road, the tops pushed toward
the
blacktop, not away from it.

“They rushed to
the road, not into the forest.”

He spun around, feeling eyes on his
back, but saw nothing
but trees. Roke walked to another skull, sitting in a pile of bones,
the flesh
and muscle licked clean, leaving the bones stained with only some
remnants of
drying blood.

Licked. Raiders cook the
flesh of their victims. They
don’t eat it raw. The bones would be charred.

He saw several rucksacks on the
ground, all tied and secure.

Roke decided he had enough to report
back to Jonah. The
chief had asked him to scout, not explain all that had happened here.
The
conclusion shook the boy, and he shivered, despite the warm sun on his
back.
The attack on their camp remained in his head, like the bitter taste of
wild
onion, and the remains made it clear. There were many dangers lurking
on the
road to Eliz, and not all of them involved bandits. This threat would
worry
Jonah, and the chief would be as powerless against it as the clan would
be
facing an early winter snowstorm. The danger could come at them from
any
direction, at any time. And it could leave even the most hardened
warriors as
nothing but a pile of bones in the road.

The wolves were still in the area.




 


Chapter 46

 

Jonah stood looking down the
slope toward the destroyed
camp, scanning the area around where the fire pit had been. The area
was littered
with valuable gear, just as Roke had said.

They would have been waiting
for us to pass, and would
have attacked us, he thought. Raiders. That’s what
these remains were. There
were no smaller bodies, no children, no women. These were grown men,
killed by
a roving pack of wolves.

He thought back to the night in
Summerville, when the pack
of wolves had attacked their perimeter and been driven off.

They were hungry, these wolves.
Hungry enough to attack a
full clan on the move and certainly enough to take out a band of
raiders on the
road.

But they would have full
bellies now, after this, he
thought. If it were the same pack, reduced by three, then they had
followed the
path of the road, searching for more prey, after the failure and found
this
bunch lying in wait.

And he felt no remorse for the dead
as he watched the men of
his clan kick the remains into the ditch and begin to search through
the camp
to collect anything of value.

Wolves had no need for rucksacks and
supplies, no use for the
weapons and tools that were even now being carried up to the carts.

He turned to find Roke standing
nearby and thought that the
boy looked pleased. Rightly so; he’d done a good job; he had gone out
to scout
as commanded and he’d taken little time to do it. And it seemed he’d
been sent
out into more danger than Jonah had realized.

“Pass the word,” said Jonah. “No one
leaves the caravan
alone and unarmed, not day or night, not even to piss in the bushes.”

Roke nodded and turned to leave.

“And Roke,” Jonah said, as the
boy—man—turned to leave with
the message. “You did well.”

Roke nodded and moved off to tell
others their chieftain’s
instructions.

* * *

“Is it the same pack that attacked us
before?” Sasha asked,
as Jonah took his place in the caravan once more, signaling the leading
carts
to take to the road and move again.

“More than likely,” Jonah replied.
“Yes, I think so.” He saw
the concern on Sasha’s face and placed his arm over her shoulders.
“Don’t
worry,” he said. “We move quickly through this area anyway, with long
days,
until we reach Camp Creek, and tonight we’ll be at Fayette.”

Sasha nodded, but Jonah could tell
she wasn’t comforted by
his confidence.

“Plenty of buildings in Fayette for
us to hole up in
tonight,” he said. “Buildings with doors still intact, if I remember.
Much
easier to block up and secure. And I’ll make sure we push to getting
there
before dark.”

But for the rest of the day, as they
moved along the
blacktop road, he watched the bushes and trees at the edge of the road
more
carefully than he had done on previous days, as did many of the other
warriors.
Jonah doubled the guard, even though it forced people who weren’t used
to a
long day on a cart to work harder. He was sure there would be mumbling
among
his people, but they would have to make do, and he knew they would be
grateful
when they were safely inside the ruins.

It was necessary,
he thought, as they slowly made
their way down the road into the valley beyond. He didn’t like the
slope
leading down onto the road along this stretch, and had never had to
consider it
before. There were too many places for raiders, or indeed wolves, to
hide. Too
many spots where a swift attack could be deadly and too easy to escape
from.
His mind drifted back as they headed down into the valley, back to when
his
father was the one watching over the clan on its journey. When he was
younger,
Jonah had never had to concern himself with the safety of the clan. His
father
had been everywhere at once.

But the day went smoothly, and Jonah
was relieved when they
finally made it to the wider blacktop, farther down in the valley, and
the view
of the surrounding lands opened up. When the clan finally crossed the
river and
saw the outlying buildings of Fayette, Jonah glanced to his wife and
saw her
evident relief.

He reached over once more and hugged
her. “You see?” he
said. “I said we would make it here just fine.”

And almost as if on cue, just as his
nervous tension began
to ease, and as daylight began its slow change to twilight, he heard,
as did
most of the Clan, the distant sound of howling coming down from the
hills
behind them.

Jonah turned to two warriors nearby
and called them over.

“Take three others and go on ahead
into the town. Find the
nearest large building that that will fit us all in. And be fast.”

“The old biscuit factory,” said one
of the warriors, an
older man who Jonah thought would probably be just pulling one of the
carts in
a few summers’ time.

“Where’s that?” asked Jonah.

The man shook his head. “It’s not
far. I think maybe another
mile. Judas didn’t like the smell of the building, so we never used it.
But it
was more than big enough, and proper solid, easily defended.”

Jonah frowned. “My father didn’t like
the place?”

The man’s cheeks flushed, and he
began to stammer an
apology. Jonah realized the old warrior thought he was speaking out of
place.
“I apologize for suggesting it,” he said.

“No,” Jonah snapped. “Your suggestion
is a good one. Worry
not. I am not my father, and the stink of an old building won’t put me
off if
it provides the walls that we need.”

The warrior looked relieved.

“Go on ahead and check the place
out,” Jonah commanded. “If
it’s unoccupied, and as sturdy as you say, then head back. Do not
split
up or get sidetracked.”

He watched the men jog off and hoped
that the factory turned
out to be a good choice, and then he cursed himself for not remembering
where
his father camped on this leg of the journey. But then he could fix
that now,
couldn’t he? Where was that old fart Logan? 




 


Chapter 47

 

“They used to call it the New
River even though it’s
ancient. The water runs from south to north.”

Seren felt the sunshine warm her face
while the breeze dried
the sweat on her skin, the sights and smells of the wolf attack now
fading.

“How do you know these things?” she
asked Jonah.

“I’ve made The Walk many more times
than you have. And my
father told me these things along the way. I’m not as strong as he was,
but I
remember things.”

“Why are you not passing this along
to your children? Won’t Gideon
have to lead the clan someday?”

“Yes,” Jonah said, his eyes shifting
to the horizon, where
the road appeared to end. “But my children are too young right now.”

Seren smiled and matched Jonah’s
stride. They had walked
twenty yards ahead of the first cart since discovering what the raiders
had
planned for them. The wolves spoiled that attack, but there would be
more now.
Jonah knew it, and it was his responsibility to confront the raiders
first in
the event of an ambush.

The road weaved through the dense
forest on the other side
of Fayette, and the luxury of the wide blacktop leading to the town was
lost
upon leaving the outskirts on the southern side. 

Jonah had heard the river’s roar for
miles. Crossing the New
River was never something they took for granted. Each year, the bridge
rusted a
bit more, and there would be a time when it would tumble into the gorge
and the
clan would have to find another crossing. Jonah shook his head.

But that day is not today.

“Other clans have crossed in other
places, but this bridge
is the only one known to us.”

Seren nodded, not seeing the bridge
but hearing the rush of
water becoming sharper, more distinct.

“Is it safe?” she asked.

Jonah sighed and kept walking.

The road turned and the trees opened
to a full view of the
gorge. The primordial waters cut through the rock millions of years
ago, before
the glaciers of the last Ice Age gouged the surface of the Earth. The
cliffs on
each side of the river dropped in a sharp V to the river’s surface.
Birds
circled above, their caws muffled by the sound of white water crashing
on the
rocks. The gorge squeezed the New River tight, the width of it only a
few
hundred feet at this point. But the river sat eight hundred feet below
the
bridge—instant death for any who tumbled from it.

Jonah looked around as he and Seren
approached the entrance
to the bridge. The first cart, along with Sasha and Jonah’s family,
came around
the corner and then halted. Jonah winked at Sasha and then turned to
Seren.

“Have your bow ready.”

She notched the arrow before he had
finished the sentence.

He stood still, his eyes scanning the
road and sheer drop
off of each side. Jonah knew his clan would be vulnerable. There was no
way to
cross such a massive chasm without being so.

“Wait here.”

Jonah walked alone to where the
crumbling asphalt met the
first of the steel beams of the bridge. The edges of the road fell away
over
the years, leaving gaping holes where one could fall and be swallowed
by the
angry river below. Judas had led them straight down the middle each
time they
made The Walk. Seven summers ago, two of the old timers slipped and
fell through,
and Jonah could still hear their final cries as he stood on the edge of
the
bridge. He didn’t believe raiders would attack them before or after
they
crossed the New River Gorge. If there were to be an ambush, it would
happen in
transit.

“We should cross now.”

Jonah spun to see Seren on his right.
“I told you to wait.”

“There are no raiders,” she said.

Jonah looked at the other end of the
bridge and then over
his shoulder at the clan, waiting for his signal. He felt pressured to
move, to
get across the bridge as quickly as possible instead of dragging out
the
process.

He gave the hand signal to the
warriors standing next to the
first cart and the caravan moved forward.

“Go on,” he said to Seren. “Take
position on the other side.”

The girl ran to the bridge without
hesitation. She stayed on
the center strip of the old asphalt and within a minute, she stood at
the other
end with her bow levelled and ready to protect the crossing. He didn’t
like
asking the young girl to provide cover, but she was the best shot in
the clan,
and right now he needed sharp eyes, not brawn.

Jonah saw Gaston walking ahead of the
carts. He rolled his
eyes as the man approached. “Not now. We need to cross.”

“My book. It has a map. There is
another crossing. If we
back track a half day—”

“We’re not losing a day,” Jonah
interrupted. “We’ve crossed
here before. We’ll do so again.”

“But the bridge is slowly dying.”

“Seren made it.”

“Seren is a child. Our carts are
heavy.”

“Our carts?” Jonah
asked.

Gaston shook his head and ignored the
question. “I’m not
telling you what to do. It is your clan.”

“It is,” said Jonah.

He signaled two warriors to his side.
Jonah and the two men
started toward the bridge. The wheels of the carts rolled on, and
Gaston
stepped to the side.

Jonah placed one foot in front of the
other as if he were
hunting deer. Although the surface of the bridge felt as solid as the
road, he
knew better than to expect the old steel and asphalt to last forever.
He kept
hearing the echoes of old men tumbling to their death. Jonah wanted to
close
his eyes but he couldn’t.

If the girl can cross, so
can I, he thought.

The wind over the gorge ripped at
Jonah’s rucksack and
howled in his ears. He glanced to the right and saw the warrior’s pale
face.
They passed a spot where the road narrowed to the width of a cart, the
sides of
the road fallen away into the river. Jonah felt his stomach turn and a
headache
blossom behind his forehead. He wanted to stop and he wanted to run at
the same
time; yet he felt powerless to do either. He had to keep stride, keep
walking
to the other side. Jonah saw Sasha and his children in his mind and
banished
their faces. He was chief, and he would have to lead the clan across.
He could
not be selfish and worry about his own family.

The scraping sound to his left
interrupted Jonah’s thoughts.
The warrior was there one moment, and then he was gone. The man had
stepped on
a hunk of rotten concrete, fallen through the road, and was now
plummeting to
his death in the river below. Jonah held his breath and closed his
eyes,
astonished that the man died silently. He felt the warrior to his right
grab
his arm.

“Steady, Jonah.”

Jonah stood, frozen in the middle of
the bridge. The road
crumbled on each side, leaving a strip in the center barely wide enough
for a
cart. With the bridge railing now suspended over thin air, the passing
would
need to be navigated like a child crossing a creek on a fallen tree.
The
caravan would have to come through, each person and cart coming single
file.
Jonah spun to face the caravan, a lone man in the middle of the bridge.
Sasha
and the others had gathered at the edge of the bridge. At the other
side, Seren
stood with her bow, waving them forward. Jonah blinked and it felt as
though
the bridge shifted beneath him. Blackness crept in from the edges of
his vision
and he swayed. He could see Sasha screaming at him but he heard nothing
but the
sound of his own heartbeat in his ears. Jonah tried to step toward his
wife but
his legs would not move. He tried to turn and run to Seren, and safety
on the
other side of the gorge, but his body would not turn. Jonah gulped air,
never
pulling enough into his lungs to satisfy his needs. He looked up and
thought
the birds looked closer.

The vultures are coming for
me, he thought.

Jonah saw a man push through the
crowd at the edge of the
bridge, immediately recognizing the long coat and dark eyes of Gaston.
The man
jogged forward, his mouth open and yelling something Jonah could not
hear. He
ran, seemingly oblivious to the brittle roadway and the fatal waters
hundreds
of feet below.

That was when Jonah felt his left
foot slide off the edge of
the roadway and kick out over nothing but air. He tilted to one side
and
flailed his arms, fingers extended toward the edge of the roadway.
Jonah’s knee
smacked the steel girder beneath the asphalt, now exposed like a
decaying bone.
He swung his right hand up and latched on to a rusted bolt sticking out
of the
side of the steel girder. He looked down at the tops of his boots,
floating
high above the rapids of the New River.

Jonah swung his other arm up to grip
the bolt. His ears
popped and the sounds of shouting and surging water filled his head.

“Hang on!”

He bit his lip and tasted the salty
blood in his mouth.
Jonah looked over his shoulder at the mountains, doing his best not to
stare
down into the gorge eight hundred feet below.

“Don’t let go.”

Jonah looked up and over his knuckles
at the crystal blue
sky above. He heard the voice and then saw a hand grasp his wrist. A
split
second later a man appeared.

“Gaston,” Jonah said.

“I’m going to pull you up. You’ll
have to let go.”

Jonah tried to swallow, but it felt
as though he had a ball
of cotton in his throat. A bead of sweat ran down his forehead and
dripped off
his nose. “I can’t.”

“You must. I can’t pull you up if you
don’t let go.”

Seren’s face appeared behind
Gaston’s. “Let go,” she said.

Jonah looked down and kicked his
legs, as if scrambling for
purchase on an invisible staircase.

“We’re holding Gaston. Trust us.” The
words came from a
warrior appearing on Gaston’s left. Jonah closed his eyes and felt the
muscles
in his forearms twitching. His fingers burned, and the harder he
squeezed the
bolt, the slicker it felt in his grasp.

“I swear on my life that I will not
let you fall. Look at
me, Jonah. I swear it.”

Jonah looked up and a sharp pain shot
across his shoulders
and stung his neck. He swung his body forward, rocking back and forth
in the
air.

“I, I…”

Seren smiled at Jonah as he
stammered. “We need you to get
the carts across. We need you to lead us to Eliz. Then you can die.”

Jonah laughed and the fingers on his
right hand slipped. He cried
out, feeling his grip loosening. “Okay,” he said. “Don’t let me fall.”

Jonah closed his eyes and opened both
hands. He felt gravity
tug at his body, yanking it closer to the gorge below, but the tendons
in his
arms tightened as Gaston’s hands bit into his wrists. Jonah opened his
eyes and
saw Gaston grimacing, his fingers white.

“Pull,” Gaston said.

Gaston’s face retreated and Jonah
felt the pull. His head
came up over the surface of the bridge and he saw four others behind
Gaston,
each with a hold of the man. The edge of the asphalt scraped his neck
and then
his chest, but Jonah’s adrenaline masked the pain. With two more tugs,
his
entire body slid over the edge. Gaston let go and Jonah rolled over on
to his
back.

“Get away from the edge.”

Jonah nodded and crawled to the
middle, where Seren and the
others sat. Sasha and the children stood in a cluster at the bridge’s
edge,
with Logan and Roke on either side. Jonah began to laugh. “Eh. It’s
only water.
I would have been fine.”

Gaston smiled, and Seren put a hand
on Jonah’s shoulder. “I’ll
go back over and scout for raiders.”

She leapt up and turned to head back
over the bridge.

“Not alone,” Jonah said and nodded at
two of the warriors
that had helped him. They nodded back and followed Seren, keeping to
the center
of the bridge. The other warriors retreated back to the caravan,
shouting
orders on how to get across the narrow width.

“Thank you,” Jonah said.

“For what? I need you, if I’m to get
to where I’m going.”

“And where is that, stranger? Your
White Citadel? Why won’t
you be satisfied with Eliz?”

“This is not the time or place. The
caravan is waiting. But
let’s you and I share a fire and a drink later tonight, and we can
discuss it.
Maybe you’ll be more inclined to listen to me, this time?”

Jonah smiled. He stood up and Gaston
did the same. Jonah
clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder.

“You saved my life,” he said.

Gaston’s eyes tightened and he
returned the smile before
replying. “And you’ll save mine, one day, I believe.”




 


Chapter 48

 

Cortesse stood on the bridge
at the junction of Road Sixty-Four
and Old Harper’s Road and stared across the valley below. It had been a
few
years since he had travelled this far north, maybe even a decade, and
he wished
to be there no longer than he had to be. The lands around Wytheville,
and the
relative safety of the walled town, were where he was comfortable, and
he never
looked forward to the journey to Eliz or the time spent there. Too many
others,
that was his view. And where too many clans came together, even to
trade or
tell each other news, trouble would soon follow.

And it was possible that trouble had
brought him here.

The council of five, the heads of the
clans that ruled the
Wytheville valley and hills, had called upon him just a few days before
and
shown him the note that had arrived from their eyes in The Elk Clan’s
village,
and he had stood reading those few words over and over, wondering what
would
come of this sudden change. And what had happened anyway?

 

Judas and Nera fallen

Jonah Judas son now rules
the Elk

We leave two weeks early for
Eliz

L

 

Such a short message, with such
terrible possibilities,
worried Cortesse. Had a coup taken place or had illness surged through
the Elk?
For the largest clan outside of the Wytheville five to change hands,
even if it
was away from the brutal Judas, was a dangerous thing. Change was
always
dangerous.

And the questions the council had
worried over for a day
before sending him, their emissary, rolled over in his mind. What
if Jonah
does not wish to remain allied to Wytheville? Did he murder his own
father and
his father’s right hand? Had he fallen into company with the Cygoa of
the
North? Will he bring war to the south? All were possible,
Cortesse knew,
and now, as he watched over the valley and up the long blacktop road
that led
into the forested hills, he saw the first dots on the horizon,
appearing like a
trickle of ants along the dark scar that the road cut through the
drying forest
wilderness. 

They were coming, The Elk. They were
here.

Cortesse looked to the two men
nearby, both armored in metal
plate and bearing halberds fashioned from old metal poles and cut up
sheet
metal from ancient carts. These warriors were formidable indeed, and
they
looked imposing. He was glad they were there to protect him, but
against the
force of the Elk?  The clan, at last count and from what he
could
remember, numbered nearly a hundred warriors strong, much larger than
any
individual clan in the Wytheville area, and certainly stronger than any
single
one of the allied clans. What good were two warriors going to be if the
new
leader, the young Jonah, was of a mind to kill?

He waited there, still. He had little
choice.

An hour passed and the dots became
the visible forms of the clan
as they made their way down the road toward him, and soon he saw the
group at
the front, the head of the caravan, a full dozen warriors with their
new leader
at the fore. Such was the strength of the Elk that they could afford so
many at
the front of the caravan. They had enough warriors to still guard the
entire
long stream of carts?

The warriors at the front of the
procession broke off a few
hundred yards from the bridge, splitting into three groups, four
remaining with
the caravan and four each heading up the slopes to either side of the
bridge.
Jonah, or who Cortesse presumed was Jonah, went left, and approached
them
across the bridge.

And he felt his heart thumping in his
chest as the men
approached, and in the corner of his vision he saw many other warriors
rushing
to the front of the caravan, weapons ready.

You will either die now, or
you won’t, Cortesse
thought and tried to calm himself as the new leader of the Elk
approached.

* * *

Jonah stepped slowly but boldly
across the wide expanse of
bridge toward the three men now facing him. One man, the man in the
center, was
shorter than the other two but was still armed. The other two, he could
see,
were warriors, heavily armored, and used to battle. One glance at the
metal
plating they wore, most of it scavenged from street signs and car body
paneling,
told him that even his axe may not pierce their shells.

As he approached, the man in the
center held both hands in
front of him, a call for parlay as Jonah knew it, and Jonah was
somewhat
relieved. He had wondered at the stupidity of the idea of just three
men
standing on a bridge with the intent of attacking the clan, but now he
saw that
they were here to meet them.

“My name is Cortesse,” said the man.
Then he coughed,
clearing his throat, and Jonah thought he sensed nervousness, maybe
even fear
in his tone. “I am an emissary of Wytheville and of The Five Clans. Am
I
speaking to Jonah, Chief of the Elk?”

Jonah stopped, frowning. How did the
man know that he was
leader? No word could surely have passed ahead of them at such a speed?
If he
was indeed from Wytheville, that was at least two,
maybe as many as four days to the south.

“I am Jonah, Chief of the Elk Clan,”
he said.

The Emissary nodded, “I am here to
bid you welcome to your
new leadership and, on behalf of The Five Clans, offer you welcome to
the alliance. May
I ask your intentions?”

Jonah stood silently, staring at the
three men for a moment, suspicion whirling around his head. Someone
must have
sent word; maybe even someone from his own clan. But who? Had
Gaston some means to send messages? Because Jonah could
think of no one in the clan who would act as an informant, but then did
he
really know everyone in the clan so well that he could claim such?

“What do you mean, my intentions?”

The emissary nodded again and the two
warriors with him
shifted uncomfortably. “The council of five wishes to know if you will
remain
allied to them, considering your...change of
leadership. They wish to meet with you and discuss this,
if you will.”

“I see,” said Jonah.

“They are...concerned that now your
father and Nera have
passed on, and you are now chief, that you will chose a different
alliance.
They wish to avoid this,” said Cortesse.

Jonah thought about the words that
Rav had spoken before
they left the summit. They will pay well if you push them,
but not too far.

I have to appear to be as
dangerous as my father was, Jonah
thought.

Jonah grinned at the man. It was
uncomfortable to do so, and
he was unused to making people feel uneasy, but he saw the reaction
instantly. The
emissary turned pale, and Jonah could tell that if it weren't for the
two men standing on either
side of him, he would have turned and bolted.

“You can tell them I will come to
Wytheville, and I will
meet with them,” he said.

The Emissary bowed his head in
thanks, still looking nervous
but not quite ready to run anymore. “This...is good news,” he said.

“But I make no promises. Go back and
tell them I’ll meet
with them, and we can discuss the terms for my clan to remain their
ally,”
Jonah said.

The Emissary nodded once more, then
turned and left, heading
across to the other side of the bridge and down the slope.

And so it begins,
thought Jonah. He sighed, and
wished for the days when he was younger. When things were so much more
simple.




 


Chapter 49

 

Jonah felt Sasha’s toes on
his calf at the same time her
hands caressed his stomach, moving down. He smiled, half asleep and yet
fully
aroused. She slid a leg over and straddled him, lowering herself onto
him.

“Careful, now,” he said, but
allowing her to do so.

“Tonight is safe,” Sasha said. “I
bleed tomorrow.”

Jonah sighed as his wife rocked back
and forth. She bit her
lip as she moaned, trying to keep the sounds of their passion from the
ears of
the other tents nearby. Jonah closed his eyes, grabbed his wife’s hips
and
pushed up in rhythm with her. Her hair danced about his face and he
moved his
hands up to her breasts.

“Don’t stop,” she said, breathing the
words like a
whispering wind. 

He felt the warm pressure and
imminent release. Jonah
reached back to her hips and held them still as he pushed upward. Sasha
felt
him surge and she leaned forward, kissing her husband on the lips with
him
still inside of her.

“It is not as easy to hide from Keana
and Gideon on the
road.”

Sasha giggled and rolled off of
Jonah. “They are coming of
age. They are learning the ways of the world, of men and women,” she
said.

Jonah laughed and pulled Sasha’s head
to his chest. He
sighed as his heartbeat slowed back to normal. “We’ll arrive at Camp
Creek
tomorrow.”

Sasha used her finger to draw circles
on Jonah’s chest. “The
Bluestone, the Clan of the Valley, the Harpeth. They’re all friends of
ours. Of
your father’s. These clans all come from the forest, like us,” she said.

Jonah nodded, although he realized
Sasha couldn’t see him do
so. “Yes. They will most likely accept us as they always have. That is
not my concern.”

She waited, knowing her husband
better than she knew
herself.

“I feel trapped,” Jonah said. “We’re
on The Walk. We’ve lost
people. Good people. We can’t go back, and yet I don’t
want to keep going. I wish we could find a quiet place and…”

“It is your clan now, Jonah. You can
no longer make solitary
decisions.”

“I didn’t ask for it,” he said. “I
didn’t want my father to
die and leave me this responsibility. I’m not ready.”

“It doesn’t matter what you asked
for. All that matters is
what you’ve got. And right now, the clan is counting on you. We live or
die
based on your decisions. You’re right, you can’t go back. At least not
until
the spring, and even then it’s questionable.”

Jonah thought of the bridge over the
New River. In his mind,
he heard the cries of the clan and he could see the warrior falling to
his
death.

“The bridge will hold when we return.
We’ll need to stick to
the middle where the concrete has not rotted.”

Sasha sighed, and Jonah knew that
wasn’t what she meant.

“I’ve had that thought, too, Sasha.
When we left, I felt as
though I would never see our home again.”

She lifted her head, and even in the
night, Jonah could see the sparkle in his wife’s
eyes. “The world changed long ago. We take our home with us, wherever
we go.”

He smiled and ran a hand up her
thigh. Sasha nibbled on his
ear lobe as she straddled him again.

* * *

The low clouds held the sun captive,
permitting a gray,
muted light to break the day. Most of the carts remained packed from
the night
before, many families deciding not to set up a full camp for a single
night on
the road with the promise of arrival at Camp Creek the next day. Jonah
checked
the straps on his cart, while Sasha helped the children
signal their departure to the clan. He looked at the horizon and the
rusted
sign on the side of the road. The original words had long since faded
away and
two new words had been painted over the rust.

Camp Creek.

An arrow beneath the words pointed
up,
as if the direction of the settlement was in question.

If one was coming south on
the road, Camp Creek could
only be in one direction.

Jonah saw Gaston, Logan, Seren and
Roke all huddled near a
cart. Gaston’s mouth moved but he was too far away for Jonah to hear
what the
man said. But he was able to see that Logan, Seren and Roke remained
silent,
their eyes focused on Gaston.

What are you up to, stranger?

Sasha asked Jonah to check one of the
cart’s wheels, and when he was done, Gaston was standing in the middle
of
the road.

“Are we ready, chief?”

“Yes,” Jonah said. “We should arrive
at Camp Creek by
midday.”

Gaston smiled and it caused a pit to
form in Jonah’s
stomach. “Very well. I hear the Valley people and the Harpeth Clan are
quite
the generous traders.”

Jonah looked at Gaston, the man
without a cart or rucksack. “They
are. We trade with them each season. Well, my father orchestrated the
bartering…”

“Bartering?”
Gaston asked. “Is that what Judas called
it?”

Jonah turned his head sideways and
took a step toward
Gaston. “Say what you mean.”

“Your father’s reputation is well
known amongst the clans.
I’m sure his strength factored into the trade negotiations.”

Jonah thought about what Gaston said,
realizing how much of
his father’s leadership style he took for granted. To Jonah, Judas was
his
father. To other clans, he was an iron-fisted ruler.

“I am not my father.”

“They will not care,” said Gaston.
“You are his heir, and they will treat you as him until you decide
otherwise.”

“What were you saying to Logan, Seren
and Roke?”

Gaston huffed and looked into the
gray sky. “Huh?”

“A few minutes ago. Tell me of the
conversation.”

Gaston took a step toward Jonah, and
now the men stood nose to nose in the middle of the road. “I saved your
life,”
Gaston said.

“Aye. You speak the truth. But that’s
got nothing to do with
now. I want to know what you’re spreading through my clan.”

“I do speak the
truth,” said Gaston. “And I’m simply
sharing that with others.”

Gaston took a step backward and bowed
at the waist. “Lead us
to Camp Creek, my chief. It is your path we follow.”

Jonah turned and gave the signal to
the clan. The men passed
the signal down the caravan and soon they were all in motion. Jonah
felt the
pit in his stomach swell as he walked past Gaston, the man grinning at
him
through his tangled, greasy hair.
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“We welcome the Elk with open
arms.”

The two men bowed before Jonah, and
he shifted his weight
from one foot to the other, his eyes darting back and forth between
Logan and
Sasha. His wife smiled but the old man stood with the same look on his
face, as
if he had just stepped in a pile of manure. Jonah halted the caravan at
the
entrance to Camp Creek. Although the sun had passed the apex,
and was descending in the afternoon sky, they had arrived with plenty
of time
for the clan to unstrap the carts and pitch tents.

The man to Jonah’s left stood and
spoke again. “We just
heard about Judas. Sorry to hear of your father. He was a great man.”
He
extended a hand to Jonah. “I am Solomon, Chief of the Clan
of the Valley.”

Jonah nodded. His eyes moved up from
Solomon’s black boots
to a knitted poncho. The man’s bulbous head stuck out of the neck hole,
his
face buried beneath a wispy gray mane of hair and wiry beard. Solomon
wore a
pair of spectacles that distorted his brilliant blue eyes into marble
orbs. The
man’s cracked, raspy voice made him sound like a chief, a rugged leader.

“Thank you,” Jonah said.

The other man waited for Jonah to
look at him before he
extended his hand. “Condolences.”

“Thank you…”

“Gunney. Chief of the Harpeth Clan.”

Gunney’s beard looked painted on,
compared to Solomon’s. The man kept it trimmed and tight upon his face.
He wore
a studded cowboy hat and was easily ten years younger than the leader
of the Clan
of the Valley. Jonah felt too young to be chief of the Elk Clan, but
seeing
Gunney made him feel better about it.

“Jonah. Son of Judas, and Chief of
the Elk Clan. My people
are tired and have come with items to trade.”

Solomon nodded at the customary
greeting and signaled back
to the people hiding amongst the huts at Camp Creek, giving them the
“all
clear” signal. Women and children came forth with blankets, beads and
hunks of
metal, scavenged from the old highways,
while the men remained clustered in tight groups, clutching their
knives and
swords.

“Of course. Send them along,” said
Gunney, waving at the
gathered warriors. “Oh, don’t mind them,” he said, seeing Jonah’s
cautious
expression. “They were just worried how this meeting would go,
considering your
father’s passing and all.”

Jonah turned, and before he could
signal the caravan, Gaston was upon the dirt road into Camp Creek,
shaking
hands and grinning from ear to ear. Logan shook his head and shuffled
past
Jonah, heading to the shed where the old timers cooked the shine.

“Rav let us through at the pass. And
I’ve spoken with an
emissary.”

Solomon and Gunney nodded while Jonah
looked around.

“The Bluestone Chief. Telan?”

“Tikal. His name is Tikal,” said
Solomon. “He’s on a hunt.
Let’s help you unpack your carts now. There’ll be time to meet him
later.”

Jonah smiled and nodded at Sasha. She
followed some of the
other women into Camp Creek. Jonah cut the ties on his cart while
Solomon and
Gunney stood nearby.

“Your father, we—”

“I’m not my father,” Jonah said. “You
are free of whatever
bondage he had you under. I am not interested in a tithe or tribute. I
need to
get my clan to Eliz. We have already lost men along the way,
and I fear time is against us.”

“Why?” asked Gunney.

“Wolves. Bandits. And the crossing of
the New River Gorge
could fall at any moment. But, as for your concerns, I
have no intention of breaking old bonds and creating new wounds,” said
Jonah.

Solomon and Gunney nodded, but
neither spoke.

“Tikal,” said Solomon, his voice low
and muffled beneath his
beard. “He does not trust the other forest clans.”

“Are we not all
forest clans?” Jonah asked.

“We see your numbers are down.
Probably were even before the
tragedy over the New River Gorge. Ours are down as well. Seems as
though the Blight
is on the move, and the women don’t bear the way they
used to.”

“Things are winding down,” Gunney
added. “Scarcity creates
fear in men.”

“Are you saying Tikal fears me?”
Jonah asked.

“We’re saying that of all the
scarcity present in the lands,
fear is plentiful. Tis but a warning to you, Jonah. Nothing more.”

Jonah saw Gunney’s missing teeth,
and even the billowing poncho couldn’t hide the holes in Solomon’s
clothing.

We must get to Eliz. There
is no chance for us anywhere
else.

“Appreciate the words, gentlemen.
Now,
I’ll need to get my tent up before the wife returns or I’ll be hearing
about
it.”

Solomon and Gunney laughed until they
heard the shouts
coming from the center of Camp Creek.

“The chief of the Elk Clan. Bring him
to me.”

“It’s Tikal,” Gunney whispered to
Jonah. “Remember what we
said about fear.”

Jonah couldn’t forget it. He saw
panic painted on Solomon
and Gunney’s faces.

“I’m here,” Jonah said. “Jonah, son
of Judas and Chief of the
Elk Clan.”

Camp
Creek fell silent as Tikal
stepped toward Jonah. “Bout time, mate. We’s got some
talking to do.”
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Tikal was a large man, bigger
than Judas had been, but he
wasn’t much taller than Jonah. The man’s size was in his width. He had
a huge
barrel chest and arms like tree trunks. His beard was neatly plaited
into three
different braids, and his hair, dark brown with streaks
of grey, was tied back in a ponytail that hung halfway down his back.

He thudded across the clearing, not
slowing down, with several
of his own clansmen behind him, until he reached the other three clan
chiefs.

“It’s true then,” he said, though
Jonah thought the words
were almost spat at him. “Judas and Nera dead?”

Jonah nodded. “Yes, it’s true. Judas
took ill and Nera followed.
Though we’re not sure why he died, we suspect he took it upon himself.”

“Foul play is what I’m guessing,”
said Tikal, his face
almost glowing red. “Did you do it? Top them off so you could take
over?” He
took a step forward, glaring at Jonah.

“Now, Tikal, you should—” Solomon
began,
but the other chief didn’t step forward, instead he stopped speaking,
cut off
as Tikal’s gaze turned upon him.

“I was third!” shouted Tikal. “I was
third warrior. The
right was mine!” He turned back to Jonah.

“You should watch your words,” Jonah
said, surprising even
himself. He had never been confronted this way before,
and he felt an anger rising in his belly that he had never experienced.

“Or what?” Tikal snapped. “What will
you do, whelp? Fight
me? Kill me like you killed them? Or did ya poison ’em? Poison my
friends?”

“I did nothing of the sort!” Jonah
shouted, his nostrils
flaring. His instinct urged him to strike out, to hit the man in front
of him,
but he tried to calm himself. “My father died of illness, and of Nera’s
death I
do not know.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” Tikal
said. “And now I will
take what’s mine if it isn’t given.”

Solomon, Chief of the Clan of the
Valley’s eyes went wide,
and Gunney, the chief of the Harpeth, stepped forward, then stopped.

“Tikal,” Gunney snapped. “You go too
far, think of your fam—”

Tikal roared, cutting him off
mid-speech. “I challenge you,
Jonah of the Elk. I, Tikal of the Bluestone, challenge you this day.”

All around people fell silent.

“One hour from now. I challenge you
to face me. The winner
shall lead the Elk. T’was my right as third warrior, and now it shall
be my
right again.”

Jonah was stunned. An argument was
one thing, but a direct
challenge? What did this mean? He would have to fight the man, is what
it
meant. Was it to the death?

* * *

An hour later, as the sun was slowly
setting, the two men
faced each other, twenty feet apart, on the dirt ground where the
argument had
first taken place. Jonah’s mind swam. He had rarely fought other men,
and he
knew the reputation of the Bluestone chief. The last hour had been
chaos, Sasha
almost hysterical with fright, his own people hurrying to park their
carts and
prepare to watch their new leader fight for the leadership of their
clan when
he was barely a few weeks in charge.

Jonah watched the man opposite him
and breathed deeply,
trying to remember the things his father, Judas, had taught him.

He remembered standing in the field
behind the chief’s hut,
where the ground was bare and hard, and he remembered hitting the
ground time
after time as he tried to strike his father with a
stick, and of the pain that came when the stick in his father’s hand
struck
him.

Speed before strength.

Those were the words Judas had spoken
over and over,
punishing him each time he failed to strike, with a
whack on the back from the stick as Jonah tumbled into the dirt.

Look for the weakness before
the fight even begins.

But the huge man in front Jonah now
was a mound of muscle,
and the axe he carried was half again the size of Jonah’s axe—his
father’s axe. The blade of the axe that Tikal carried was thick and
heavy.

If that thing hits you once
it will all be over.

Speed before strength. Find
the weakness.

And what else had Judas tried to tell
him? Jonah’s mind scrambled to recall the lessons that Judas had
drilled into him years ago, when he was but a boy. Over and over, one
sharp
smack of the stick after the next. 

Move fast, strike, and move
away.

And it didn’t work no matter
how many times you tried it,
he remembered. Judas was always moving away. You
always missed him
and landed on your ass.

Except for once. It had
worked once, hadn’t it? You
struck Judas once, and that was
the last time he gave you lessons, the
last time he hit you with that stick. You managed to follow all of the
things he
was saying, chanting them over and over, and you ran forward, and Judas
moved
aside, and so did you, as his
stick came
down, and you hit him...

Tikal roared and hefted his axe.
Around them, cries came from some of the bystanders, the spectators.
Jonah could feel the tension, wound so tightly he
thought his own neck would snap. He knew that Sasha would be watching,
her eyes
wide with terror at the thought of watching her husband die. And his
own
children were watching too. They had to; there was no other way.

Tikal lifted the axe to his shoulders
and started forward,
trudging across the dirt, bellowing so loudly and furiously that most
men
facing him would have pissed their pants and fled, but
Jonah wasn’t even there in the glade. He was miles away, at the back of
the
chief’s hut in their village, with Judas bearing over him, the stick
swinging
to hit.

And he had moved quickly, first
thinking just to avoid the
stick, but then seeing the opening as it appeared. He was past Judas,
hearing
the whip of the stick as it snapped at the air where he had just been.
And
Judas was spinning, his eyes just a second behind his hand and the
stick that
would still strike him if he did not move.

There, in the memories of his past,
he relived it once more, that one time he had beaten
his father. Jonah was spinning on his heels, turning in toward his
father, rather than running away, his own stick swinging through
the air and striking Judas...

...in the back.

Jonah’s focus snapped back to the
present,
and he watched, stunned, as
Tikal fell forward. The man was past him by half a dozen feet and Jonah
realized
that it was he that was moving, not Tikal. He
stopped and watched, just as
surprised as the three hundred spectators, as the massive bulk of the
Bluestone
chief stumbled forward, wavered, and then fell to the ground with a
loud thump.

Jonah’s own axe stuck out from
between Tikal’s shoulder
blades, buried so deep that hardly any of the axe head could be seen.

Jonah breathed deeply, calming the
beating of his heart, and
walked over to Tikal. He reached down and pulled the
axe from the man’s back with an audible crack. Tikal shuddered, and
then struggled,
pushing himself over, trying to look up at Jonah. Finally, he rolled
and looked
up at him, his eyes wide with surprise as blood flooded from his mouth.

Then Jonah saw the man reaching for
his axe, lying a few
feet away, and for a moment he was startled to think that Tikal may
still try
to fight him. But Tikal burbled a few words in between gouts of blood.
“My
axe...please.”

Of course, thought
Jonah. To die with your weapon in
your hand was the highest of honors. Jonah walked over to the axe,
picked it
up, and then walked back to place it in Tikal’s hands. The dying man
grasped it
tightly and sighed heavily. 

“Oh, my son, my wife, I’m sorry for
what you now face,” the
dying man muttered. Then the angry glimmer in Tikal’s eyes went out and
the
last breath left his body.
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“You know the tradition?”
Solomon asked as he stood over Jonah.
Jonah was now seated under a tree a hundred
yards from the body of the Bluestone chief. The body remained where it
had
fallen, and where it would stay until Jonah decided what to do with it.
Such
was the way.

“What tradition?” asked Jonah.

“Well. The Bluestone...” said
Solomon. “Their fate, now.”

Jonah frowned and took another deep
breath. Ten minutes
after the fight and his heart was still not calm. He had finally been
left
alone by Sasha, who had clung to him with tears of joy streaming down
her face.
It had taken two of his warriors to guide her away and leave him be.

Gunney approached them, walking
across the glade. Jonah
noticed that most of the Bluestone clan were now grouped on the dirt
where the
battle had taken place, and he hadn’t realized how many of them there
were.
Thirty, maybe; eight men that he could count, a dozen women, and the
rest
children.

“It is traditional for the clan to be
put down after such a
slight by their leader,” said Solomon. “The children also, or enslaved.”

Jonah all but reeled from the shock
of the man’s words, and
Solomon flinched. “That is what he meant, then,” he said.

“What?” asked Gunney.

“As he died,” continued Jonah. “He
was saying sorry to his
wife and son for what they now faced.”

“Tis the way,” said Solomon. “That is
why they wait over
there.”

“What do you mean, they wait?” asked
Jonah.

“They await your verdict,” Gunney
said as he arrived. “I’ve
just asked Tikal’s oldest boy, Declan, if they will flee and become an
unnamed
clan, and he says they won’t. He asks that you spare the women and
children.”

“He’s barely a boy himself,” said
Jonah. Then he looked up. “Whose way is it that demands this?” he asked.

“Your father’s way, and those of the
other clans,” said
Gunney. “It is always the way when a leader challenges another. The
leadership
and fate of both clans lie with
the winner, and the losing clan is traditionally
disbanded, usually slaughtered.”

“Which one is Declan?” Jonah asked,
looking up and down the
line before realizing that none of the gathered clan were armed, and
that two
warriors from Solomon’s clan guarded a pile of weapons nearby.

Gunney turned and nodded toward the
gathered people. “The young
one at the front. Maybe fifteen summers old. He is the eldest. The one
with the
long brown locks tied back.”

Jonah searched and found the shocked
looking figure at the
front of the group.

He’s barely a man, still a
boy, he thought, and then
thought of his own son, and of the other young people in his Clan.
Seren, Roke
and others. But the Bluestone were gaunt and thin, and
it occurred to Jonah that the only one in the entire Bluestone clan
that had
been well built, and well fed, was now lying dead on the dirt.

“My verdict?”

“Yes,” said Solomon. “You, as victor,
and as the target of
the insult of honor by their chief, now have the right to judge their
fate. The tradition is for you to kill the
chief’s eldest before the rest are slaughtered or enslaved.”

Jonah struggled to his feet and
looked once more at Declan.
The boy was standing motionless and expressionless. He’s
awaiting his death,
thought Jonah. Standing there,
just waiting for me to kill him. Because they can’t run. Where would
they go? Only
to die in the
wilderness without their weapons. They are shamed by Tikal, it seems.
So they
wouldn’t be able to show their faces at Eliz.

Jonah picked up his axe.

Let’s get this over with,
he thought.

* * *

Seren watched as Jonah crossed the
clearing. She’d been
watching the Bluestone people, stripped of their
weapons after the fight. And she'd watched as they stood there, some of
them
tearful and frightened.

And she had heard the conversation
between the chiefs.

This can’t happen,
she thought. He can’t just kill
them. It’s wrong.

But Jonah paced across the open
ground, axe in hand, toward
the eldest son of Tikal, who now stepped forward and looked up,
expressionless
still. But she could see the fear behind those eyes,
and she could see his hands trembling.

* * *

Jonah stopped in front of the boy and
felt a presence behind
him. The two other chiefs, Solomon and Gunney, had followed him, and
they would now follow his lead to deal with the issue of the
Bluestone.

“Your name is Declan?” asked Jonah.

The boy nodded. “Yes.”

“And you are son of Tikal?” asked
Jonah.

“I am,” said the boy.

“And you take responsibility for your
clan now?”

The boy’s face turned even more pale,
and he swallowed, but
he didn’t falter. “Yes,” Declan said.

So brave, thought
Jonah, and such a waste if he
should die for his father’s stupidity.

“Tradition says I’m to kill you,
Declan,” Jonah said. “For the insult your father placed upon me.”

“Yes,” said Declan, though Jonah
thought the words barely
came. The boy’s lips were trembling now, and Jonah
thought that he would not be able to keep calm for much longer.

And tradition says I have to
kill this boy, thought
Jonah. Just a boy, and I must slaughter him. But
whose tradition? More
of my father’s ways? Judas would already have killed the boy.

But I am chief now.

“A stupid tradition, don’t you
think?” Jonah asked.

Declan didn’t answer, and he looked
confused.

“What a waste of a young life, if I
kill you. But if I were to offer you, and every member
of the Bluestone, a place in my clan, the Elk, would
you follow me?” asked Jonah. “Would you be Elk? The Bluestone would be
no more,
and you would be of my kin. Could you forget any anger that you may
have and be
our brothers? You are not your father.”

The change in the boy’s expression
was instant; from
complete despair to a shivering mask of hope. Jonah thought that if he
waited a
moment longer the boy could collapse and beg him to let it be so, but
he would
not let Declan appear weak when the boy had stayed so strong until this
moment.

“Will you swear to follow me, and
stand by my side, and not
blame me for the death of your father?”

Declan stepped forward, almost
stumbling, and placed both
hands over his chest, a sign of agreement. “I would follow you without
a
doubt,” the boy said, though his voice wavered, trembled.

“I did not wish your father dead when
I came here,” said
Jonah, and now he turned to look at the others. “I did not want any of
this. If
we, the north forest clans, cannot stand with each
other, how will we fare when we deal with The Five Clans in Wytheville?
Or the hundreds of clans that will be at Eliz?”

No one answered.

“My verdict is that every member of
the Bluestone clan is
welcome to join the Elk, and not as slaves, but as my people. Those who
do not
wish to will be allowed to go their own way with no harm to them.”

Then he turned to Declan.

“Do you agree to become Elk, Declan
of the Bluestone?”

Declan slammed his fist to his chest
once more. “I, Declan, once of the Bluestone, who are now gone forever,
am
now of the Elk if you will have me.”

“I will, and all your kin,” said
Jonah.




 


Chapter 53

 

Sasha kneeled at
the edge of the river and stared into the water. Deep below the surface
she saw
movement, but what kind she wasn’t sure. There were no fish in this
river, that
much she already knew, but something lived in it.

“We’ll hear them regardless,” said
Gideon. The boy was
standing on one of the rocks twenty feet away. “When they kill them.”

Sasha said nothing.

“Quiet,” said Keana. “You should know
when to speak and when
not to.”

“I do know when, and I was just
saying,” said Gideon.
“Whether we are down here or up there, we’re not far enough away. You
don’t
want to watch them be killed, but you’ll still hear them.” 

Sasha was still silent, going back to
the movement in the
water. As she watched, trying to ignore the approaching time when, as
Gideon
had rightly pointed out, she would hear the cries of the Bluestone Clan
as they
were slaughtered. Why was it taking so long? It should all be over by
now.

By my husband, she
thought. And how will he deal
with having to kill an entire clan? Women, children. They would all
die. Stupid
traditions.

Then Sasha frowned, seeing that the
movement in the water
had stopped. Whatever it was had chosen to hide in the depths.

“And that cloud over there is getting
darker,” said Gideon.

Sasha stood, relieved that her son
had changed the subject.
She looked up to the sky, toward the dark front on the horizon, and
felt her
heart jump just as the first of the telltale light breezes washed over
the
three of them.

Footsteps on the rocks tore them from
the storm in the
distance, and the three spun around quickly to face whoever approached.

Seren dropped deftly down into the
hollow, landing in the
thick sand with her bow, as always, in hand. She’d tied her hair back
for once,
and Sasha smiled. Whenever there was a funeral in the clan, it was
traditional
to tie one’s hair back. Let the dust from the fire wash into
the sky and not
be trapped, was that the saying? Or it was something else like that? She
was sure it was much more poetic, but the words were lost to her. 

How old was Seren now? Fifteen?
Younger than her own
daughter by nearly a year, but still closer to being a woman than Keana
was, both
in mind and in body, even though Keana would become of
age this summer.

“It’s over,” Seren said.

Sasha frowned. “What?”

Seren gulped air. She’d run the
quarter mile down the hill
to them, that much was obvious to Sasha. The girl didn’t answer for a
moment,
but bent over, trying to regain her breath.

“Jonah took them in,” Seren said
finally, but she’d hurried
down the hill with the news in such a rush that she had winded herself.
  

“What do you mean, he took them in?”
asked Gideon. The boy was excited now, his voice rising, demanding to
know, but
Sasha raised her hand to silence him

“Sit down, child,” said Sasha.

Keana stood at her mother’s shoulder,
eyes wide. “What
happened, Seren?”

“Both of you give her space,” Sasha
snapped. “Let her get
her breath back. Gideon, get her some water.”

After Seren had drained half the skin
of water that Gideon
handed her, she looked up at Sasha. “We all waited for the command to
kill them—or
should I say all the warriors did. I watched from near your tent, I
couldn’t,
you know... If they were going
to.”

Sasha nodded.

“But Jonah looked angry after Solomon
spoke to him,” Seren
continued. “And he stomped over to the son of the Bluestone chief. I
thought
that was it, he was angry and they were going to do it, but he spoke to
the
son, and I heard him say he didn’t want to fight and kill the Bluestone
chief, and he asked the boy if the understood that. The boy was
scared—terrified, I think—but he still nodded.”

Seren looked up at the sky, toward
the storm. “Well, all the
warriors were ready, they had their weapons with them, and the
Bluestone were
just waiting for it. It was horrible, but then Jonah says that the
Bluestone
can be Elk. They need not die and they can join us, if they promise to
not to
hold it against him for killing Tikal, or something like that. I can’t
remember
the exact words.”

“Can he do that?” Gideon asked,
turning to Sasha, but Sasha
was smiling, standing near the water’s edge with one hand on her hip
and the
other rubbing her forehead. “I thought they had to die?” continued her
son.

“Your father is chief of the Elk,”
Sasha said, still smiling
at the sheer cheek of her husband. Only Jonah, she
thought, would go
against the traditions of all the clans of the east. And
he will have
no idea of
what he has done,
either. This will roll like a wave across all the clans. “He
does as he
pleases.” She took Seren’s hand. “Thank you for hurrying down here to
tell us
of my husband’s craziness, Seren.”

“I didn’t,” said Seren. “I ran to
warn you about that,” she
said, pointing at the sky. “Logan says it’s Dustfall, and it’s a big
one. We
have a few hours at most.”

Sasha nodded. She had already guessed
as much. “Come on. We better go and help sort out the chaos that is no
doubt going on up there now.”

As the four of them headed back up
the hill, Sasha’s smile began to fade. How many were there in the
Bluestone clan?
Thirty? A dozen or more new warriors to the Elk
warband, true, but thirty more mouths to feed.

Jonah, I hope you know what
you’re doing, she
thought, as she trudged up the broken path toward the camp.
 But in truth,
she knew he had not even considered such. Jonah, she knew,
had spared them because he would not kill them. He probably could have
cast
them out, if he chose, but they would become Grey if he
did, as some clans had during Judas’s rule. Homeless, unable to have a
tribal
name, unable to ever meet and deal with any other clan. Outcasts. Her
husband
would have wished none of that on
anyone for the stupidity of one big-headed thug who thought to
challenge him.

Sasha sighed. A few hours ago she had
been in dread of
losing her husband, and she had
been surprised at how the battle had gone, surprised at how deadly her
husband
had turned out to be. No, she had been shocked. Now the Elk had
increased in
number, and it would be her job to organize supplies
for them all.




 


Chapter 54

 

“Where ya goin’,
me
little tart?”

Gaston had heard that question a
thousand times in the
decades since the T’yun Horde slaughtered his family. Sometimes
dreamless sleep
whisked the question off into the nether, and other
times, like tonight, he knew he would be forced to relive it. Gaston
had tried
everything. He drank tea brewed from ginger root. He ate the mushrooms
that
only grew in the northern shade. Nothing could stop the recurring
nightmares
except the light of the next dawn.

“Leave me alone.”

His answer always signaled the
beginning of the end. The
nightmare approached, and he would have to endure it yet again.

“Yer mother squealed like a
cut hog. So did yer daddy.”

The man dragged Gaston by
the neck, slamming him into a
tree and dropping him to the ground. The boy saw his attacker in the
glow of
the moonlight, blood like spilled ink on his shirt. The raider stood
over
Gaston, grinning and twirling a knife in his hand.

“Why are you doing this?”

The man threw his head back
and laughed, a bark more
primal than lighthearted. He used the back of his hand to wipe saliva
from his
mouth. “Cygoa is weak. T’yun takes what it wants.”

Gaston used his heels to
push himself backward. The man
slammed a foot down on the boy’s calf to halt his escape. Gaston cried
out.

“Tis how nature’s always
been,” he said. “The strong live
off the weak.”

He bent down and looked into
Gaston’s eyes. The boy
smelled whiskey and venison on his breath.

“We’re your overlords.”

Gaston twisted his hips and
yanked his leg from beneath
the man’s foot. He pulled himself up and dashed for the darkness of the
forest.
He heard the man laughing again. Two men stepped out from behind trees,
blocking Gaston’s escape.

“Bring him back to the
house.”

The two men obeyed the man’s
order, each grabbing an
elbow and carrying Gaston back to his house.

The dream left out the time
between the capture in the
forest and the events inside the house. Gaston tried to remember it,
hopeful
that if he could somehow alter the memory that he would break free of
its cold
grip. But it never worked. The dream sped him along to where he lay
bound in
his parent’s bed, their mutilated corpses piled in the corner.

“Gonna have fun with you,
boy.”

“Please,” Gaston said. “Let
me go.”

The man grinned and looked
at the other two T’yun Horde
raiders guarding the door. “Sure. I mean, we’ve had our fair share of
the loot
tonight, eh, boys?”

The guards smiled, each
licking their lips while staring
at Gaston.

“Go on. Let him go. Open the
door.” The man
chuckled at his own joke, looking at the binds on Gaston’s wrists and
ankles.
“Go on, son. We’re letting you go. All ya gotta do
is walk through that
door.”

At ten years of age, Gaston
had been no stranger to
crying. But this came with a burning pain that would forever scar his
psyche.
He closed his eyes and felt the warm, salty taste of tears on his lips.
Gaston
tugged at the ropes, knowing they would be tight.

“Last chance. If you stay,
we’ll know you wanna play with
us.”

With his eyes shut, Gaston
heard their belt buckles
hitting the concrete floor. He felt their heavy movements as they
shifted
around the cramped bedroom of the house. Gaston tried to forget about
all the
memories the place held. He dismissed all of the good times spent with
his
parents and family. He didn’t want what was about to happen to be
eternally
tethered to his happy childhood.

“Are you going to kill me?”

Gaston sensed the man’s face
a mere inch from his own. He
opened his eyes and then immediately regretted it. The man smiled, his
eyes
darting back and forth.

“Nah,” he said. “Young boy
like you’d fetch a nice price
at market. I mean, you’re Cygoa. There’s that. But you’ll be good for
stuff.
Maybe not so good after tonight, but still good.”

The guards snickered,
and Gaston felt a cold blade slide up underneath his shirt where it
stung his
skin.

“Are you Elk?” Gaston asked.

The man turned his head
sideways,
and the knife stopped moving up Jonah’s chest.

“We’re T’yun Elk,” he said.
“What do you know of it?”

Gaston’s breath hitched,
and he felt a glimmer of hope
for the
first time since being snagged by them in the forest. The question had
surprised the raider.

“The Elk people are part of
the T’yun Horde, right?”

“I’m ready. Let’s do him.”

“Hold it,” the raider said
to the two guards. “I’ll say
when its time.”

He turned back to Gaston.
“Do we have
ourselves a little chieftain here? How’s a boy your age know all about
the clans
tithing to the T’yun Horde?”

“My father spoke of it,”
Gaston said. He turned his head
away from his parents’ lifeless
bodies,
happy they would not be able to see him suffer.

“He didn’t say much,” the
man said. “Then again, he kinda
had a mouthful.”

The men behind the raider
laughed.

“Looks like you just earned
yourself a ride to the slave
market. You’ll fetch us a nice swap.”

Gaston sighed.

“But we’ll have to break you
in,
first.”

The man leaned over and
Gaston felt hands tearing at his
clothes.

The nightmare careened off into
Gaston’s psyche, where it would fester and rot. He would never forget
the
man’s face. How could he, when sleep brought it back to
him every night.




 


Chapter 55

 

The road fell away as it
deposited the caravan at the outer
edges of Wytheville. The camp spread across a high plain, trees now
holding
more tattered, blue plastic bags than leaves. The stench hit Jonah
before he
had time to prepare for it. The smell of human waste and decomposing
animal fur
made him gasp. 

Over the years, the clans had claimed
different sections of
the ruins. Jonah remembered his father walking them through the center
of
Wytheville to the shop that used to repair carts. But raiders
vandalized what
used to be called a gas station, burning it to the ground several years
ago.
After that, Judas would lead them to any available space that was
closest to
the water pump. Jonah scanned the tents and watched the people move
about like
wispy apparitions, their flesh saggy and colorless. He would have to do
as his
father had done and identify a parcel of rotted earth for their camp.
The
Bluestone clan had swelled their numbers, providing a
bit more safety on the road, but now they would become
a liability and a drain on the limited real estate left for the Elk
Clan.

“There,” he said to a group of his
five strongest warriors
in a semi-circle behind him. “We’ll take that plot between the stack of
carts
and the brick wall. And we’ll take the length of the road alongside it,
barriers both ends.”

The warriors walked past Jonah,
signaling for the rest of
the caravan to follow so Jonah could make his customary entrance at
Wytheville.
He waited, smiling at Sasha and his children as they pulled his cart
past.

“Jonah.”

He turned in the other direction to
see Gaston breaking off
from a family of five.

“Please make sure the elders get
situated in their tents.”

Gaston shook his head and ignored
Jonah’s command. “We need
to speak. It’s important.”

“Out here, it’s all important. What
can’t wait?” Jonah
asked.

“After Wytheville, we—”

“Go to Eliz,” Jonah said,
interrupting Gaston.

“We don’t have to. We have another
choice.”

“I know the shit you’ve been
spreading. What you talk of is
heresy, and it’s foolish. You don’t know the place
exists. You’ve not seen it with your own eyes.”

“Look at this,” Gaston said,
extending his arm and waving
past the remains of Wytheville. “You don’t know this exists from one
season to
the next. Or if Eliz still stands, for that matter.”

“My lord. The other chiefs have been
asking about your plans
for the fire tonight.”

Jonah turned away from Gaston and
stared into Declan’s eyes.
The boy spoke with an authority beyond his years. Jonah nodded and
turned back
to face Gaston. “I must take care of the clan. Leave me be.”

“Our conversation,” Gaston said. “It is
taking care
of the clan. You need to listen to me.”

“No. I. Don’t.”

“Then you will at the fire tonight,”
said Gaston. “There you
will listen to your clan. As custom dictates.”

Gaston stomped off, heading in the
direction of another
family with a cart. They greeted him with a smile and he turned to look
at
Jonah once more. “Tonight,” he said.

Jonah watched him go, silently
pondering the man’s behavior.
Gaston had saved his life, and with that Jonah had left him be, feeling
in debt
to him. But to face him down as he had, in front of so many. No, the
insult could not be ignored. This could not wait until
the meeting later. He had to deal with Gaston now.




 


Chapter 56

 

Jonah stepped into the
clearing. Behind him,
a dozen other men came, trudging through the night, weapons in hand.
Jonah
stood facing Gaston, but kept his distance at ten paces, enough space
to react
if he had to. He stood there for a moment, his face lit by the orange
glare of
the early fire.

The meeting of the clan would not
take place for two hours,
but Jonah had heard enough to know that he needed to face Gaston now,
before it
went to the clan. And then, after that, in the morning, he was expected
to meet
up with The Five Clans, and the council.

Too much. This is too much,
he thought. I’ve
barely managed to get my head around what happened at Camp Creek, and
the
Bluestone clan—I haven’t even spoken to them since they joined, and now
this.

“Just what do you think you’re
doing?” he asked, staring at
Gaston, but the man barely budged and still remained seated by the
campfire.

“I had to do something before it was
too late to do
anything,” said Gaston. “I’ve tried to speak to you, but you won’t
listen.”

“Listen?” spat Jonah. “I’ve listened
enough, listened too
much.” He took two paces forward, his axe gripped tightly in his hand,
and was
surprised at how quickly Gaston got to his feet and reached for his own
weapon.
But what surprised him more was the reaction of the few other men
nearby. They
didn’t stand still or keep their distance. Four of them, men that Jonah
would previously
have considered men of the clan—his men—moved nearer to Gaston, and
they
weren’t facing the stranger, they were facing Jonah.

That changed things. That made it
more complicated.

“My father, or Nera, or any number of
others would have had
you killed when you turned up at the village. I didn’t,” said Jonah.

“No,” said Gaston. “You didn’t. And
I’d hoped that was a
sign that you could be persuaded to consider another path, a different
one, but
you are still stubborn.”

“I’ve let you travel safely with us,”
said Jonah, “when I could have cast you off at
any time. I didn’t even stop you from spreading your words.”

“No,” Gaston said, nodding. “That
also. And I hoped that it
was because you were at least considering what I offered, what White
Citadel
offers. But it isn’t so. Is it?”

“And now you turn my own people
against me?” Jonah asked.
“Now you even think you can challenge me when you aren’t even blood.
You’re
Cygoa, a Far Northman. You’re not one of us.”

“You allowed me to join,” said
Gaston. “I am one of the clan
now. I am one of you. Or am I not good enough? I was good enough when I
saved
your life.”

Jonah could feel a rage burning now.
He wanted to hit out,
to strike this man that could cause so much harm to his clan, but
inside, he
cursed himself. It was not Gaston who was the problem, it was he. He
had
allowed this to continue, in his own stupid confidence that expected
the clan
to laugh at the man. But now, as more of his clan gathered on the other
side of
the clearing, behind Gaston, he realized that this would only end
badly. At least
a dozen were now behind the stranger, and who knew how many more wished
to go
there?

He looked to the dirt floor, his mind
swirling. This was not
a decision for him. He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t do it any more than he
believed
he was able to lead the clan in the first place.

He took a deep breath, dreading
saying the words that could
bring death to so many, his own clan.

But Gaston saved him from doing so.

“I do not wish to challenge you for
leadership of the clan,”
said Gaston. “But I will be going to White Citadel, and
some will be going with me. I wish all to be going. I want you to go.”

The stranger lowered his weapon and
reached inside his
shirt, taking out the book.

“This,” he said, raising his voice so
those all around could
hear. “This book has as much history as your own. And whether you
believe it
possible or not, it is sacred, as is your own book. It tells of a place
where
there are no terrible changes in season, where you will not have to
flee the
cold of the winter to somewhere else every year. Where you can settle.”

“It is forbidden to stray from our
path to Eliz,” shouted
Jonah. “Forbidden.” He turned, facing those around him, daring them to
look
away or face him. “Our clan has gone to Eliz every year for ages past,
and it
has sustained us, allowed us to survive. If we veer from this path, we
risk everything.”

“Only because your kind has never
considered that there
could be another way,” replied Gaston, also raising his voice.

Jonah spun around to face him,
raising his axe, but he did not attack. Gaston didn’t flinch but stood
there,
defiant.

“Would any of you have even
considered this if Judas still
lived? No, I think not. He would have killed you. Well, I am not Judas,
but I will uphold
the ways that have kept us alive and strong for years beyond years.
There is a
reason things are the way they are, and a reason that we are the
strongest clan
in the forests.”

“Not everyone wants to go your way,”
said Gaston. “Some wish
to leave.”

Jonah glared at the men behind
Gaston, hating them for their
betrayal, but the anger was short lived. What if the man was right? Was
he only
following the path because it had been drilled into him? Was it
possible that
there was another choice that would mean they didn’t lose people each
year? He
didn’t know, but it was that ambiguity that made him fear the results
of
change. The path to Eliz was known. It worked. They survived.

Jonah looked at the faces of the men
behind Gaston and saw
their fear. If Jonah said the word, his own warriors would attack, and
this campfire would turn into a bloodbath. Jonah knew,
by the numbers around him, that his warriors and he would win. They
still
outnumbered Gaston and his men by far, but what of the cost? Among
those men facing
him was Roke, Seren’s own brother. He was at the back, but he was
there. Was
Seren there?

He cursed himself once more. How
could he have let this go
on? He had stupidly never expected his people to believe the man,
foolishly
thought that they believed in the path to Eliz as strongly as he did,
but
hadn’t he been force fed it by Judas his whole life?

Now it would seem that not all of the
clan believed that the
path was the only way. Some could consider trying something new. And
deep
inside, though he would never mention it, Jonah envied them. What if
they did
try this new place? What if it was how Gaston’s book said it was, a
place they
could stay?

But the risk was too much.

He didn’t hate Gaston. He didn’t want
to kill the man. But
how else could he deal with this?

I am not Judas, he
thought. I cannot be that way.
I am not as ruthless as he.

He sensed movement around him as
others from the clan
arrived at the scene. He heard weapons drawn, and saw that Gaston and
his
followers, now numbering maybe fifteen of the clan’s warriors, were
being
surrounded. He saw the Bluestone warriors behind them, and those of the
other clans,
the Harpeth and those of the Valley, behind them. All were armed.

This was about to become a slaughter
if he didn’t put a stop
to it. And it would be the worst slaughter in the history of his clan
since the
days of the T’yun and the civil war that broke that once great clan.

It has to be stopped,
he thought, but how? If
he backed down and didn’t kill Gaston, he would appear weak. One
challenge for
the clan was enough. If he let this go, he would be
challenged again and again. He gripped the axe tightly and saw the
expression
on Gaston’s face change from confident to fearful. Others around him
moved, and
the heavy breathing in the clearing was almost unbearable.

“Don’t do this,” said Gaston.

“You give me no choice,” said Jonah.

Then he thought of Eliz. The last two
years there had been
floods on the plains. The Elk had not suffered greatly,
but many had. The weather was changing, and yet the
book said it would not, that the path to Eliz was the way. If the path
was the
way, then how could things change?

He looked back to Gaston. Death was
here, among them. He
sensed his own father, Judas, was somehow present. Judas, the leader
who had
governed with a firm hand, a fist. Judas who had killed instead of
listening,
had forced others to obey rather than persuade. Now he had to become
like Judas
to keep his clan, but to kill? He did not wish to be completely like
his
father, and he did not want to kill a man that had saved his life only
days
before.

“Don’t do this,” Gaston repeated,
pleading.

“Don’t tell me what I should or
shouldn’t do,” Jonah
shouted, his voice shocking even himself. Many of the clan flinched at
the
noise, shocked to hear Jonah, the soft-spoken son of the bully-chief,
Judas, speak the way his
father had.

“Put away your weapons,” Jonah
continued, turning to face
his people. “All of you.”

After a moment of hesitation,
warriors on both sides of the
clearing lowered their weapons, glanced at each other nervously, and
waited for
Jonah or Gaston to make the next move.

“You will not bring death to my clan,
Gaston,” Jonah said.
“And I will not call those who stand behind you Elk if they stand
facing me.”

“I understand,” said Gaston.

“I hope you do,” said Jonah. “You
will leave before dawn, and
those who wish to follow you will go with you. And they will no longer
be of the
Elk. They will no longer be welcome in my camp. Let them follow you
away, never
to return. Let them die like the fools that they are.”




 


Chapter 57

 

The dead whispered his name.
He heard his father’s voice. He
heard Nera. Their words crawled up the back of his neck and echoed
softly in
his head. Others joined them—travelers who came to the
village and left, the man who plummeted into the New River Gorge, and
countless
others. They gathered together in the world beyond, murmuring together
in
hushed tones. Jonah felt the rise of many voices, some even dating back
to the
end of the old world. Those souls reached out, too. The cosmic message
became
as clear to Jonah as Gaston’s defiance.

You must take your people to
Eliz or they will die.

Jonah knew this. His father had kept
their book sacred,
honoring it with the journey to Eliz each fall. It was the only way to
survive
the deadly winters of the forest, where the lake would
freeze and starve all living creatures on its shores. For generations
their clan
made The Walk. Every time they made the journey, some were lost. It was
the
nature of their survival and, although left unspoken by
the clan, a cold reality. They did not curse the unfortunate losses any
more
than they did the elderly who stumbled into the forest to die with
dignity
amongst the trees.

How dare this interloper?

Jonah knew, much like his father,
that Gaston was not an
ordinary road walker. He kept his motive hidden. But, like a throttled
campfire, he could only contain it for so
long. The man had saved his life, pulling him from the edge of the
bridge, hundreds of feet above the river gorge. Yes, there was no
denying that act of bravery. But to what end? Was it possible the man
knew the clans
south of Cygoa would accept a new way?

No. Not possible.

Jonah shook his head. He’d heard
stories of the time before,
a time when people could talk to one another across the miles as if
they were
standing next to each other. Other stories claimed the old people could
transport their living image, appearing inside of a box to thousands
all at the
same time.

None of that mattered to Jonah. The
world was not that place
any longer. It had not been for centuries, and
believing Gaston harnessed those powers was as ridiculous as the man’s
desire
to get to White Citadel.

And yet Jonah couldn’t shake the
notion that Gaston’s book
held bolder truths than their own. It had come from somewhere, put down
by a
steady and trusting hand, to preserve the beliefs of an
unknown clan, probably a clan much like his own. One full of men and
women and
families, all trying to live the best life they could. Could Gaston’s
path be a
better one?

He spat and turned to look at the
glowing embers at the base
of the fire. Jonah had not moved for hours. He sat by the flame,
watching it
wither while the conversation in the camp did the same.
Gaston didn’t have the support of many, but he had enough to cause
Jonah
concern. On The Walk, numbers became critical. They’d lost too many
already and
they had yet to turn east toward the shore of the great sea. More
feral,
primitive clans were known to stalk the old highways. Some killed and
ate their
prey, while others murdered for the thrill. The animals
became stronger the farther south they traveled, as if the milder
climate
allowed them to propagate and evolve faster than their northern
counterparts.

“Smoke?”

Jonah looked up and saw the bright
smile of a young warrior
from the Bluestone clan. His missing teeth diminished the effect of his
grin,
rendering it more insane than friendly. Jonah wasn’t sure whether the
man was
offering him a smoke or requesting one.

“No,” he said, figuring the answer
would suffice no matter
what the warrior intended.

The boy nodded and sat down on a rock
across from Jonah. The
cool night air pulled the smoke and heat between them, shifting and
twisting as
if by an unseen hand. Jonah waited for the boy to speak again but he
did not
for a few minutes. He sat there, staring at Jonah with his gappy grin.

“You will take us to Eliz?”

“It is what clan leaders do,” Jonah
said. “We protect our
people.”

“The other one…”

“Gaston,” said Jonah, not willing to
give the man time to
remember the stranger’s name.

“Yes. The one who speaks of White
Citadel.”

Jonah waited. When the man did not
speak Jonah did. “He’s a
fool. And any who follow him will die.”

“How do you know?”

Jonah began to reply and then
stopped. It was a question
nobody had posed to him yet. Did he know for certain that pursuing
White
Citadel would result in death, or was he using that
irrational fear to hold his own clan together?

“Because defying the book is heresy.
And heresy results in
death.”

“He has a book too,” said the man.

“Gaston’s is false. Whatever is
written in his is not true.”

“And yours?”

“Ours,” Jonah
said, stressing the fact that he did
not write their book, nor did he claim sole ownership
of its beliefs. “Is true.”

“Because you believe it to be.”

“Because it has proven so. We have
traveled to Eliz for
generations. And we live.”

“Not all of you. Don’t some die
trying to get there?”

Jonah leaned back and kicked a rock
into the fire. He
grimaced and his mouth twisted into a snarl. “Many more would die if we
did not
walk.”

The man shrugged and grinned at Jonah
again. He looked up at
the stars and sighed. “They say the old ones lived up there.”

“Not everything they say is to be
believed,” Jonah said.

“They say that man once walked upon
the moon. But wouldn’t
he fall off?”

Jonah shook his head, sensing the man
had drifted off into
his own conversation and was no longer concerned with
White Citadel or Eliz.

“No. Man would no more fall off the
edge of the moon than he
would the edge of the Earth.”

“How do you know?” the man asked.

“Because I have never walked off the
horizon. I believe it
to be impossible.”

“So your belief becomes your reality?”

“Yes,” Jonah said, now wearing his
own smile. He was finally
getting through to this odd young creature.

“I understand,” the young warrior
said. “You have faith. And
you’re willing to risk your life and the life of your people for it.”

“I am,” Jonah said without hesitation.

The young warrior stood and placed a
hand on Jonah’s
shoulder. “Then you’re just like Gaston.”

Jonah frowned but gave no answer as
the young warrior walked away, leaving him to his own thoughts. 

Does it
really matter? Jonah
wondered. He could claim that they followed the words in the book, but
it was
just a bundle of scrawled papers. Gaston’s book was
just the same. Words written by the dead. The clan made the walk every
year out
of necessity, didn’t they?




 


Chapter 58

 

Seren pulled back the flap of
the tent, stooped low, and
stepped inside. She was exhausted, and it was late. The
last few hours had taken their toll on her mind and her body, and she
couldn’t
remember ever feeling as tense as she had that night.

The confrontation at the campfire was
something she had
never seen before. There were always conflicts, always fights, but that
was
something between different clans, or against raiders or lone travelers
who were up to no good. It was expected. When food was scarce, people
did things that wouldn’t normally be considered
acceptable—unless you were a savage. Whether it was just to protect
yourself
and your family, or clan, or just plain old greed, it was common. It
was life.
 But this time it had been different.

She had just stood on the outside of
civil war almost
erupting within her own clan. There, on the edge of the
campfire light, with her bow drawn back ready to fire,
she had seen her whole life falling into ruin around her as faces that
had
always been on the same side, always been part of the same clan, faced
off
against each other. She’d had an arrow notched, ready
to fire, but she had no idea who she was going to fire it
at. Not a single person—oddly including the
troublemaker, Gaston—deserved
an arrow in them. She didn’t think she could have done it had the
moment
arisen.

And standing behind Gaston, the man
who had brought all this
with him the day he walked into the camp, had been her own brother,
Roke. How
could she have fired upon her own brother? Or Jonah. She would have had
to take
one side or the other, and to Seren, both were choices that brought
only great
loss.

She stepped into the entrance of the
large tent and looked
across to the other side where Roke was crouched. He was leaning over
his
rucksack, and all manner of items from their small pull-cart were
strewn across
the floor in front of him, but he turned, reaching quickly to the bat
that lay
on the floor. He saw her and looked relieved, turning back to cart.

It was small, their cart; not like
the large ones most families used. This one could have been pulled
along by a
child. They didn’t have a lot of possessions. Everything fitted neatly
in the cart. Now there would be
even less.

“Have you completely lost your mind?”
Seren snapped at him
as she threw her bow to the floor.

Roke either ignored her or didn’t
know what to say. Probably the latter,
she thought. He carried on filling his rucksack. Seren stepped forward
and
kicked him in the ribs.

“Don’t you ignore me,” she said, her
voice a loud hiss.

Roke cried out. The kick had not been
a light one, and his sister, even at such a young age, could whack
someone quite hard if she needed to. He turned but didn’t look her in
the eyes.
“What do you want me to say?” he asked, shrugging.

“To say?” said Seren. “Maybe that
you’re sorry and you made
a mistake? That would be a start.”

But Roke shook his head. “I haven’t,
and it wouldn’t matter, anyway.”

Seren frowned. “Why not?”

“Because I’m still banished with
Gaston,” he said.

Seren felt a wave of shock run down
her spine. Banished?
Roke? Her own brother? It couldn’t be possible. But yes,
she thought. He
had stood against Jonah, backing up Gaston when they had faced off at
the
central campfire. He had been seen to do so. Jonah had said Gaston was
banished, along with all who stood with him. Any of those who stood
with him were also to leave. Roke was no longer of the Elk.

“Jonah repeated it to us after
everyone had calmed down,
after Gaston had left,” continued Roke. “We’re to leave tonight. I
can’t stay
in the camp for even one more night. Everyone else has the night to
think about
what they want to do, but those who stood with Gaston at the campfire
are out,
banished, and must leave immediately or face death in the morning.”

“But where will you go?” Seren
blurted. “There’s just ruins
out there, and all manner of horrible people. You can’t just go. You
can’t
seriously be thinking of following Gaston into the tainted lands?”

Roke was still shaking his head and
went
back to filling his rucksack. “Gaston has headed to an empty lot just
down the
road from here, where there is a disused building we can block up and
defend.
It’s Wytheville, anyway, so there shouldn’t be bandits.”

“No. Just a whole lot of people from
The Five Clans who are
just as rough and just as likely to kill you for your shoes,” said
Seren. She
felt a burning pain in her eyes and wiped away the tears forming there,
glad
that Roke had his back to her.

“Look,” he said. “I’m not taking
much. Just a few basics. I
can’t make you suffer because I chose to go.”

“I don’t want any of it,” said Seren.
“You can have it all.”

“Well you’re going to need it,” Roke
said.

“Ask him to forgive you,” Seren said.
“Maybe he will, if you ask. I’ll ask him. He might listen to me.”

“I don’t want to ask,” said Roke. “I
believe what Gaston
says. I think we have a chance at a better life if we go with him.”

“But he has no proof,” Seren said.
“It’s all just words in a
book.”

“Words that make sense. You should
come with us.”

Seren stared blankly at him.

Go with them. She
had been trying to get Jonah to
listen to Gaston because, strangely, what the man said
seemed to make sense, even if she didn’t trust him. Now she had the
choice. She
could stay with the clan and head to Eliz, or she could throw her fate
in with
a stranger she hardly knew. Normally the question would be answered
already,
without any doubt, but now her brother, the only person in the world
related to
her, was going.

“Imagine it,” Roke said. “A land
where we don’t have to move
on every year. We can even grow crops and herd beasts. We could never
do that
before, because the winter killed the crops and the
beasts were too difficult to take with us on The Walk. We could build a
proper
house and not live in some stupid shack.”

“And you’d just do that?” asked
Seren. “You’d leave the clan
to follow a man that you barely know anything about, to go to some
fabled land
that you don’t know really exists? He doesn’t even
know if it really
exists.”

“I know him well enough to know that
he believes in the book,” said Roke. “He doesn’t know for sure, but he
believes that
the words in the book are true, told by a traveler long ago who
went there.”

“They are still only words in a
book,” Seren said. “They
could be lies, like a tale told around the campfire to scare children
or make
them laugh.”

“And yet, they do not read like a
tale,”
said Roke. “I have seen the words in the book Gaston carries, what ones
I could
read. I know, you were always the better reader. Seren, it’s a journal.
A log,
written by a traveler who saw the green fields. You should come. We
should go together, start a new life.”

Later, when Roke was asleep, Seren
lay on her quickly thrown-together bed and barely slept. Her mind
ticked
over the decision she had to make. Leave the clan, and
go with Roke, or maybe never see her brother again. Go to Eliz or never
see
Keana or Logan again. The more she thought about it, the less decided
she was.

And she wondered why almost every
choice she had to face
meant a loss, no matter which decision she made.




 


Chapter 59

 

Gerth pointed a finger at the
campfire, an oasis of light in
an otherwise black void. The chains across his lieutenant’s chest
rattled as
the man stood to try and get a better look. Gerth grabbed the man’s leg
with a
gloved hand and pulled down hard, wanting nothing more than to break
the man’s
skull for being so careless.

“Stay low,” he said, the words
hissing from beneath his
mask. Gerth stared into the lieutenant’s eyes, although
Gerth’s goggles concealed his fury. “If they see us it’s all ruined.”

The leader of the feral clan that
stalked the woods near
Wytheville leaned to his right. He crouched low and scuttled between
trees with
the dexterity of a spider. The lieutenant’s chains rattled again as he
followed
his leader. Gerth spun and gripped the man’s throat with his right
hand. They
had been using the woods surrounding the town, and the wandering
populous, for
the best part of two years now, and the only times that Gerth could
think of
that they had been close to being caught out by a patrol large enough
to be a
threat, it had been this old idiot making too much noise.

“Leave the chain buried in some
leaves and come back for it
after the raid. If you spook this camp, I swear I’ll squeeze the life
from
you.”

The lieutenant growled and gripped
his chains after Gerth
released him.

“Sometimes they set traps out here,”
the man said. “I drag
the chain across the leaves to trip them.”

“These are the northern clans,” Gerth
said, ignoring his
lieutenant’s excuse for risking their position with his clumsy chains,
and
trying to change the subject. “The women are strong. They will last.”

A toothy smile creased the
lieutenant’s dirt-crusted face.
He nodded, his eyes alight with the decadent possibilities. “Can I have
two?”
he asked. “Mother and daughter?”

“The flesh feels all the same to me.
But if you’d like a
mother and daughter, you’re welcome to them. Provided you can rank high
enough
when the clan splits the spoils.”

The lieutenant nodded and pointed
back to the fire.

Gerth ran a hand over his head,
feeling the seam between the
leather mask and the wiry nest of hair protruding from beneath it. He
felt the
sharp point of the piercing that went through his earlobe and dangled
like a
spear lodged in a sapling.

“They’ve been arguing. More than they
have in the past. I
think there’s been a split.”

“That’ll make ‘em weak,” said the
lieutenant.

“Only until we attack and they have a
common enemy again.
C’mon. I want to see if they have young girls. Those always seem to
fetch the
highest price.”

Gerth stood again, weaving between
trees until the campfire
appeared to turn. The light hit the trees with a different
angle and now he could see two men around the fire. One appeared to be
a man
and the other a boy.

“The young boys fetch the most of
all,” the lieutenant said
from behind Gerth, as if reading his mind.

“There are no spoils until we defeat
them. Remember that.”

Gerth ducked and slid to his left,
moving a few feet farther
from the campfire but sliding out from behind an old oak that concealed
the
site. He paused and saw that his initial observation was correct. Two
men sat at
the fire, one old and weak and another young and, as
Gerth knew from experience, not so weak. It was the boys on the cusp of
manhood
who were the most dangerous, regardless of their tribal affiliation.

“I’ll trade him for the
mother-daughter. You can have the
women.”

Gerth smiled at his lieutenant before
taking a step to his
right. “As long as you don’t make any more fucking noise in these
woods, we’ll
finish our scouting and be ready to ambush them. Then you’ll get your
little
boy meat.”

The lieutenant licked his upper lip
and winked at Gerth. He
set his chain to the ground as if it were a basket of eggs and used his
hands
to cover it with leaves.

“Can we raid that campfire now?”

“No,” Gerth said. “We don’t know how
these clans split or
re-aligned. We wait until they get back on the road then we ambush,
just like
we’ve always done.”

The lieutenant spat and shook his
head. “I want the boy
tonight.”

Gerth turned, his hand moving to the
blade secured at his
hip. He exhaled into his mask, the leather rattling as he intended.
“You
challenging me for Chief?” he asked.

The man put his hand back up to his
throat, where Garth had
left a red imprint on his neck. He looked to the ground.

“Good. Now keep your stiffened pole
in your pants and obey
me.”

Gerth took another step to his right
and
the silence of the darkened forest broke. A sharp crack was followed by
a whoosh;
he saw the old bear trap biting down on his leg before the pain
registered in
his brain. Tears filled his eyes as the searing heat roared up his leg
from the
point where the metal teeth tore into his flesh. They punctured his
calf in two
places, and one was lodged in his knee.

“Chief.” The word came from the
lieutenant’s lips, the
single syllable twisted in fear and a smug satisfaction.

Gerth fell, and his hands gripped
the jaws of the trap. He pulled, trying to pry them apart and feeling
nothing
but the cold metal scraping his bones. He was relieved the trap hadn’t
punctured
his thigh or an artery. If it had, he’d have been dead in minutes.

“Pull it apart,” he said to the
lieutenant.

At first, the man placed a hand on
each side of the trap. He
bent down to secure his grip and, as he was about to pull, he stopped.
“I want
your word.”

Gerth closed his eyes and immediately
opened them, hoping to
fend off the wave of vertigo flooding his system. “What?”

“I said I want your word. I want the
boy. No challenge. No
barter. He’s mine.”

“I can’t,” Gerth said. “You know
there is—”

“I know you will die if I do nothing,
and you will suffer and die if I cry out.”

“You’re dead either way,
motherfucker. I will rip your head
off.”

“Not from inside that trap you won’t.
I want the boy.”

Blood ran down Gerth’s leg and pooled
in his boot. The
initial burn and shock morphed into a dull throb synchronized with his
heartbeat. If he didn’t get out of the trap and stitch his leg soon, he
would
bleed out.

“On one condition,” Gerth said.

“I don’t think you’re in a position
to put conditions on
this deal.”

Gerth winced, knowing his lieutenant
was right. “You will
free me. I will make sure you get the boy, and you take
this deal to your grave. Otherwise, I’ll close my eyes and die right
here, and
the others in the clan will challenge you tomorrow. And then you’ll
die.”

The man wrinkled his face and
chuckled. “I won’t be much in
the mood for talkin’ once I get me a taste of that young boy.”

The lieutenant yanked the trap open
and another round of
searing pain flooded through Gerth’s veins. He yanked his leg free and
the trap
snapped shut. He figured they had only minutes before someone from the
camp
came out to see what was in the trap. Gerth pulled a strip of fabric
from his
rucksack and wrapped it around his injured leg.

“Help me up,” he said to his
lieutenant.

“Of course, my lord. Of course.”

Gerth wrapped an arm around the man’s
shoulder and they
headed deeper into the trees while a few members of the Elk Clan picked
up
their weapons and left the comfort of the campfire to investigate the
invisible
noises of the forest.




 


Chapter 60

 

Jonah heard the raised voices
even from the campfire. He’d
heard several arguments already that night; since the
face-off with Gaston there was a lot of troubled people
within the Elk, and he wondered just how many of them would leave
during the
night. He hoped it would not be too many, but he felt helpless. He had
said
they could go without harm, and now he had to wait with a patience that
he
didn’t have.

Gaston, he knew, had moved to an
empty patch of ground not
far away, and certainly not far enough, as far as Jonah
was concerned. But that would be part of the man’s plan, Jonah knew. If
he
stayed close overnight, and people knew where he was,
those just considering leaving with him and the few that had joined him
at the
campfire would have an easy choice if they were inclined. They would
not have
far to go. And if they changed their minds? Well,
they could probably even sneak back again.

And the arguments could be heard in
tents and at other
campfires, even if people tried to keep their voices
hushed. No one would want the rest of the clan to know their doubts if
they
changed their minds and decided to stay.

He’d also seen some leavers, but so
far not many. Maybe half
a dozen had shuffled off into the night, carrying their
belongings, and at least one cart had been taken. He did wonder if he
should
stop the cart being dragged away, but knew that it was owned by the
person
pulling it, and he had not mentioned that they couldn’t take them.

He couldn’t sleep; didn’t want to. He
felt that if he stayed present and visible it may discourage people,
but it
also meant he got to hear and see everything.

And this argument, now taking place
just outside of the
border of the Elk’s campsite, was not being quieted. Someone was
furious, and they were making that known.

The voices continued to battle, and
Jonah wondered if it
would soon turn to blows. So, even though he didn’t want to get
involved in
disputes possibly between family members, he rose, picked up his axe,
and
started toward the noise.

He found the two men arguing around
the back of the building
at the rear of the Elk’s claimed area, one man holding the other
against the
crumbling brick wall and almost spitting in his face. He recognized the
pair
immediately. He’d hoped they would be from the
Bluestone, but no, this was Jarken, one of the oldest warriors of the
Elk, and a staunch follower of Jonah’s father. The young man
pinned against the wall was—of course, Jonah
thought—Gann, the son of the warrior who had fallen on
the bridge. Jonah knew he was courting, or at least
attempting to court, Jarken’s daughter, whose name
Jonah couldn’t remember. Alise?


As Jonah rounded the corner, noting
that he was being
followed by two other men whom he knew would back him
up, Jarken relaxed his grip on the boy and stepped back, a look of
guilt
crossing his face for a moment.

“What’s going on?” Jonah asked,
staying well back from the pair.

The boy, Gann, looked to the ground,
not able to look Jonah in the eyes.

“This little bastard wants to leave
with that troublemaker,”
said Jarken. “And I was just showing him the error of his ways.”

Jonah looked at the boy. There was a
swelling on one cheek,
and the young man had a bloodied lip.

“Is that true?” he asked, but Gann
wouldn’t look up. He just
nodded and stared at the ground. But Jonah could see hatred and anger
burning in
his eyes.

Jonah took a deep breath, not wanting
to force the issue but
still not wanting anyone who didn’t want to go on to Eliz,
and follow the tradition, to stay. The man was young, and should, Jonah
thought, stay
with the clan, but he couldn’t force people to stay.

“And he’s been giving Alise a
preachin’ and trying to turn
her too,” Jarken said, glaring at the boy as though he were
ready to rip his face off. And Jonah thought that was exactly what he
would do
if left to it.

“Is that so?” Jonah asked. This
changed things. Jarken’s daughter was much too young to leave, barely
out of
childhood. “Look at me, boy,” Jonah said, stepping forward. Gann looked
up but
found it difficult to maintain eye contact.

“You could die out there with
Gaston,” said Jonah. “Did you
think of that? And encouraging a young girl to go as well? She is still
a year
or two away from coming of age, still a child. How safe do you think
she would
be? Few people, a small group. And can you trust him? What guarantee of
your
safety has he offered?”

But Gann nodded again. “Safer than my
father was,” he said,
and this time he did look up. Jonah saw a glare he hadn’t expected.

“You watch your tone,” Jarken said,
the anger returning to
his voice.

“Then go,” Jonah said, waving his arm
out to indicate the
edge of the camp and the direction of Gaston’s area, just a couple of
hundred
yards away. “Take your things and leave this camp now.”

Gann looked up, his expression
changing from bitterness to
fear. “What?” he asked.

“Go,” said Jonah. “You are no longer
Elk and are not welcome
in this camp. You will leave immediately.”

Gann hesitated for a moment,
seemingly
speechless. 

So young to be striking out
alone, Jonah thought. How
old was he? Twenty? Nineteen? Not much older. And Jonah realized that
the boy
was still afraid, still uncertain. But he couldn’t have people who
could stir dissent
staying in the camp. And if he didn’t resolve the problem quickly,
Jarken would kill the boy anyway.

“Go,” Jonah said. “And that is a
command. Fetch your
belongings and leave this camp. Do not return.”

“What of Alise?” Gann asked.

“She will not go with you.” Jarken
cursed.
“I won’t allow it.” Jarken turned to Jonah. “Tell him she can’t go. She
is too
young, not of age.”

Jonah nodded. “She will stay. She is
too young to go out on
her own.” He didn’t like the dejected look that crossed the young man’s
face,
and he hated that he had been the cause of it. He tried
to imagine his own reaction, had this been forced upon
him, and decided it was best forgotten. “And you are a fool for
following a
stranger into a strange land.”

Jonah turned and walked away,
noticing as he did that Jarken
was grinning at the boy, and a chill ran down his spine. He knew Jarken
followed his father, Judas, for many years, and was one of his stronger
warriors. He was definitely loyal but,
just like with some of the older men,
there was a coldness about him that Jonah didn’t like.

As he headed back to the camp, he
wondered if he would have
preferred the younger man, Gann, to stay, and Jarken to leave, and knew
that
was the truth. It was the wrong ones that were going.
The younger clan members.




 


Chapter 61

 

“You must do something.”

Jonah stared into Sasha’s eyes, now
glistening with reluctant tears. She shook her head and waved her hands
as she
spoke.

“The young warriors are strong, and
we will need them to get to Eliz.”

“I know,” Jonah said, keeping his
voice low and measured.
“But I cannot force them to follow me. If they want to go with Gaston,
I cannot
stop them.”

“But you are the chief of the Elk.
They must obey you.”

Jonah shook his head, thinking about
his father and Nera.
They would never have allowed this to happen. Those who wanted to leave
would
now be dead.

“Do you remember our first summer
together in Eliz?”

The question, and the
tone of his wife’s voice, made Jonah turn. He
gazed at her, the woman he fell in love with all those years ago.

“Of course,” Jonah said. “It gave us
our first child.”

“Don’t you think the young warriors
deserve the same?
Shouldn’t they have the opportunity to find their partner and begin
their
life?”

Jonah put an arm around Sasha and
pulled her to his chest.
She looked up and he planted a soft kiss on her lips.

“I want nothing less for them,” he
whispered. “But Gaston
has changed that. He has brought doubt to the less faithful,
and that is tearing our clan apart. I had to send him away—and
those who wished to follow him. It was either that or kill them all.”

“What would Judas have done?”

He pushed Sasha away and growled. The
night wind shook the
tent as if it shared his frustration. “I am not my father.”

“That much is clear.”

Jonah’s lips twisted, and he opened
his mouth to reply, but the words would not come. He
shook his head, trying to hide the hurt caused by Sasha’s remark.

“I’m sorry,” she said, recognizing
the pain inflicted upon
her husband. “What I meant is that maybe you should take a hard line in
this
situation, like Judas would have.”

“I know your intent, my love. But I
no more want to force
people to Eliz than I want to tame the wild wolves. They will do what
they will
do. Both our people and the beasts of the forest.”

“What of Seren?” Sasha asked. “What
will you do about her?
We all but fostered the girl as a second, and her
brother is banished.”

Jonah recognized the shift in his
wife’s attitude. It wasn’t
personal. She feared what they all feared. What if Gaston was
right? What if White Citadel was everything he claimed it to be? What
kind of leader would allow his people to
continue on The Walk when the answer was clearly written in another
book?

“She is old enough to decide for
herself. We need her eye
and her bow, but if she decides to follow Gaston, there
is nothing to be done about it.”

“Is she? She is not of age,” said
Sasha. “Do you think she
will go with Roke?”

“Only she can answer that question,”
said Jonah. “I imagine
that Roke would follow his sister, but I don’t know if she will follow
him.”

“You are like a father to her. You’ve
given so much. Don’t
discount that so quickly.”

Jonah pulled the flap of the tent
back and gazed upon the camp. A dull glow rose from the horizon, the
soft
light heralding the arrival of another day. He turned to the west,
where the stars remained fixed above the horizon. For a
brief moment, Jonah wondered if the sky looked different above White
Citadel.
He let the flap fall and turned to Sasha. “Stoke the fire and heat the
water.
The day is about to break.”

“So this is how it will be. The Elk
will split, and we will go our separate ways.”

“That is not my call to make, Sasha.
Some will follow Gaston
but I believe most will follow me. Our book has kept us alive for
generations.
It would be foolish to stray from its teachings.”

“Gaston has a book too,” Sasha said.

Jonah grabbed his axe and stepped
from the tent and into the
most important morning of his life.




 


Chapter 62

 

Blood.

It was the only physical connection
left in the world. No
matter what happened, or how humans aligned with
others, family was their only tether. Allegiances shifted. Clans split,
merged
and dissolved, but blood relatives did not. Seren knew in her gut that
she could not leave Roke to go off
by himself. They would argue, she would threaten and bluff, but in the
end she
would not abandon her brother. They had nothing but each other. 

Jonah gave her special treatment. She
knew that and
cherished it. He gave her a responsibility in the Elk that many of the
young
warriors would have fought for. And that was what made
her decision to follow Gaston so difficult. Roke would follow the
stranger and
his book, and she had to stick with her sibling.

“What are you doing?”

Seren looked at her brother, his
rucksack tied and strapped
to his back. He kept an axe on his belt, leaving both hands free.

He is nothing but a child.
The barbarian hordes will kill
for him.

“Answer me, Seren. Are you coming
with us or not?”

“I need to speak with Gaston,” she
said, refusing to tip her
hand to Roke. She wanted the opportunity to change her mind at the last
minute, based on her observations of Gaston. Seren knew enough to
realize what a risk they would take, following the
stranger. Most of the clans’ glorious leaders abided by
a book. Unfortunately, so did the madmen, and sometimes
little differentiated the two.

“I’ll take you to him,” Roke said.

Seren followed him out of the camp
and along the road. It was dark still, but the dawn was close and some
light
illuminated the streets. Eventually they came to a patch of barren
ground, and
she sensed, more than saw, figures moving about. She
stopped and watched Roke walk into the camp, his back lit by the
creeping dawn.
She also felt the sunrise begin, slowly, and the rays warmed her skin
while the
wind whispered of the coming of winter.

With the rise of the sun that
morning, most of the men and
women in Wytheville set about securing their belongings
for the journey, and this small gathering was no different. Whether
they were
headed west with Gaston, or east with Jonah, this would
be the final morning in the ruins, and for some, their last visit.

Roke disappeared amongst the few
carts at the back of the
clearing, making his way past the small groups of people working on
them. A
minute later he reappeared, this time with Gaston on his right side.
The man’s
long coat billowed out behind him and the brim of his hat was pulled
low. Seren noted that he appeared to be walking taller than he had the
day
before.

When Gaston and Roke stopped in front
of Seren, she opened
the flap to the tent. Gaston waved her inside but held his palm up to
Roke. “I
need to speak with your sister. Alone.”

Roke nodded and turned back to the
camp, hoping to trade for
a handful of dried meats or nuts to sustain him on the unknown journey.

Gaston gestured to a tent nearby and
followed Seren inside,
pulling the flap shut.

“It might keep out the wind but it
won’t contain our
voices.”

“I understand,” said Gaston. “I will
say nothing to you that
I would not say to anyone else.”

“Then why send Roke away?”

“What is your decision?” Gaston
asked, ignoring Seren’s
question.

“I don’t believe you,” she said. “I
want you to know that.”

“I don’t care,” said Gaston.

“Cygoa. Your past. There is more
there than you share with
us.”

“We all have our pasts buried. I’m
not the only one.”

“The book. Is it real?”

Gaston reached into his coat and
removed it, holding the
tome in front of Seren’s face. “Here it is. How much more real could it
be?”

“That is not what I meant, and you
know it. Did you write it? Do you know who did?”

“You may stay and travel to Eliz with
Jonah, or you may come
with us to White Citadel. That is in your power to decide. You cannot
demand
answers and expect to get them, especially from me. I owe you none.”

Seren folded her arms across her
chest. Her right hand
massaged the end of her bow.

“The truth is, I need you. You have
one of the best shots in
this camp. I’ve heard the warriors speak with envy about your ability.
I want
you to come with us. Roke wants you to join us, as
well. But you must decide, and no amount of
interrogation is going to matter. You take me and the book on faith,
just like you’ve done with Jonah. It really is that simple.
Me or him.”

Seren turned her eyes up to the
supports meeting in the middle of the tent. She shook
her head and felt an uncomfortable flutter in her stomach, like she had
eaten an egg a few days past the hatch.

“Please come with me, Seren.”

Before she could reply, Roke pushed
the tent flap aside and
joined them. He looked to Gaston and then to his older sister. “I’m
sorry,” he
said. “I couldn’t help but hear.”

Gaston shook his head. “No matter.”
He turned to Seren once
more. “Well?”

“I will go with you,” Seren said, her
eyes fixed on Roke and
her body turned away from Gaston.

“Splendid,” said Gaston. The skin
around his eyes creased
into dark lines as he smiled.

“I go with you. For you,” Seren said
to Roke. She stood and left the
tent, her bow slapping against the flap as she went.

Roke smiled at Gaston and the man put
a hand on the boy’s
shoulder. “I need to tell you something.”

“What is it?” Roke asked, leaning
forward and holding his
breath.

“You have it.”

“What?”

“The unknowable quality. Your sister
doesn’t have it. Jonah
doesn’t have it. You do.”

Roke sat up straighter, pushing his
chest out. “I do?”

Gaston nodded. “You are a born
leader, Roke. I need your
sister. That is true. She possesses the skill with the bow. But your
gift is
much greater. You will lead men long after I’m gone. You will rule
White
Citadel.”

“But everyone always pays attention
to Seren. Even though
she’s younger.”

Gaston smiled and grasped Roke’s
shoulders with both hands. “You
are the one they will follow one day. The one portended in the book.
Your blood
will rule White Citadel. It is you, Roke. I’m thrilled Seren is joining
us, but she is not fated the way you are. She will not
understand. She will try to come between us, to deny you your rightful
place in
the clan. You cannot allow that to happen. Do you understand what is at
stake?
I’m only the messenger, delivering the messiah to the chosen land. You
will be
that king, and White Citadel will be your dominion. You
will be ignored no more.”




 


Chapter 63

 

Jonah stretched as he stepped
out of the tent. The day would
be a hot one, he thought as he felt the sun hit his face. It was
already light,
and so early. The weather was changing already as they moved away from
the
mountains. He remembered the blistering heat of Eliz in the summer, but
had
only heard of how hot it could get off season. Few had stayed and lived
throughout the entire year in the plains near the great water. But he
always
enjoyed the feel of the warm sun.

Except, as he stood outside the tent
and look across the area that The Elk had camped upon,
he noticed something that took much of that joy away.

Empty spaces.

They were dotted across much of the
ground. Flat areas that
had held tents the night before, where people had made their pitch for
the few
nights they would be in Wytheville, before moving on
once more in a larger convoy with The Five Clans.

He had expected some to go, but not
many. He had been confident
that most of the clan was still loyal, and would follow
the book and the way that they had always survived, but as he looked
around,
moving forward to the central campfire to better judge his losses, he
felt his
nerve begin to falter and a grumbling in his stomach creep in. There
were lots
of empty spots where tents had been.

How many?
he thought. How many have we lost?

He started to count, glancing around
the perimeter, but some
areas were completely empty and he couldn’t remember how many tents had
been
there the night before.

“Thirty-three,” said a voice from
behind him, and Jonah
turned, irritated, to see Declan standing not far away, hands by his
side and
his expression resigned.

“What?” asked Jonah.

“We lost thirty-three people during
the night,” said Declan.

Jonah felt the statement as though he
had been punched in
the face. Thirty-three? There were over two hundred in the Elk clan,
two
hundred and twenty or more, once the Bluestone had
joined them, but now they had lost thirty-three?

His clan had lost nearly a sixth of
its original members
overnight?

This is impossible, he
thought. It can’t be so
many.

“I couldn’t sleep,” said Declan. “I
was too worried someone
from what was once Bluestone would leave, so I stayed up all night
until an
hour ago. None left, but a lot of the Elk from the
forest did.”

Jonah slumped down onto a log that
had been placed next to
the campfire, unable to believe what he was hearing. But the spaces
between
tents suggested it was true.

“Even that girl with the bow went,”
said Declan. “Went to
join her brother.”

Jonah felt his heart sink. Seren?
Seren had gone to join
Gaston? That was ridiculous. She didn’t trust the man, and
even though she had urged him to speak to Gaston many times, she had
made it clear she didn’t
trust him. Why would she leave?

Jonah felt a hand on his shoulder and
turned to see Sasha
standing behind him. 

“It would be because of Roke that she
went,” Sasha said. “No
other reason.”

You are fool,
Jonah thought to himself. A fool to
have believed that many would stay. 

“But we still have many,” said Sasha.

“But not enough,” said Jonah. “We are
much weaker now, and I have to face the Council of Five Clans today.
They
will already know, I think. Such a loss will make us look weaker.”

“It will be enough to survive,” said
Sasha. “We will make it
enough.”

“Those who were once Bluestone will
be with you,” said
Declan. “We will remain loyal.”

Jonah nodded. “And I’m thankful for
that,
Declan.”

A noise from the other side of the
camp drew the three from
the campfire, and Jonah saw Solomon and Gunney heading
into the camp from the road. They looked somber but approached the
campfire
quickly.

“Jonah,” Gunney said with a nod.

“We heard what happened,” said
Solomon.

Jonah nodded. “Yes, I thought you
might. It seems that today
the Elk are weaker than they have been for a long time.”

“Will you take them down?” asked
Gunney.

Jonah looked up, frowning.

“I mean will you wipe out the
deserters?”

“No,” said Jonah. “They may take
their journey to this White
Citadel, and they will likely perish. It is not my concern anymore, as
they are no longer Elk. But that
doesn’t mean I need to make an enemy of them.”

The two other clan leaders glanced at
each other, and Jonah thought there was an exchange in those glances,
but he wasn’t able to gauge what it meant.

“You still going to deal with the
Five?” asked Solomon. “Or
will you just move on now?”

Jonah knew what the man was really
asking. Would he take his
clan and leave, turn away from The Five Clans, or would he still go to
them even if he was in a
weaker bargaining position?

“I will go today,” said Jonah.
“There is no need for this to change that plan. It just means we may
not come
out of it as well as we expected.”

Another glance between Gunney and
Solomon.

“Well, that’s really what we came to
speak to you about,”
said Gunney.

Jonah looked up, curious to know what
the two were plotting,
what secret was in those glances.

“The Valley number thirty-five,”
said Solomon, “and Gunney’s folks here, the Harpeth, number nearly as
many. If
you can take the Bluestone in, then can you take other clans? Your
father never
would, but you’ve changed that.”

“You want to join the Elk?” Jonah
asked. “Even after we were
just weakened?”

“You’re still far stronger than most
other clans, and if you
were to add the Harpeth and the Valley, we would come out as the
largest clan
in the region, bigger by far than any of the Five or
any that meet in Eliz. You’d be close to fielding a hundred and fifty
warriors
in the Elk warband alone. That’s unknown in the west. Only some of the
eastern clans have those kind of
numbers.”

“But why would you want that?”

Solomon sighed. “I’m getting old,
Jonah. And I worry that my clan will one day all perish if I’m not here
to
watch over it. My boys are good lads, but none of them are as strong as
some of
the Elk. And instead of growing in size, we’ve
gradually shrunk over the last thirty years. If you can take in the
Bluestone,
then you have changed something, done a thing that has not been done
before.
And if we all band together, become one, not only do I secure better
chances
for my own kin, but we become stronger as a whole. Strong enough that
very few
will face us without pissing in their pants.”

Jonah considered this thought. If
both clans were to join
the Elk, they would be even greater than they had been
before, even with the exodus. 

“Consider it, would you?” said
Solomon.

“And imagine the surprise on the
Council’s
faces when you turn up later today,” Gunney said with a wicked grin. 




 


Chapter 64

 

Gerth had the youngest slave
girl
stitch the wound in his calf. Shykar, the lieutenant who carried him
back to
their camp, handed him a flask of fire water. 

Shykar smiled at the tribal leader.
“The grain will help
deaden the pain of the needle.”

Gerth took a swig and let the alcohol
roll down his throat
like molten lava. He grimaced as the girl poked the needle through his
skin and
drew the thread through, up one side of the torn flesh and then down
the other,
doubling the stitches. The drink would only dull the intensity of the
pain; it would not mask it entirely. Having to rely on Shykar to
remove the trap from his leg hurt more than the rusted teeth that bit
into his flesh.

“Get me another flask,” Gerth
ordered,
tossing the empty one back to Shykar.

“I want the boy and you will give him
to me. You gave me
your word.”

Gerth pulled the slave girl up by her
hair. He took out his
knife and cut the thread and then kicked at her with his good leg. She
scampered out of the tent and into the night, leaving
the two warriors alone.

“I want to tell you a story,” said
Gerth.

Shykar sat down on the rock next to
Gerth. He took two
flasks from the ground, where they sat next to a crude
basket filled with rotting bread. Shykar handed one to Gerth and took a
swig
from the other.

“Do you know the origin of my mask?”
Gerth asked.

Shykar shook his head but did not
reply.

“I went through the initiation,
completed the hunt and the
ceremonial kill. I earned my mask and the right to lead this clan.”

Shykar nodded, acknowledging the
truth about the way Gerth
had risen to power.

“The clan had captured several
stragglers from the road. Two
of them died in the cage, but the third survived, and he was set out
into the woods for the ceremony. I
remember my father telling me that whomever was able to bring back the
captive’s head would be the next leader of the clan. The victor would
be given
a mask made from the skin of his prey.”

Gerth winced, the pain in his leg
flaring up and reminding
him to take another swig from the flask. Shykar waited for Gerth to
continue.

“There were five of us, that year. I
was the youngest of them all, probably not far into my thirteenth year.
I
stabbed two in the back and pushed one off a cliff. The other
disappeared into
the woods and was never heard from again. Once I eliminated my
competitors, I
set out on the hunt. Only one of us would make it through the
initiation and
earn the mask, and that was going to be me. I had no
doubt. But the prey they set loose in the woods, although weakened, was
still
very dangerous. Those who walk the road are often careless and stupid,
but do not mistake that for weakness. Most come from the
north, and those clans are hardened and strong.

“The captive was also a young boy,
probably about the same
age I was. I picked up his trail a few miles into the forest and
followed him
for several days. I decided to give him a false sense of security in
hopes he
would slow down. I don’t know if it worked or not, but the boy did move
slower
as the days wore on. I stayed far enough back that he wouldn’t see me
but close
enough to know his location. He remained in one camp for three days,
and I decided that I would make my move on the fourth.
After the boy woke and squatted in the woods, I entered his camp. I had
removed
my tribal markings and covered myself in mud, hoping to fool him. It
worked. I
walked up to the young boy and he smiled. I can still see that face,
and I often wonder why he smiled at me. I did not give him
a chance to explain. I slid a knife from beneath my ragged clothes,
shoved it
into his gut and watched him bleed out at my feet.”

Shykar sat motionless, his hands
twisted around the flask.

“Making the kill wasn’t enough. I had
to prove myself to my
father and to the clan. I decided that instead of bringing back the
boy’s head,
that I would strip the flesh and wear his face. The skin that would
become this
mask would sit upon my own, warm and bloody.”

“My lord, I must—”

“Shut up.”

Shykar raised his hands in compliance
and let Gerth
continue.

“I walked into the camp, wearing the
skin of the captive, after having killed three of my
own to lessen the competition. My father dropped to his knees before me
and the
shaman removed the skin and immediately began to fashion my mask. Since
that
day I have led this clan. I have organized the raids and plundered from
the
humans foolish enough to travel the road through our territory. I am
the Bear
King, and you are nothing but a pile of shit.”

Gerth leaned in closer, the skin of
his human mask cracked
and blistered from years of exposure. Shykar slid back and tried to
keep his
distance from the man.

“You struck a bargain with the devil,
my friend. You tried
using my life as a bargaining chip to get yourself a young boy. Do not
think
for a moment that I will not settle that debt with flesh. How dare you
dangle
my own life before me?”

“I meant nothing of it. I—I…”

“You’re a weak, pathetic fool,
lieutenant. You’d best try to
murder me in my sleep, because the minute you’re no
longer of use to me, I will cut your fucking throat. Should you decide
to serve
me faithfully from this moment on, and forget about
your carnal desires, I may only banish you instead. Or I may let you
stay, if you prove more loyal than you have so far.”

Shykar nodded and turned his eyes to
the floor.

“But I did not say you won’t get what
you want, just that
you will get it when I decide, and not before. Never
demand again.”

Shykar nodded once more, silent.

“I want recon on the caped one, the
man leading the split
from the Elk. Find out where he is headed and when. And do not
be seen.
If you screw this up, you will be the next toy for
the warriors of this
clan. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord. I do.”

“Good,” said Gerth. “Now get the hell
out.”




 


Chapter 65

 

The pain in his side was
becoming dull. From the cover of
the bushes along the side of the road, The Leader That Was watched the
arguing
Walking Ones as they gathered around their burning fire. That none had
detected
him for the entire day he had stayed there, hidden and watching them,
was a surprise to him, but they seemed to be much too busy
with their pack war to be looking for him.

They hadn’t noticed him at all, but
it had been close
earlier, hadn’t it? When those Walking One strangers came to watch. If
that
foolish one hadn’t hurt himself on the trap laid for enemies, he
may have been spotted. They were so close, just a leap away.

His blood had tasted good. Shame that
all of it that he could have was on that trap or trickled in the dirt.
Maybe
he should hunt them first? If they couldn’t spot a
simple trap such as that, they would be easy prey.

He shook his shoulders, brushing off
the dew from the
morning, and edged back into the bushes.

Enough distraction. The problem was
not those watching
fools, but the large clan in the clearing near the fire.

Don’t be over-confident now,
or they will find you, and kill
you, and eat you like they did
your sons.

The Leader That Was paused to think
of that for a moment as
he lay there. Was that his fault? He had led the charge against the
Walking
Ones at the fire, and they had followed him, all of
them, into the attack. They should have come away with enough food for
the pack, but instead they had lost their three leaders in one go.
Two dead to the Flying Claws of the Walking One Bitch,
and then him also, wounded by a claw but not yet dead.

Not yet. He wasn’t dead, but he may
as
well have been.

And so he sat there, in the shadows,
just yards from the
edge of the camp. And he watched for any sign of the Walking One Bitch.
She was
his prey now. Food was irrelevant, as was water. He’d taken little of
either
since his wound, and even then only enough to keep him
going. He had no intentions of living much longer, only long enough to
take
revenge.

You will not lose track of
her. You will follow until you
can strike, and when you do,
all the Flying Claws in the entire forest won’t stop
you.

While he watched the camp, he licked
at his wound. The Flying Claw was gone, pulled from him by his new and
unexpected ever-present companion, but the wound was deep and it still
hurt.
After a few days he had hoped it would begin to lessen but it was a
persistent
one, that Flying Claw. It had gone deep and his companion had pulled
hard to
remove it.

She was a curious one, NoTail. He
remembered just a few moons
ago how the females of his pack had cast her out and thought at the
time that
it was unnecessary. Whether she had a tail or not was
of no matter. She had been born fine, and was growing well, enough so
that he
had considered that he may take her as his own mate if she was strong
when she
came of age.

And she had followed the pack instead
of leaving.

There was a risk there. She knew
that. Following the pack would
eventually lead to being spotted, and it was inevitable what would
follow—confrontation, a chase, and then undoubtedly her death at
the claws of jealous and protective she-wolves. She was far more
beautiful than
the others, if you ignored the missing tail.

But they didn’t notice her
when you did.

He’d seen her at a great distance and
smelled her scent a
few times, wondering why others had not.

Maybe they had but showed no sign.
Or hadn’t cared.

NoTail had found him in the forest a
few dark nights after
his wounding and outcasting, and he had little strength
to fight her off, thinking that maybe it would be better if she just
killed
him. At least one of them wouldn’t go hungry.

But she didn’t kill you, did
she? She pulled out the
Flying Claw with her teeth and licked your wound, while you lay there,
helpless
and weak, shamed. She brought you a rabbit,
freshly caught. Not much, but she was only young,
and even a rabbit was a good catch when you were starving. The pack
were
surviving on less now.

And she had done it again and again,
bringing more kills until he started to feel strong
again.

He watched the Walking One Bitch in
the great crowd of
Walking Ones and narrowed his eyes.

It was time to leave. The Walking
Ones would spot him
eventually, and he needed to sleep. The scent of his
prey would not go away; he could track her for miles
and miles.

But now off to the forest to find
NoTail.

And sleep.

Maybe NoTail had another rabbit?

The old wolf, once leader of the
great pack but now The Leader That Was, hauled himself up slowly and
quietly and slunk away. He took a moment to glance back, one last
time, eyeing the shorter figure of the Walking One female who carried
the Flying
Claws.

You will pay.




 


Chapter 66

 

“His group is small, but
quite a few of the younger warriors
have sided with him. They’re heading south.” Shykar crouched over the
fire, a
few feet away, picking at the remains of an overcooked pigeon.

“South?” Gerth asked. “There is
nothing south.”

“White Citadel,” Shykar said. “They
talk of this place. A
refuge, they claim. I didn’t hear much, but that name
was repeated a lot.”

Gerth leaned back on the chair,
rubbing a hand down his calf
and over the stitched wound. “Bring yourself and two others to my tent
at the
moon peak. I want to see this splintered clan for myself.”

“The moon is almost there, my lord.”

Gerth looked over his shoulder to
where
two slave girls lay amongst the furs of his bedroll. Their hair wrapped
around them, not entirely covering their naked flesh.

“Seems I’ve been a bit occupied this
evening,” said Gerth.
“Get the men now and let’s go.” Then he turned to the slaves. “Tell
everyone to
pack down. We move on, soon.”

Shykar left the tent, and Gerth
followed him out. The lieutenant disappeared into the camp and returned
several
minutes later with two men.

The days of earning the mask
are coming to an end,
thought Gerth. There are fewer clans to plunder and even
fewer clansmen to
initiate. This world is dying.

“Are we going to spy? Plan an ambush?”

Gerth shook his head while checking
the scrap metal plates
hanging over the chests of his warriors. He inspected their helmets and
grabbed
each axe as part of the silent inspection.

“Not any more, lieutenant. Plans have
changed.”

Shykar grumbled and stepped closer to
Gerth. “But the young
boy. You promised…” Shykar said in a trailing, frigid whisper.

“I’ve heard of White Citadel. Some of
the northmen have
claimed there is a book that reveals its location. They
say it could be the last habitable place, east of the
great sea. But no one knows where it is.”

Shykar shook his head and put his
back to the two warriors
awaiting Gerth’s command. “But you promised.”

“You’re pushing me. And you will be
sorry if I push back.
You will get what you want, but you will have to wait.”

Gerth stepped around Shykar and
addressed the other two
warriors. He spoke to them with transparency, the mode of leadership
taught to
him by his father. Tell the warrior his
task and the man will remain true.

“As the lieutenant told you, we will
be doing recon on a
group splintered from another clan in Wytheville. I want your ears up,
and I want you listening for ‘White Citadel.’”

“What is it?” one of the warriors
asked.

“A fabled refuge. Some from the north
speak of it as if it is
the last safe haven. I must find out if that is true and if this group
have
some clue as to its whereabouts.”

“But we’ve survived by plundering the
road for generations,”
Shykar said. “We’ll do what we do.”

“And that is why I wear the mask and
you do not,” said
Gerth. He took a chance, speaking to his lieutenant that way in front
of the other warriors,
but it didn’t matter. Gerth knew Shykar would never see White Citadel
or the
winter. He would kill the man before the leaves fell from the trees.
“The clans
no longer flow east in the numbers they used to. There will be nothing
left for
us. We must find another way.”

“Settlement?” Shykar asked. “Our
forefathers warned against
it.”

“This is no longer their world,” said
Gerth. “I wear the
mask, and I will decide the clan’s future. Unless you
want to challenge, of course.”

Shykar dropped his head in the clan’s
customary salute of
obedience.

“Follow me,” said Gerth.

They moved through the dark forest,
this time Shykar
dragging his chain across the leaves. Gerth knew there could be more
bear traps, and the last thing he wanted was to be at his lieutenant’s
mercy yet again. The two warriors flanked Gerth, each man holding their
axe and
ready to defend themselves and their leader.

Campfires flickered through the trees
and light conversation
floated by on the wind. The pungent, burning pine made
Gerth’s eyes water. He paused and held up both hands, halting the small
recon
group. Flatulence broke on the night wind, followed by
a giggle. Gerth heard low conversation but he could not decipher words.
He
moved closer but motioned for Shykar and the two warriors to remain
where they
stood.

“…is what they say. The soil can be
tended all year long.”

“Nonsense,” said another voice. “It
goes fallow under the
first frost.”

“There is no frost at White Citadel.
You will see.”

Could it be true? Could the
old stories from the north
really be true?

Gerth crouched low and circled around
an old oak to get
closer to the conversation. But by then the people had left the fire
and were now gathering around a tent fifty yards past the fire
pit. He wanted to get closer, to hear more of the fabled land,
but his instinct told him that would be a bad idea. If this split clan
was
indeed heading to White Citadel, Gerth wanted to be able to follow them
without
being noticed. He took three steps backward and returned to where
Shykar stood
with the two warriors.

“Well?” Shykar asked. “Did they speak
of it?”

“Aye,” said Gerth. “We will follow
them a few miles west on
the road, and then we will ambush. And you will get
your loot, lieutenant. The one you want is among them.”

Shykar’s eyes flickered. He slapped
Gerth on the shoulder
with a strong hand. “That is the way of the clan, my lord. That is what
I like
to hear.”

Gerth smiled and let Shykar lead the
two warriors back to
their camp.

Transparency is best for the
true warriors, Gerth
thought. But not for the men who cannot be trusted.
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The evening light faded over
the
valley as the young buck edged out onto the road to eat the grass that
grew
there. Its instincts were always on edge when it approached the black,
cracked
surface. It had rarely seen men, keeping itself hidden away, living
deep in the wilds near towns long abandoned, but
there was still an instinct born of generations that suggested the
black surface meant bad
stuff.

But the grass that grew there was
tastier,
and it had eaten it often. And that was where it meant to go tonight,
to feed.
The tastiest green grass that grew tall and green by the side of the
ancient
road. 

But tonight it only managed a single
chew when a shiver ran
down its spine and signaled a weakening in its stomach. Something was
bad, and it was coming, was the signal.

It left the grass and scampered back
into the forest minutes
before the distant sound of rhythmic thudding could be heard on the
black
surface. The sound was quiet, but only to men. The animals of the
forest and
the birds fell silent as shadows flickered over the
grass at the edge of the old road. Longer shadows swept across the tree
line,
the setting sun stretching them.

A rabbit standing just a few feet
from the blacktop crouched
and froze, as still as it could manage, and sat there, transfixed with
fear as
the first of the figures swept by.

The group ran as a pack, slowly
trudging along the road,
heading south from north. Their pace was a steady jog, quick enough to
cover
fifty miles, maybe sixty, in a single day, but not so
fast as to tire them needlessly. They were used to long distance
travel, having
spent most of their lives navigating the shores of the northern lakes,
nomadic
in nature, never stopping in one place for long.

Heavy boots carved from animal hides
thudded against the
blacktop, but there was little other sound. They wore no metals, being
mostly
dressed in dark furs and leather, some of it cut from their kills and
the rest scavenged from ancient clothing. 

As the rabbit watched the thirty dark
shapes pass quickly by.
The low whoosh of an arrow broke the tension in the tree-line. Animals
that had
been hidden there darted away, a mass of them rushing,
panicked, into the forest, all except the vole that lay
pierced by the deadly arrow.

A single figure broke away from the
running pack, moved to
the side of the road, grabbed up the arrow and the vole, and then
hurried back
to their place in the group once more.

And they continued their trek
southward.

After a short while, the deer
ventured back toward the road, thinking that the danger had passed, but
as it
was about to step out again, and head for the grass
patch it liked the best, it sensed something else
approaching and darted back into the woods.

Above, high in the great oak that
cast its shadow over the
scurrying buck and most of the road, an owl watched the scene below,
not
comprehending it entirely but knowing that it should stay right where
it was, lest it be attacked by one of the great birds that sat upon
the shoulders of some of the individuals in the groups traveling along
the
road.

And there were many. Not just the
first pack, which had
already passed by, but another behind that, and another and another.
Below, as
far as the owl could see, a great migration was taking place, but not
the one
usually witnessed.

This one was a migration of the two
legged ones. Of men. The
two legged ones of the north were heading south. And
they numbered in the hundreds.
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Sunlight glittered on the
morning frost. Smoke from the
night’s fires curled upward into thin, white lines. Even though they
had
traveled miles south, Gaston felt the bitter bite of winter on the air.
The sun
remained below the horizon a bit longer each morning and dropped behind
it
earlier each evening. Jonah’s people, and the other clans
at Wytheville, remained in their tents,
but Gaston knew they were awake. People would be peeking out from
beneath the folds,
catching a last glimpse of friends and loved ones. He
had been ready for this moment, knowing the emotional toll it would
take on the
Elk. That didn’t make it any easier. Gaston spotted Seren and Roke
standing at the side of the road, facing west,
their bodies silhouetted by the rising sun.

He’d heard the arguments, fights and
scuffles taking place
during the night. The division would not be easy, and
Gaston knew that. He had talked to almost every member
of the Elk clan, and many members of the Clan of the
Valley and The Harpeth as well. It came down to the books. Some would
choose to
remain with Jonah, and the only book they had ever
known, while others were willing to take a chance on him and the hope
his book
promised.

Faith could be manipulated. Gaston
realized that without it,
humans perished, and with it they could hold on to a
sliver of hope. It was what he had done as well. He had
put his faith in the book sacred to the Cygoa before he found the one
carried
by the old man. The difference was that his book
offered a change, a promise of something better. Some of the Elk were
willing
to take a chance, while others were not. It was not a
surprise to Gaston that it was the younger members who were more
willing to
take a chance and rebel against what their elders taught.

He walked toward Seren and Roke. They
spun to face him as if
sensing his presence.

“It’s time for us to go.”

“We’ve been ready since dawn,” said
Seren.

“I will need you both
out front.”

Roke straightened and grasped his axe.

“How far?” Seren asked.

“A hundred yards, stay within
eyesight.”

“That’s not what I meant. How far to
White Citadel?”

Gaston sighed and looked up into the
crystal blue morning. “Days.
But I really don’t know. And I don’t care. I am making this pilgrimage
once and
once only. We will get there when we get there.”

“That won’t calm the fears of the Elk
following you,” said
Seren. “They are risking everything and they need to feel safe,
whether you can promise safety or not. Reassure them. Tell them you
will get
them to White Citadel.”

Gaston smiled. “Your sister is wise
beyond her years,” he
said to Roke.

The boy slapped Seren on the arm and
she gave him a grin.

“I know it’s there,” Gaston said.
“We’ll never have to walk
half way across the known lands again. We’ll be able to settle down,
farm the
land, and live knowing we won’t starve to death every
winter.”

“Let’s move out, then,” said Roke.

Seren walked south toward the outer
edges of Wytheville, where the old carts sat stacked and rusted on the
edge of
the road. She took the bow off her shoulder and held an arrow in her
hand.

“I will gather them all,” Gaston said.

He turned around to see thirty or
more members that had once
been of the Elk emerging from camp. A few hundred yards away, down the
street, Jonah’s
people and the other clans remained hidden in their tents,
but Gaston knew they were watching. He could feel their stares and
their broken
hearts. Many of the Elk’s young warriors were joining him, feeling no
compulsion to be conservative and protect a family. They were children,
really; teenagers who would openly embrace
a challenge to authority, and so they chose to follow
Gaston. He walked amongst the people, smiling and nodding to
acknowledge their
choice but trying to remain respectful to those they were leaving
behind.
Gaston admired Jonah, and he
had hoped he could convince the man to lead the Elk to White Citadel
but that
would not be the case. Gaston would have to follow his faith no matter
how much
he liked the clan’s chief.

Seren and Roke led the caravan out of
Wytheville, southbound
on the road toward where Gaston believed White Citadel sat amongst the
ancient
hills. Gaston waited for several clumps of people to walk past before
he folded
into the middle of the group. They walked in silence except for the
occasional
clang of pots. Many looked back only to see what appeared to be an
empty camp,
the Elk remaining hidden while Gaston led the rest into the wild.

What Gaston didn’t know was that
Jonah and the Elk were not
the only eyes on his newly formed caravan. Even Seren,
with her astute powers of observation, could not see
Gerth’s warriors in the trees above the road, watching them through
spyglasses
pilfered from an old military barrack.
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“They’re moving out.”

Gerth took the spyglass from Shykar
and put the crosshairs
on the leader, the man wearing the long coat. Although the weapon it
was
attached to had been lost long ago, the warriors
preserved the spyglass and passed it down through the generations.
Gerth felt a
pinch in his leg where his wound began to heal. He felt
his skin tighten and stretch.

“South?”

“Yes,” said Shykar. “As you said they
would.”

Gerth had listened to his warriors
repeat what they had
heard in Wytheville. This group splintered from a larger group,
and the choice was not an easy one. Friends split, as
did siblings. Gerth took inventory of this group, the caravan led by
the
stranger with the long coat, the one they called Gaston. He saw that
the
youngest of the clan, and the strongest, followed this man while most
of the
elderly and the families remained. Despite their youthful strength and
speed,
Gerth determined they were still by far the weaker of the two, more
likely to
be caught off guard by an ambush. While he wanted to hear about White
Citadel,
Gerth had to be sure they could control this group, and
that would happen by subduing their leader.

“Is the pass blocked?” Gerth asked.

“As you instructed. I ordered the men
to pull the carts
across the road. It will be another eight hours or so until they reach
it.”

Gerth looked up and saw the blazing,
golden orb almost
directly overhead. He thought about the road and the time it would take
for the
newly splintered clan to get to the ambush point.

Shykar is a perverted fuck
but he is battle-tested. It
may be worth keeping him around, just in case.

“Are there any forks they could take?
Paths?”

“We blocked everything except the
road. And the path takes
them due south. I think they will not veer from it.”

“Good,” said Gerth. “Signal the rest.
Get them down from the
trees and out in front of this caravan. I don’t want another clan
getting to
them before we do.”

Shykar nodded and gestured at the
warriors in the trees
along the northern edge of the road. They waited until the last of
Gaston’s
caravan crested the rise in the road before climbing down the trees and
running
through the foliage bordering what was left of the old guard rail.
Gerth
followed Shykar along the southern edge, darting twenty feet into the
forest
but staying on the path parallel to the road.

Gerth and Shykar kept a visual on
both Gaston’s caravan and
their own warriors. The clan stopped several times, and as Shykar
predicted,
were approaching the ambush point at the same time the sun slid beneath
the
trees in the west. Gaston sent a young girl and boy to investigate the
carts
piled on the road. Although Gerth could not hear the conversation, it
appeared
as though Gaston had ordered the caravan to set up camp for the night
before
they reached the ambush point, and soon fires sprang up
to fight the encroaching darkness.

“How many?” Gerth asked.

“Thirty or more. About twenty are
armed.”

Gerth waved his warriors into a tight
circle. They stood on
a ridge above the road, high enough not to be seen or heard by the
people
below. The first few seconds of the attack were most critical and they
had not
been tactical in the past. If Gerth wanted to know more about White
Citadel,
he’d need to make sure Gaston survived.

“Swing for the torso, not the head.
Some will die but that
is not our objective. I need the leader alive and with the ability to
speak to
me. If any of you take him down, I will cut your throat. Understood?”

The warriors nodded.

“What of the young girl and boy? He
appears to be using them
as scouts.”

“You may have the boy,” Gerth said to
Shykar. “But I want
them alive. When I am done, you may have them both.”

Shykar licked his lips and grinned.

“Get in position. On my signal, we
attack.”

The warriors scrambled and Shykar
remained
at Gerth’s side.

“You mean it?” he asked.

“Mean what?”

“The boy? I can have him?”

“Yes,” said Gerth. “After
I have the information I
need.”

Two fires now burned at the foot of
the cart pile and the
members of the caravan circled one or the other. Gerth saw the boy and
the girl
next to Gaston.

“Send Jaz and Irix in first. You and
I will flank them.”

Shykar nodded and tossed the warriors
hand signals. They
both pulled their helmets down and crouched low.

“Screaming or silent?” Shykar asked.

“Silent. I don’t know if there are
other clans in the area,”
said Gerth. “I’m not sharing the loot.”

Gerth took one last look at his crew
before giving the
warriors the signal. As he commanded, Jaz and Irix rushed into the camp
first,
their axes high. The other warriors flooded the perimeter of the camp
while
Gerth and Shykar came from the edges. 

Gaston stepped back and instinctively
put his arms out in
front of Seren and Roke. Two of the young warriors from the Elk clan
screamed
and rushed Gerth’s soldiers. The boys stood a foot shorter and a
hundred pounds
lighter than the warriors. Irix and Jaz swung their axes low,
as Gerth demanded, but that put the strike in line with
the teenagers’ heads. The blunt edge of Irix’s axe struck one boy in
the jaw,
sending a spray of blood and a crackling like firewood into the air.
Gaston’s
boy collapsed immediately. Jaz hadn’t given the boys the benefit of the
doubt, having seen countless warriors physically underestimate
their opponent. He buried the sharpened blade of his axe in the other
boy’s
head. A sound like a split melon froze Gaston’s people as the boy then
fell to
the ground. Jaz put his boot on the boy’s unblinking face and yanked
his weapon
free.

“Stop.”

Gerth held up his hand, waiting to
hear what more Gaston had
to say.

“This will not end well if you
continue,” Gaston said, his
voice low.

“Don’t you tell me what the fuck to
do,” said Gerth. “Get
their weapons.”

Gerth’s warriors moved farther into
the camp, but several
stopped, and backed away, as the warriors following
Gaston stood side by side, weapons drawn and ready to fight.

“You don’t need to do this,” said
Gaston. “You’ve killed one
of our boys and the other doesn’t seem to be moving. What do you want?”

Gerth held up his hand and the rest
of his warriors stopped.

“Do you see my mask? Do you know how
I earned it?”

Gaston took a step forward, two long
knives drawn, and shook
his head before speaking. “The world moved on a long time ago, my
friend.
Violence no longer needs an explanation. It is like asking the river to
explain
it’s current.”

Gerth frowned, unable to understand
what the man was saying.

“I have something of value,” said
Gaston. “But you must let
us go. You may defeat us, but I promise that you will lose many in the
process.”

“Don’t,” Seren said. “He’ll kill us
anyway.”

Gaston ignored Seren. “Leave us
without further bloodshed and
I will give it to you.”

“I know about White Citadel,” Gerth
said.

Gaston chuckled and tipped his hat to
the man. “Maybe you do,
but that is not all I have to offer.”

Gerth turned his head sideways and
took a step toward
Gaston.

“Yes? And what is that? I don’t need
all of these people to
find White Citadel. I only need you.”

“You’ve attacked the wrong group.
Jonah, the man leading the
Elk. He has something I do not.”

“What is that?” asked Gerth.

“People. Clans. We will need people
to settle White Citadel, and although this group will try, it may not
be enough. We
need more.”

“I do not care.”

“You should,” said Gaston. “Jonah is
aligning with the
southern clans and all of those people will strip White Citadel of its
resources. When Jonah realizes the forests won’t support all of the
clans
joining his, he’ll come to White Citadel, and there
won’t be room. Jonah must be stopped before he unites the clans.”

“So?” said Gerth. “What interest is
this to me? Why should I
care what you folks are bickering over?”

Gaston stepped up to Gerth until he
was so close that the
sour sweat on his mask filled the space between them.

“White Citadel is the promised land,
and I am close to
finding it. When others hear of the place, they will want it. If you
kill Jonah,
the clans will not unite, and they will not come to White Citadel. You
will
preserve the precious resources for your own clan, and
you will sit upon the throne at White Citadel if you follow us there.
Surely
being a king is a greater treasure than the mere possessions of a group
of
travelers?”
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Gaston kept Gerth in his
peripheral vision. He stacked one
rock after another on top of the freshly-dug grave. The
other boy would die soon, he had no doubt. For now, Gaston had to
appear to his
new clan as a caring, empathetic leader and so he continued to bury the
dead
boy with a feigned reverence. If that’s what it took to get to White
Citadel,
that’s what he would do. 

But this attack changed everything.
The masked man and his
band of marauders landed in Gaston’s lap like a strange gift, bearing
death and
hope at the same time if only he could turn it to his advantage. He had
his
doubts as to whether or not they could make it to White Citadel with
the mostly-young boys pilfered from the Elk clan. Gaston would work
with what he was given but he had hoped to sway more away from Jonah.
That hadn't happened. He had to think
quickly, and Gaston believed Gerth accepted what he
said at face value. In a sense it was true. Jonah would
eventually come to White Citadel, and he would make a
play for the leadership, which could ruin everything.
Why not use this feral, primitive man as a bludgeon against Jonah?
Master
craftsmen used whatever tools they had at their disposal.

“We could have killed more. You
should be grateful you’re
only burying one this morning.”

“It will be two by sundown,” said
Gaston. “And if you had
attacked, you would have lost men too. This is a better way.”

Gerth watched as Gaston set one rock
after another on top of
the shallow grave. Gerth looked over his shoulder to where
Shykar was speaking to the other warriors. The members of Gaston’s clan
stayed
on the opposite side of camp, huddled around the coals of last night’s
fire.

“Tell me of Jonah.”

Gaston shook his head, his hair
dropping down around his
neck in greasy strands.

“I told you last night. He will come
to White Citadel when
he realizes the forests will no longer sustain the clans. And when he
does, he
will make a claim on leadership.”

Gerth stooped down and looked into
Gaston’s eyes. Gaston
stopped stacking rocks and lifted his head to return the stare.

“That is not what I mean. Tell me
about the man.”

Yes, thought
Gaston. Yes, indeed.

“He is ruthless. Strong. Loved by his
clan.”

Gerth waved a hand in the air as if
to shoo a pesky gnat.

“But he is vulnerable.”

“How so?” asked Gerth.

“We had trouble at Wytheville and on
the road into the camp.
We lost a man at the river gorge, and the split between
Jonah’s clan and my new one was difficult. They lost a lot of their
younger
warriors and now have reduced numbers. Also, they have not yet been
tested by
true warriors.” Gaston used his chin to point at Gerth’s men.

“Don’t patronize me, you slimy fuck.”

Careful. He is wise beneath
that hideous mask.

“I had no such intent. I’m simply
answering your questions.”

Gerth chuckled and tossed a rock on
to the boy’s grave. It
rolled off the top and down one side, landing on Gaston’s boot. “Go on.”

“A coordinated ambush by warriors who
know this area. Jonah
would not know how to defend against that.”

“You hate him,” Gerth said. “You’re
vindictive.”

“I care only for the book, which
shows us the way to White Citadel. Jonah renounced it.”

“But he has a stupid book too, eh?”

“He does,” said Gaston. “The one
claiming that questioning
of The Walk to Eliz is heresy. Forbidden by the old ones.”

“The old ones don’t matter anymore.
They’re gone, and they’re not coming back. Nothing is coming back.”

Gaston let the comment hang as he
placed another rock on the
grave.

“Seems as though my effort would be
best spent neutralizing
Jonah so I may walk with my clan into White Citadel and be the boss
there.”

“You will do whatever it is you
decide to do,” said Gaston.

Gerth stood, as did Gaston. They
faced each other over the grave.

“You come from Cygoa,” said Gerth.
“The north.”

“Aye.”

“Warriors there are tough. But they
are also sly.”

Gaston stood in silence.

“I believe I will take my men to
scout the clans headed to
Eliz,” said Gerth.

I knew he could not resist
the challenge.

“We have no reason to resist you,
and you have no reason to kill any more of our warriors. I will gladly
walk
with you into White Citadel when you return.”

“Yes, of that I have no doubt. You
will walk with whatever clan
best suits you.”

“Jonah is stronger than you think. He
appears inexperienced
and unsure but he is not.”

“Do I look scared to you?”

“I would not know. I cannot see
through the mask.”

Gerth put his hand to his chin and
grabbed the bottom of the
mask. He stopped. “Someday I will tell you how I earned my mask, and
then you will never question my bravery again.”

Gerth spun and whistled at Shykar and
the other warriors.
They grabbed their weapons and left the camp, heading back on the road
to the
east toward Wytheville. Several people approached Gaston,
and he could see the despair on their faces.

“The man with a common enemy is a
friend. And we have no
intention of waiting for them to come back.”

Gaston dropped back down to his knees
and continued to stack
rocks on the boy’s grave.
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The streets leading toward
the council’s great hall were heaving
with clans from all over the valley. Jonah didn’t remember there being
so many
people at previous meetings, but it must have been so. If anything, he
knew
that the population was decreasing rather than growing,
but he hadn’t paid as much attention in previous years. He had
been too busy thinking of just his family. Now, with his
responsibilities much
larger, his eyes had opened to a world he had barely noticed before.
Dozens of
small clans, not just a few. The Five Clans that ruled in alliance in
Wytheville were but a small part of the map.

Along the street a shanty town had
sprung up between the
more permanent buildings. The buildings themselves were
boarded up and reinforced for defense, homes to those who were
permanent
residents in Wytheville and members of The Five Clans, and the open
spaces between the buildings would
normally be empty, but now those gaps were busy with travelers from all
over
the area, gathering for the journey to Eliz.

That was one thing he did remember
clearly. The great
convoys that stretched for miles. It just never occurred to him who the
convoy
was made up of. 

In among the tents and the
hastily-built
shelters, peddlers wandered, trying to sell their junk.
Jonah noticed some of it was just trash found in the ruins; metals,
woods, old plastic containers, clear sheeting, bags. All the kind of
junk he would
normally ignore unless he had a need for such things at the time, and
most of
it could easily be scavenged in a few hours. Others sold food.

Jonah considered stopping for a
minute, maybe even trading
for something, but dreaded the thought of a rotten gut later should the
food be
badly cooked. And that, he knew, was quite probable. Rats, voles, and
other
vermin, pushed onto sharp sticks and hastily cooked, could spell the
end for many people. It surprised him that
some of the food peddlers weren’t driven away, but then
he wondered who would care what they were doing?

The small group moved on, heading
down the center of the
main street, which was thankfully clear of people and debris, and
eventually
saw the great hall in the distance. It was an imposing sight, with a
dozen
metal and wood towers standing high and overlooking the
streets.

They’ll know we’re coming
long before we get there,
Jonah thought. But that mattered little. He was less worried now that
his clan
had unexpectedly grown after the disaster that was the previous night.

When they reached the main gate of
The Five Clans’ great council hall,
walls surrounded them on three sides. The main path into the center of
what had
once been Wytheville was a fortress built from the ruins of the past.
Rusted
cars were stacked three or four high, some topped with barriers built
from metal torn from the very
walls of industrial warehouses on the outskirts of the town. In places,
the cars were replaced by large metal containers that Jonah
once heard had been pulled along by even larger vehicles than the
rusted
remains that littered the roadways. Atop the walls, the
suspicious guards watched.

The main gate was set back into the
wall at least a hundred
feet, causing a bottleneck to those wishing to enter. 

A good place to kill an
assault on the gate, Jonah
thought.

He was expecting to wait for a long
time before being
granted audience, maybe even hours, but as he stood at the main
entrance with
Gunney, Solomon and Declan nearby, clunking noises came from
within the walls behind the gate, and a few seconds later the
massive gateway began to move, rolling slowly along the ground on
wheels that
Jonah could only see the bottom of.

He walked forward, nerves twitching,
his hand straying to
the axe hung at his waist, and then he saw the familiar face of the
envoy that
had been sent to meet him back in Becksley. The man appeared much less
nervous
this time, surrounded as he was by half a dozen heavily armored
warriors, now Jonah no longer led a large group
of his own. But Jonah still thought
the man was not entirely at ease.

The envoy stepped forward and raised
both hands in greeting.
“Welcome, Jonah of the Elk,” he said. “And come as a
friend, for you are such within these walls.”

Jonah remembered standing at the
entrance to a small camp
once, long years ago when he was much younger, with his father as such
words
had been said. He couldn’t remember how that meeting had gone,
it was so long ago, but he remembered his father’s reply and hoped that
it was
correct to use here.

“I thank you for your welcome and
come as a friend to these
walls,” he said. He watched the envoy’s
expression, trying to judge if the response was correct. It seemed it
was, because
the man stepped aside and waved him in.

The hall itself was the remains of a
large building, set near the very back of the walled compound, and
Jonah
thought that it was similar in size and design to the old mall building
in
Summerville. Half of it had been torn down to create a large open space
at the
front that was now solid, trodden dirt, but he could see the remains of
the
lower walls surrounding the area clearly enough to recognize what would
once
have been an entrance and a wide, open walkway. And it was in the
middle of
this open space that five figures stood waiting. A
large gathering surrounded them, but few of the
gathered crowd seemed to want to move any closer to the small group
that stood
facing him as he approached.

The five men were old—much older
than Jonah’s father had been when he died, by at least ten, maybe
twenty
summers. And not one of them looked like they could stand and fight.
They were
elders—wise men, not warriors.

The group bowed as he approached,
and one of them stepped forward. “I am Corrun of The Reed, head
councilor of The Five Clans,” he said, his
voice low. “Who comes before our council?”

Jonah frowned. Another traditional
greeting, he thought, but
he was unsure of the proper way to respond. He decided
simplicity was probably the best choice.

“I am Jonah, leader of the Elk,” he
said. “I have come as
you asked.”

Another of the elder took a step
forward. “I am Noti, of The Bastion. I offer my thoughts for your
father. He was
a great warrior and will be missed.”

“I thank you,” said Jonah.

“What require you of us?” Corrun
asked. “To stay joined in
alliance? My scouts tell me that your number is not as great as they
were when
your father led the Elk. And that you have recently suffered a
division.”

A strange combination of
comments, Jonah thought. But
he’d somehow known that they would jump straight to the point.

“Your scouts are partly correct,”
Jonah said. “The Elk has divided.”

There was a knowing nod from the
gathered elders.

“But they are wrong about our
numbers,” Jonah continued.
“Last night, after the division, the Elk merged with other clans and is
greater
in number than it has ever been.”

The elders seemed to snap out of
their lazy attitude at this
comment, and Jonah could see that it had caught them unprepared.
Bastards presumed
they had the upper hand, he thought. They thought
this would cost them
little.

Noti seemed to recover quicker than
the rest. “You have
chosen a Right Hand?” he asked.
“We heard that both Judas and Nera had passed.”

“I have,” Jonah said. “But I have not
one, but three Right Hands.”

The elders seemed confused at this.
It wasn’t traditional,
Jonah knew, but he had seen the choice, made just an hour ago as the
prepared
to head to meet the council, as an obvious one, and one that would
please many
in his clan, but mostly those who chose to sacrifice their own clan
freedom to
become Elk.

“Gunney, once of the Harpeth clan,
Solomon, once of the
Valley, and Declan, once of the Bluestone, stand with me as my right
hands,”
Jonah said, turning to the three who stood with him, and he couldn’t
help but
smile a little at the determined expressions upon the faces of all
three of his
companions. In giving up leadership of their clans,
both Solomon and Gunney had expected to stand down from leadership, and
Declan,
he guessed, had felt relieved to have a choice other than slaughter for
his
people. To be given the position of Right Hand was the greatest of
honors, even
if it was a shared one.

“Three?” asked Noti. “One is
traditional.”

“The Elk are a large clan, much
larger than any of the five.
And I have more than one warrior who can be trusted with such a title.
I have
three.”

Noki nodded. “And we welcome you as
an ally.”

“Bah!” snapped another of the elders.
“Let’s stop pissing
around and get to the point.” The newcomer was much shorter than the
other
elders but Jonah thought that he would the kind of man to make up for
it in
loudness. “I’m Halforth of the Chautauqua, blah fucking blah. We’ve
been allies
for a long time, us and your father—and, with that, the Elk. We want to
remain
allies, and all these pissants are scared shitless that you’re going to
come
stomping around and be demanding and violent like Judas was. They’re
scared you
will bully like he did, and it seems now they’re even more fucking
scared
because your clan is even stronger than it was under his rule.”

Jonah smiled. The man reminded him of
Rav, the leader of the
clan who held the gate at the summit. Honesty and crudeness. Jonah
liked this
man, just as he had decided he liked Rav.

“Now, god-speed his soul,” continued
Halforth. “But I didn’t
like the man. He was a bully. But he was good at making sure we got to
Eliz in
one piece, and the Elk has always been a strong fighting force. Is it
still?”

He didn’t give Jonah the chance to
answer, but carried on.

“Of course it is,” he said. “And if
you hadn’t divided last
night, I would guess you’d be beyond bargaining right now. You’d be
kicking
down the walls and taking us over. Judas would have done that if he’d
doubled
his numbers. But what about you, young Jonah? What is it we need to
cough up to
keep you happy? Weapons? Slaves? Food? If it’s horses you want, you can
forget
it. Last clean breeding horse we had died two years ago. But slaves and
weapons, and some supplies...we can give you those.”

“I want a sixth seat on the council,”
said Jonah.

He was met by silence. No one in the
hall spoke, and the
five council members looked stunned. This was the last thing they
expected.

“I’ll take the weapons, food and
slaves.” said Jonah,
smiling. “Since you already offered those. But yes, we’ll remain
allies, and I
will lead the clans to Eliz as my father did.”
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