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Chapter 1
 
 The peddler woman had lived on the street in Wytheville for over forty years, ever since she had been a young woman and her family had moved from the east for the first time, back in the days when men took notice of her. Now she was old and getting stiff. She was of little interest to most folks, especially not men of the clans, and although she managed to follow the great convoy to Eliz each year, she was never welcome in a camp and always feared those months of insecurity on the plains. She’d seen what thieves were willing to do, especially to the weak, just to take what they had. But she’d been lucky so far in her life and avoided such pains. 
 Leta leaned forward and slapped the old man in front of her on the hand. Bjorn was much older than she, and if she were not so low on food herself she would have let him take one of the apples. But he was a greedy man, and although he did sometimes bring her something rare, he was far too willing to help himself. 

I do have some friends,  she thought, as she looked up from her cart and its pitiful wares of rough skins and pelts. But they were also getting old and soon would not last the journey. 
 “Not for you,” she snapped at him. 
 “Ah, what’s up?” the old man asked. “You got a couple dozen of em. One won’t be missed.” 
 “You didn’t bring me any of that deer you managed to get last week. Ate it all yourself, no doubt.” 
 “I didn't get much,” he said, a look of exasperation on his face. “I owed. I got just a bit of haunch. And it was a thin one with hardly any meat on it.” 
 “Still could have shared it.” 
 She noticed Bjorn turn to look down the street toward a group of men who approached. They were armed and wearing the furs and leather of the forest clans. Warriors. 

Trouble?  she wondered, but didn’t think so. They were only a few hundred yards from the gates along the main street, and she knew that any ruckus would be stopped quickly. People were stupid but not that stupid. 
 The four men walked slowly along the street, laughing and talking with lowered voices, but she caught little of the conversation. 
 “I can’t believe you got three dozen slaves out of it as well,” said the youngest of the men. Leta thought he looked no more than a boy. “Three dozen, and you even haggled with them on that. Two dozen up to three dozen.” 
 One of the other men laughed. “Just what are you going to do with three dozen slaves, Jonah? I mean they can pull the carts and work, I guess, but you’ll have to feed them too.” 
 Another man, taller than the others and less worn-looking, spoke. Leta thought his voice was strong and there was something else about him. Something that urged her to just listen to his words, even though Bjorn was chattering right next to her. 
 “Set them free, I guess,” said the man. “We don’t want slaves, but we do want a larger clan. Three dozen new people to add to our numbers will help toward that, if they stay.” 
 “But they’ll be weak and unhealthy,” said another of the men. “They won’t give you the strong slaves, they’ll send you the weakest.” 
 “Then we’ll feed them until they are stronger or they can leave,” said the tall man. “Plenty of food in the forest if you have a bow and you’re not lazy.” 
 Leta now believed that he may be a leader of some sort. Maybe from a northern forest clan, though she didn’t recognize him. “Must admit I wasn’t expecting to end up with them, but I figured I’d take everything offered, and then some.” 
 At this the four men laughed loudly, and then they were too far away for Leta to hear, moving through the crowds away from the great hall. 
 “Bjorn,” she said, but the old man was still chattering, in between mouthfuls of the apple he seemed to have taken while she was distracted, much to her annoyance. 
 “Bjorn, shut up and listen,” she said. At that he looked up. “Who were those men?” 
 “Those?” he asked. “That’s what I was trying to tell you, you old bag. That’s the new Elk leader, Jonah, son of Judas. Biggest fucking clan in the forest, now they swallowed up about fifty bajillion other clans. So Myer says, anyway.” 
 “Swallowed up?” Leta asked, squinting and not sure whether to believe the old man. But he seemed genuine. “Really?” 
 “Yep, is what Myer says. Just swallowed up a load of smaller clans. Ten of them, someone said. All gone now. Just all Elk. Some say he has two hundred warriors in his warband.” 
 “They killed them all, all those clans?” said Leta, shocked. “They just slaughtered them?” 
 Bjorn laughed. “No, you silly old cow. They dint do any killin’, apart from some crazy chief. They took them in.” 
 Leta frowned. “What do you mean? No one does that unless there’s a marriage or something like that. You don’t just swallow up a whole clan.” 
 But Bjorn was nodding. “No shit, woman. I mean it. That’s what everyone is saying. What’s the names Myer said? Valley, Bluestone, Harpers or something like that. They were the first three and they been grabbing others ever since. He said they just merged overnight and became one big clan under that new leader, Jonah.” 
 “No, way,” said Leta. 
 “Apparently, what sparked it all was there was this fight, between one of the other clan leaders and Jonah, like a duel for leadership or some shit like that, and Jonah kills the man in one swing of his axe. Like two seconds and it was over. He’s some sort of devil with a magic axe, is what Myer’s told me. Faster than lightning. And you know what? He dint kill off the clan at all after he done duelin with the leader, not one of them except the guy who’d challenged him. Dint even take down the eldest son, as is tradition. The rest are now part of the Elk, no honor slaughterin’ nor nothin. The son of that clan is now his best buddy or something. They’re all Elk, now. And pretty damn happy about it, I hear.” 
 “And that was him? Just gone by?” asked Leta. 
 Bjorn was nodding. “Yeah, that was him, the tall one. And...you won’t believe this shit,” he said leaning in close. “Apparently, up on the old north road, that old codger Cortesse—you know, Elder Noki’s pet. Yeah, Mister Ironballs. Well, he went up the north road, all the way to Sixty-Four, and some has been saying that Jonah there scared the living hell out of him and his warriors. Big warriors, sent with him, too. Growled at him just like a bear. You wouldn’t think to look at him, would ya? Appearances can be demeaning, though.” 
 “Deceiving,” said Leta. 
 “What?” 
 Leta shook her head. “Never mind.” She looked up the street in the direction that Jonah and his group had gone, her mind drifting with possibilities. The man just said he was going to free three dozen slaves. Three dozen. No one freed slaves; they were too expensive to buy. Only the wealthy and strong owned slaves. To get three dozen and just free them? And he took the remainder of a clan that many would have wiped out. 
 “So, can I have just one more of them apples?” Bjorn asked, and Leta tossed him one without thought. She no longer paid attention to her old friend. Instead she looked in the direction that the four men had gone. She wondered, standing there on the street next to her cart, if the new leader of the Elk would let in old people, and homeless, and those without clans. People like her. 
 “Bjorn,” she said. Somehow deciding her next move in an instant. “Get off my cart and grab your things.” 
 The old man looked puzzled “Eh? What?” 
 “Come on,” she said. “Get the others. We’re going for a walk.” 
 
 





Chapter 2
 
 Declan, Gunney and Solomon slapped Jonah on the back and pushed flasks of rye in his face. Jonah smiled and nodded, looking at the ground as the men showered him with adulation, the tent bursting with bravado and optimism. 
 “You got the seat on the council and the supplies,” said Gunney. “Ain’t no way they saw that coming.” 
 Gunney stepped in front of Declan, as if to remind the boy that he was the youngest member of their new leadership crew. 
 “The old men didn’t expect the clan mergers,” Solomon said. 
 “No. That they didn’t,” said Jonah. “And we have you two to thank for that idea.” 
 He looked at the men, laughing and hollering along with them, and yet his thoughts turned to Seren and Roke, and those that he had lost. Jonah knew the celebration would be short-lived, and they would be back on the road soon. And this time he would be without his best set of eyes and most dangerous bow. 
 “Let’s hunt. Get us some deer and have a feast.” 
 “I think we should stay camped up tonight,” said Jonah. “Including the warriors. We received more than expected from the elders. We got the Elk a seat on the council and things that will help us get to Eliz. But the road has never been more dangerous. The clans are thinning, and those on the fringes are becoming more desperate.” 
 “You should speak,” Declan said. 
 Jonah looked at the boy and winked. He is wise beyond his years.

 “What should I say?” Jonah asked. 
 “Tell them the truth.” 
 Solomon and Gunney nodded along with Declan. 

Having three right hands instead of one. How fortunate am I?

 “There is an open space on the east side of the camp. Tell the people I will address them there in one hour’s time.” 
 Solomon and Gunney clapped Jonah on the shoulder before leaving the tent. Declan stayed behind. “I will walk with you.” 
 “Okay.” 
 Declan followed Jonah out of the tent and they walked through Wytheville to the field. The crumbling walls of ruin rose up on each side of the expansive, rectangular space. Strands of sheet metal and rusted bars dangled from the edges, with chain link fence ripped and torn open by time. One of six towers surrounding the field remained standing, while the other five lay crippled amongst the weeds and ivy that strangled the thin trees shooting out from the ground. The scrub on the field lay matted, trampled by clans using it as a meeting place. Before the end of the old world, men would compete against each other on this field while the rest of the clan watched from the raised seats, now nothing but rusted metal. Nera once told Jonah that people had massive torches mounted on tops of the towers so they could watch the match at night as if it were day. He did not believe the old man. Who would be so wasteful with such a precious resource as night vision? 
 The rest of Wytheville buzzed with people heading from the great hall to the peddlers, still selling their spoiled wares to the thin and hungry of the clans. The aroma of roasted meats mixed with that of piss and human filth. The tents and shanties lining the main street had reached maximum capacity, and yet it seemed that Jonah’s meeting with the council elders had somehow attracted more people to the streets of Wytheville. 
 “Look. They are already gathering.” 
 Jonah turned toward the field, following Declan’s gaze. Members of the Harpeth and Bluestone clumped together beneath the rickety platform on which Jonah no doubt knew he’d be standing. He watched as members of the Valley and the Elk arrived next, the message started by Gunney and Solomon now spreading through Wytheville. 
 Jonah walked the perimeter of the field with Declan at his side. By the time he reached the stone stairs leading up to the platform, the clans filled the space. People stood shoulder to shoulder on the field, with more filtering in each minute. Solomon and Gunney climbed on to the platform and the people below cheered and clapped. Declan led Jonah up next, to another round of thunderous applause. 
 He took a step forward and heard the raw scrape of metal shift below his feet. Jonah looked at Gunney and the man shrugged, as if he knew the platform would hold at least until they were done addressing the clans. Jonah spied the council elders at the edge of the field, sitting on a cart pulled by their chieftains. Each man held a piece of sheet metal to his ancient ear, the aluminum rolled into the shape of a large funnel. Jonah raised both of his hands and the hundreds of people on the field fell silent. 
 “I am Jonah of the Elk. And these are my Right Hands.” 
 He spun with his right arm extended and then nodded at the three men standing on the platform with him. Solomon, Gunney and Declan bowed together, all three grinning beneath the grime on their faces. Another surge of energy came from the field, the tired clans tapping into unknown reserves to acknowledge the leadership of what was now the largest clan in Wytheville. 
 “We are here again, another year. Another journey to Eliz before us. And we have much to fear.” 
 The words ripped the smirks from Jonah’s Right Hands. Groans floated up to the platform punctuated by an occasional muttered obscenity. 
 “I followed my father on this road every fall season, all the way to Eliz. Even in those early days, when clans had more than we do now, The Walk was treacherous. And deadly. We often lost members of the Elk before we even arrived here, in Wytheville.” 
 Jonah caught Sasha’s eye. She stood to the left of center, huddling over their children. He ignored the pain in his heart and continued. 
 “I am honored to have welcomed the Valley, the Harpeth, and the Bluestone into the Elk. I am also honored to accept a position on the council of clans, and to lead the clans to Eliz. There are many of us, and it has been long known that numbers correlate to strength, but do not think for a moment that alone will bring you security. We must be vigilant. All of us.” 
 A lone crow landed on the last remaining light tower, cawing across the expansive field. 
 “The Walk remains as dangerous as it ever was. And now we have new threats. Some of our Elk brothers have left to follow another. We will not have their experience and guidance on the road. In addition, the rogue clans and lawless heathens have become desperate. As population drops, and resources dwindle, they have become more violent and savage in their attacks. 
 “We will, no doubt, be ambushed on the road at some point. Know this will happen, as sure as the sun will rise in the east. When that happens, we must be ready, and that means being ready every moment of the journey.” 
 Jonah looked to his Right Hands, standing nearby, and turned back to the crowd. 
 “I will lead. The Elk will lead. All clans are invited to join us on the way to Eliz. I will protect you like my own clan. But you must know the risks. You and your clansmen must decide whether remaining in Wytheville is better for you. It is not for the Elk. We must go to Eliz, as commanded in our book. We will honor our ancestors and our faith. But you have a choice. 
 “Know that neither path can promise safety or success, and death will most likely try to put its cold arm around your mother, father, brother or sister, but if you come with us, I will do all I can to ensure death does not carry them away. I will do my best.” 
 Jonah waited for a moment, listening to the murmur of agreement, looking around at the nods from both the council and many of the gathered clans. 
 “If you understand the risk and accept it, without judgment or blame when death arrives, be here at daybreak tomorrow. The Elk will be leaving Wytheville for Eliz. I will lead the clan. And you may come with us.” 
 There was a cry of his name from the crowd, and others joined in, then someone called a clan name, and another called for the Six Clans of Wytheville. Then, Jonah raised his hand. 
 “And let it also be known that I am not my father,” he said. The gathered people went quiet at this, waiting for a threat or demand, waiting for Judas to rear his head even in death. But Jonah had no such intention. He wanted allies through respect, not terror. “Where before you may have run the risk of losing an ear for coughing too close to Judas, I promise that I am much more approachable.” 
 This was met by laughter and applause, and Jonah could see Corrun, one of the elders, grinning at him and nodding. Jonah was glad to see that, and he hoped that he had not asked for too much when they had bargained. 
 “And I am done,” he said. “Go drink, make noise, and eat the supplies that you cannot take with you, or—better still—give them to those that have less than you. But be up with the sunrise and be ready to leave.” 
 
 





Chapter 3
 
 Jonah woke to the sound of the crow cawing not far from his tent. Sasha stirred beside him but didn’t wake up. He had lain awake for most of the night, thinking about the previous day and listening to the mumbles his wife made in her sleep. There was noise outside for most of the night, but not enough to stop her and his children from sleeping. But he couldn’t rest. 
 He wondered if asking for a place on the council of clans had been a wise move. It had seemed so at the time, and from the reaction of the Elk clan members it had been approved of by many—all except old Logan, who he had seen among the people standing in the field when he had spoken, frowning and shaking his head. 
 After he’d given his speech he’d almost sought out the old man but hadn’t. He’d needed something positive to lift his spirits and knew that he should do something else beyond spirited and encouraging words. 
 A campfire feast had been the answer. Hastily erected by Solomon and Declan, it had been fed the spoils of his trip to the council. Roasted wild boar was a rare treat, and it had worked to raise the spirits of his clan and of the other clans. He had thought it over for an hour before suggesting it, and he came to the conclusion that he had demanded too much from the council. This was his way of giving much of it back. 
 During the feast, shared with many of the other clans of Wytheville, Jonah had freed his new slaves and encouraged them to join in. He hadn’t expected to react emotionally to it, but found himself humbled and a little embarrassed at the joy on the faces of those given freedom and offered a place within the Elk clan. 
 But while he’d watched those gathered talk and laugh, his own thoughts had been elsewhere, with the members of the clan who had left to follow Gaston. Where were they right now? He knew from a scout’s report that they had left Wytheville already, no doubt leaving to avoid any further conflict with the Elk. 

And to avoid being harassed, he thought. There were far too many smaller, troublesome groups—even smaller clans—who would grab at the chance to cause trouble, maybe even take advantage of a newly formed clan. 
 He worried about Roke and Seren, and he worried about the other young Elk who were now gone. Were they on the road, miles from Wytheville, heading toward the blighted lands in the south? 

They should have been here with us, eating roast boar and drinking that nasty crap wine being passed around. It tasted foul to him, but many others appeared to be enjoying it, including old Logan. 

Now why was he still with the clan? Seren was his little hunter and always fed the old man. Now he would have to depend on others. 

Too old, Jonah thought. He’s too old to be heading off with a new clan. I just hope he can keep up.

 Beside him, Sasha stirred, and Jonah forgot about the previous night when he noticed her eyes were open. 
 “I didn’t know you were awake,” he murmured. 
 She smiled. “Hard to sleep with you shuffling around.” 
 He sat up. “I’ll go and leave you three to sleep,” he said. 
 Sasha reached out and pulled his arm back down. “No need.” 
 He hauled himself from the rough bed anyway. “There’s a lot to do today,” he said. “I may as well get started.” 
 Sasha shrugged, knowing that he would not settle and that maybe he needed to be busy. 
 He left the three of them, noticing that Sasha was already snoring quietly by the time he’d dressed and pulled back the tent flap. 
 Outside the air was cool, and the light breeze sent shivers down his back. There weren’t many of his clan up at this time. The guards on the last watch stood at the entrance to the camp, and in the campfire clearing at the center of the Elk’s area, two of the younger warriors were clearing the campfire, trampling down the embers and picking out any bits of firewood that could be salvaged. But soon, maybe less than an hour away as the sun began its crawl away from the horizon, the place would be bustling with activity. 
 He left the camp and decided to walk the perimeter, nodding at the two guards as he passed them. He took a left, heading toward the more intact outer wall of the once-great building that provided some protection for the camp. He turned into the street, noting few people around, and stepped over the remains of a broken cart abandoned at the corner. There was a gap of a hundred yards along the broken roadway before other dwellings sprang up in the ruins, a polite and cautious distance kept by wanderers so that they wouldn’t annoy the large clan. He made his way along the street, stepping over cracks in the pavement and edging around thorns that poked up through the gaps. 
 He noticed a group of people huddled on the opposite side of the road. They were a lot closer together than others and had no shelter as such, only the overhanging arch of the entrance to the remains of the building opposite. As he got closer, still sticking to his side of the street, he took a better look. Old people. Maybe not as old as Logan, but they were not young. The half dozen carts pulled up on the pavement suggested they were traders, peddlers of wares. As he passed opposite them, his hand still brushing the head of the axe that swung at his hip, even though he felt little threat from the group, one of them stood and took a few steps across the road, toward him. 
 Jonah stopped, turned, and cocked his head to one side. It was a woman, and she looked nervous. 
 “You are the new leader,” she said, her voice wavering. “The new leader of the Elk clan? Aren’t you?” 
 “Yes,” Jonah replied. “What do you want, old mother?” 
 The woman looked down at her feet, and Jonah could feel the nervous tension even from twenty feet away. 
 “You are allowing people to join the Elk,” she said. “Ten clans, I heard.” 
 “Three,” Jonah said, smiling, “but yes, I have.” He wondered where this was going. The woman was no tribal, he knew. If she belonged to a clan she wouldn’t be out in the streets overnight. But most peddlers weren’t clan members; they were often alone or in small groups such as this, scrambling to survive by trading whatever crap they managed to find or catch. 
 “What of those who walk alone?” she asked. 
 Jonah frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 The woman glanced at the two men that sat on the pavement behind her. “Would you allow others to join your clan?” 
 It was a question that Jonah had never expected, and he stood there in the street, frowning at the woman, unsure of the correct answer. He had allowed three clans to join his, and that was a thing unheard of. Most times a clan could merge when a larger clan’s leader married one of its daughters, and the smaller clan would be swallowed up, but there had been no such thing with the Bluestone. 
 “If you can accept clans to join yours, then what of myself and my...companions?” 
 “You’re peddlers,” Jonah said, unsure of his point even as he spoke the words. 
 “Yes,” the woman replied. “But that is the only way I can survive alone.” 
 “What good would it do me to allow you into the Elk?” Jonah said. “You are not young, and you probably couldn’t fight. I’d be adding another mouth to feed.” 
 “I scavenge and find treasures in the ruins,” the woman said. 
 “So do many of my hunters,” said Jonah. “Even children can scavenge.” 
 “I see,” said the woman. “I am sorry.” She turned back to the roadside and went to return to her two companions. 
 Jonah started down the road again, but only made it ten yards before he stopped. Had he really just brushed her off like that? When he thought of people in his own clan, like Logan, who did little for the survival of clan as a whole, and mostly lived off the goodwill of others, he wondered if he had any reason not to let these people join. 
 He turned back. “Old mother,” he called. 
 The woman looked up. 
 “Be at the entrance to the Elk camp in one hour,” he said. “And bring your friends with you.” 
 Her eyes went wide and she stammered to say something, but no words came. 
 “I promise nothing,” Jonah said. “But you can travel with my clan to Eliz, and if you and your friends happen to prove of use to my people then I see no reason why you cannot stay with us.” 
 
  
 





Chapter 4
 
 “Which way are we headed?” Gunney asked. 
 Jonah looked at the man and noticed that the previous night’s festivities had not dulled the man’s drive. His eyes appeared glazed but not bloodshot, and Jonah suspected it was probably due more to the blowing ragweed of the season than it was the rot-gut wine passed around the fires the previous night. 
 “Following the same trails the Elk have always followed,” he said to Gunney. 
 “Ain’t never been to Eliz. We usually don’t get all the way to the city.” 
 Jonah smiled and nodded to a copse of trees near the rear of the outer wall. People stirred and voices carried. Jonah was not sure who he could trust yet, but he would have to confide in those closest to him. Gunney followed. Jonah squatted and used a stick to draw in the dirt. 
 “We’re here. Wytheville. Near where the old highways of seventy-seven and eighty-one used to cross.” 
 “So we’re following eighty-one. That’s the east to west crossing, right?” 
 “Yes,” said Jonah, “but we’re not taking it because it takes a northeast path through the mountains. Not only would it take us too long but we’d be picked at by any number of nomadic raiders along the route. We’ll have to take the lesser traveled path.” 
 “Which is?” Gunney asked. 
 “Route one fifty-eight.” Jonah drew a line across the dirt. “We’ll have to head south on seventy-seven until we reach it and then hope that the signs are still there.” 
 “The road signs.” 
 “No,” said Jonah. “Those disappeared a long time ago. The Elk have left our own signs over the years, but recently those have been disappearing too. Without my father and Nera…” 
 “But we still have Logan.” 
 “We do. But there is something aching him, and I can’t quite figure it out. I’m not sure if we can count on him. And he’s getting old. He could misinterpret the signs and lead us on another trail.” 
 Gunney looked at the crude map drawn in the dirt and then winked at Jonah. “We’ll get there. Plenty of folks have walked the route often enough.” 
 “I’m not so much worried about the road as I am those hiding in its shadows. This stretch here. That part of seventy-seven is littered with old cars.” Jonah drew a line in the map from Wytheville to the intersection of 158. 
 “Where there’s cars, there’s trouble,” said Gunney. 
 “Marauders. Heathens. Thieves. Whatever you want to call them, they prey on clans coming through. We may have to fight.” 
 “Not today,” Gunney said, standing up and pulling the brim of his hat down over his forehead. “Today, we leave Wytheville with triple our numbers, our bellies full, and with a surplus of firewood. Today is a great day.” 
 Jonah smiled and stood, tossing the stick into the weeds. “Let them all know this is the last call. We leave this morning.” 
 Gunney ran off, waving back at Jonah. He waited for Gunney to turn the corner before heading back to his tent. But before Jonah returned to help Sasha pack their cart, he needed a few minutes alone. 
 Jonah found an abandoned cart with weeds reaching through the rusted body toward the cool autumn morning. A seat remained, the springs supporting a few hunks of hardened foam. Jonah sat down and put his hands on the wheel while trying to imagine what it must have been like to ride in a cart instead of pulling one. He wondered what it would have been like to see the trees fly by at speeds unattainable on foot. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 Jonah jumped and looked over his shoulder to see Leta standing amongst the weeds several yards from the cart. She had a sack strapped to her back which pulled her shoulders forward and forced her to crane her neck up to look him in the eye. 
 “Dreaming.” 
 “About what?” 
 “Autos? Isn’t that what they called cars?” 
 “I don’t know. I’m old, but I’m not that old.” 
 Jonah conceded that to Leta, despite her thin gray hair and wrinkled skin. 
 “I think they moved faster than horses.” 
 “They did,” said Leta. “Many times faster.” 
 “I have to remain positive. Optimistic.” 
 “You do,” she said. “You are now leading several clans instead of one.” 
 “But you know the truth that they do not. Not even my Right Hands will accept it.” 
 “Violent death?” Leta asked. 
 “Only if we’re lucky. Most will die from starvation, exposure. The Walk is not easy. It often kills…” 
 Leta gave Jonah a gap-toothed smile as his sentence trailed off. “The weak and the elderly. That is what you were going to say.” 
 Jonah shook his head. “The children. It takes them as often as it does the old. The old folks are our past, but the children are the future.” 
 Leta took a step closer until Jonah could smell the dried piss and body odor stuck to her rags. “You cannot go home. You cannot stay here.” 
 Jonah wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The sounds of their imminent departure began to draw his attention away from the old woman. 
 “I know.” 
 “Then do what you know you must do.” 
 “And damn the consequences,” Jonah said. 
 “Yes,” said Leta. “It is what leaders must do for the benefit of the clan. If you lose people then that is the way. You want to try being clanless and worry about life and death.” 
 Jonah watched her turn and walk the same steps Gunney had minutes earlier. The camp came to life, even those who had overindulged in the festivities. He climbed out of the cart and kicked it with the toe of his boot. Brown rust cascaded down on his foot and a hunk of sheet metal dropped from the cart’s frame into the weeds. Jonah walked back toward his tent where Gunney, Declan and Solomon stood with their axes on their hips and packs on their backs. 
 “Tis a beautiful morning,” Solomon said. 
 “Aye,” said Gunney, his eyes fixed on Jonah’s. 
 “Is it time?” Declan asked. 
 Jonah nodded. He looked around and saw Sasha and the children strapping down their cart. “This will be the longest trip of your life. Drudgery beyond belief,” he said. 
 “Sounds wonderful,” Solomon said to Jonah. “Couldn’t think of a better crew to die for.” 
 “Okay,” said Jonah. “Send out the signal. It’s time to leave Wytheville.” 
 





Chapter 5
 
 From high above the road, among the rocks and the overgrown bushes, The Brother watched the large gathering of Walking Ones as they left their stony, foul-smelling ruins. The pack was not far, just a short distance through the trees along the slope and down into the valley, but the pack were resting, their bellies still full after the feast a few nights before. 
 He wanted to hunt this larger Walking One pack, just as The Leader had wanted to, but it would have to be at the right time. They travelled too closely together, and many carried their long claws. Some even carried the Flying Claws that had caused the failed attack that gave him the leadership of the pack. He, The Brother, would not be so careless. 
 There would be times along the Walking One path that some would be away from their pack, and that would be the time that he would strike, or if the whim took him, he would lead his folk away from the large clan and hunt those less protected. But for now they would prowl and wait for the foolish ones among the large pack. 

Even with this, he thought, you will have to be cautious. When they sense too much danger they will be fearful and not leave their pack. But that was fine. He could deal with that as well. There were new Walking Ones coming into the valley, fleeing the cold sweeping in from the north. He sensed them and thought that they would be easier prey, maybe. They would not know these lands like these Walking Ones did. 
 And there were the ones who waited at the side of the Walking One path. These smaller packs. They puzzled him. His kind, the Children of the Moon, did not hunt each other very often. If another pack came too close it would usually sense the other and head away, taking a different direction and heading for a safer place to hunt unless they were moving into their territory. Long gone were the days when The Children of the Moon had to worry about sharing territory with their own kind. But the Walking Ones were different. The small packs that waited at the road and hid themselves were waiting just to attack the larger pack. Foolish, he thought. Very foolish. 
 They would be his prey. Those smaller packs that were too busy watching the Walking One road and waiting to ambush the greater pack would not even know that he and his kin were coming. 
 He sniffed at the wind, frowning at the scents that drifted to him from over the miles. Far in the north, carried by the wind, he sensed many new Walking Ones coming. How far, he could not tell, but they were coming. These were different folk, and the scent that drifted on the wind smelt wrong to him; sick, somehow. 
 The Brother watched the convoy leaving the ruins, one by one pushing their rusted bitter smelling nests behind them. He smelled things on those moving nests that he wanted, things his pack would relish if they could only just get to them. But the danger was too great. 
 He turned and headed back into the trees, slowly pacing his way down the slope and into the hidden valley among the bushes to where the pack lay. He looked down on them. The numbers were fewer by five now. First the leader and his sons, then that wretched half-grown female that none of the others liked, whose mother had died giving birth to her. And then last night, the final claw in his side, the strongest of the remaining warriors. 
 He had hoped that SharpToothed would join him, and recognize him as the new leader, and maybe not challenge him, but it was not meant to be. 
 The Brother licked his haunch where SharpToothed had managed one nasty bite before falling. It would heal in time, he thought, but right now it hurt. 
 At least none of the other males would try anything now. They were all too young and they had seen SharpToothed fall to him. 
 He sniffed and paced through the gathered wolves, and then he started out of the valley and farther into the forest. The rest of the pack rose and followed, the young ones kept between them. There was little in the forest for them to fear, except for maybe the occasional grizzly, but they were uncommon on this side of the mountains. He would not lose one of the young to an angry bear. 
 He decided to move swiftly along the valley, following the trail of the Walking One path, but also to keep a good distance so they would not be detected. 

Maybe one will leave the path and we shall have it,  he thought, and if not, then we will move on and find one of those smaller packs.

 But then The Brother stopped, sniffing the air and listening. It was distant, but it was there. Movement in the forest far ahead, over the hill and deeper into the woods where the undergrowth was thickest. 
 Another pack was on the move and heading right in his direction. 
 
 





Chapter 6
 
 “Well?” 
 Shykar pulled the branch down with one hand, peering at the old highway as if he could see through the black velvet cloak of night. 
 “Southbound.” 
 “Aye. As I thought,” said Gerth. “They’re headed for an east-west crossing.” 
 “Eighty-one?” 
 “Doubtful. Most likely one-five-three. The northern clans have left signs on that path for decades. It is the path they’ve used most often. I suspect this chief will take it this time as well.” 
 “Do we attack tonight?” Shykar asked. 
 “Definitely not. I have yet to fully assess their wares. What more of the scouts?” 
 Shykar dropped the branch and turned back to Gerth, who was sitting on the edge of a weathered rock. Even in the blackest of night the man wore his mask. 
 “The numbers of the clan, the Elk, have swelled. Long Coat said they were inexperienced.” 
 “Long Coat lied,” said Gerth. “Gaston thought he could push us into a fight with this clan. One that would weaken or eliminate us. I have long since given up listening to the words from a serpent’s tongue.” 
 Shykar turned his head sideways. He kicked at a rock near his foot. “So what do we do now?” 
 “We get closer and see what the Elk is taking to Eliz. We decide what we want. We identify and claim our spoils. We wait for the right time.” 
 Shykar stood, the fire of his obscene passion reignited by Gerth’s emphasis on the last word. 
 “Have Irix and Jaz set up camp and secure it. You and I need to recon.” 
 Shykar leapt into the dark forest and moments later gave orders to the warriors with muffled barks. He pushed through the underbrush and stood before Gerth, his axe in hand. “I am ready.” 
 Gerth pulled at a strap on his mask, stood up, and reached for the axe on his left hip. “Follow me.” 
 The two warriors moved through the trees while the moonless sky held silently above. The stars glittered on the black canvas as they always had, regardless of the activity on the world beneath them. Shykar kept two paces back from Gerth. The masked leader dipped and swerved, stepping around thorny briars and rotting logs until he could smell the roasting meat from the Elk’s camp. 
 “I smell them,” said Shykar. 
 Gerth ignored his lieutenant’s whisper and kept a steady approach, maintaining a fifty-yard buffer between them and the first glimmers of light coming from the campfires. He crawled behind a massive boulder perched upon the top of a slight rise. Gerth peered out from behind it, counting three fires. He used the first two fingers on his right hand to point at his own eyes and then at the fires. Shykar understood the signal and nodded. Gerth crept to the other side of the boulder and darted across an area free of brush or trees. Shykar followed, the two moving through the silent forest like death’s shadow. 
 Shykar followed Gerth toward the largest of the fires, knowing the clan leader would undoubtedly be seated at it. They hid behind an ancient oak, spying on the four figures seated around the flames. Gerth quickly identified them as a family with two children, a son and a daughter. He heard Shykar sigh at the sight of the boy. 
 Gerth turned and whispered directly into Shykar’s ear. “Must be Jonah.” 
 When Gerth turned back to face the fire he saw her for the first time. The firelight lit her face from the bottom, bathing her olive skin in warm tones. She had long, black hair, pulled back, with renegade wisps caressing her high cheekbones. But it was the woman’s dark, almond-shaped eyes that captivated Gerth, pulling at him like an unseen rip-tide in an otherwise calm ocean. She smiled and the flames danced on her face. Jonah leaned over to kiss his wife on the cheek, and Gerth felt as though the campfire was burning the mask from his face. 
 “Now what?” Shykar asked. 
 Gerth spun on him, the glare in his eyes hidden by the darkness. He raised the first finger on his right hand and turned his gaze back to Sasha. When he did, he saw nothing but her back as she got up from the fire and walked deeper into the camp. 
 “Fuck,” said Gerth. “She will be mine.” 
 “When do we ambush?” Shykar asked, careful to keep the volume of his voice as low as possible. 
 “Tomorrow night,” Gerth said, without hesitation. “I will have her tomorrow night.” 
 A slight cracking sound echoed in the distance, well beyond the perimeter of the Elk’s camp and beyond where Gerth’s warriors waited. Shykar and Gerth froze and then faced each other. 
 “C’mon.” 
 Shykar followed Gerth as they rushed back across the open space and behind the boulder on top of the hill. 
 Another crack. 
 “Tis not a fawn nor forest creature,” Shykar said. 
 Gerth began to sweat, the chilly autumn air forcing a shiver. He looked back in Sasha’s direction and then toward the phantom sound. 
 “There are others,” he said. 
 Shykar nodded and waited for Gerth’s next move. 
 “We must see who it is.” 
 Gerth darted for a copse of trees well beyond the fires of the Elk’s camp. Shykar followed him deeper into the lonesome forest and in the direction of the noise. They came upon a struggling creek, running ankle-deep through a soft, shallow gorge no more than two feet across. Gerth felt the water chill his feet and a second later inhaled the stench of urine. He shivered and piss ran down his leg when he saw the sigil tacked to the tree above the creek. Shykar stood in the water, sensing the trepidation building within Gerth. 
 “What is it, my lord?” 
 “Not what but who,” said Gerth. “The flag there. You know it?” 
 Shykar squinted and shook his head. “I do not.” 
 “You will. They have already soiled the water with their foul piss. There must be dozens, if not hundreds, converging here. We must hide.” 
 “No man will frighten—” 
 “Shut the fuck up, Shykar. You know not of what you speak. Your foolish bravado will result in your blood running over these rocks. We must retreat and hide. Now.” 
 “But why?” 
 “It is the Cygoa. They have come down from the north and will bring a deadly reckoning like you have never seen. Pray to whatever powers you believe in to save your rotten soul.” 
 





Chapter 7
 
 The trees shivered and yet the wind remained hidden in the valley. A wolf let loose a howl and followed it with a low whine. The clouds hid what little of the moon was in the sky and covered the stars like a dirty wool blanket. Even the insects, which had not yet succumbed to the changing season, burrowed deep into the earth, hiding still and silently. 
 A single branch snap brought Jonah upright in his bedroll. He looked at Sasha and the kids, all sound asleep in the tent. A cold sweat broke on his forehead, and he reached out to touch each of them in hopes of reassuring himself they were still safe. At least for now. 
 He slid out from the warmth of the blankets and reached for his axe next to the pillow. When Jonah slipped from the folds of the tent he saw two figures waiting for him. He had expected to see one of his Right Hands, and therefore was not surprised when Gunney’s beard preceded the man through the darkness and into the orange glow left by the fire’s embers. It was the presence of the other man that made Jonah stop and cock his head sideways. 
 “Logan?” 
 “Ya think an old man sleeps like an infant? Little do you know, chief. The older you get the less you sleep and the more you ache.” 
 Jonah ignored the sarcasm dripping from Logan’s words and looked at Gunney. “You felt it, too.” 
 “I did,” Gunney said. “I suspect the old man did as well.” 
 Logan huffed and spat but did not respond. 
 “What do you think it is?” Gunney asked. 
 “I know,” said Logan. 
 “I don’t know,” Jonah said, ignoring Logan. “But I felt it.” 
 Logan gripped his axe in both hands and Jonah spun to face the vast, empty forests surrounding the camp. The forests that felt empty, until the unseen threat had awoken him. 
 “Should we get the warriors?” Jonah asked. 
 “For what? For a twig snap or the hunch of a crooked geezer?” 
 Logan swallowed the insult, standing still with his arms folded across his chest. Jonah looked at Gunney and then at the tent where his family lay sleeping. 

Vulnerable.

 “C’mon. Let’s take a look.” 
 “Could be anything,” Gunney said, as if trying to talk himself out of what was about to be. “Deer. Coon.” 
 “It ain’t, and you both know it.” 
 Jonah stepped up to Logan and was knocked back by the odor. The old man reeked of piss and spoiled meat. 
 “Why don’t you drop the sulking child act and tell us what you know?” 
 “Your father never would have never let this happen to us.” 
 “What?” Jonah asked, his hands shaking and his eyes darting back and forth. “What are you talking about?” 
 In the following seconds a number of things happened simultaneously, or so it seemed to Jonah. A single scream punctured the night and a sea of war cries flooded the camp. Jonah saw Logan drop to his knees, his hands raised above his head in supplication. Gunney’s axe blade whistled through the night, swinging at a threat he could not see. 
 Jonah dropped to his knees and crawled to the flap of his tent where Sasha was already pulling the children to her. To his right, Jonah saw who he thought were Solomon and Declan, standing still, their axes clutched to their chests and their eyes wide and white. The shouts increased and came with a measured precision that Jonah would come to recognize as the commands of war. Tents ignited. Flames licked the low-hanging branches of the camp’s cover and set some of the trees alight. They burned like wicked skeletons, their bones cracking and hissing in pain. 
 Elk warriors began to appear, some half-naked and dizzy with sleep. Jonah watched as a dark figure cut down two of the Elk a mere fifty yards from where he sat in the dirt. He stood and began to run toward the center of the conflict, while Sasha’s cries echoed in his ears. Jonah felt as though he were running through water, his legs unable to propel him as fast as mind believed they could. 
 “Jonah!” 
 He turned left at the sound of his name and saw Declan approaching. The boy bled from a gash beneath his left eye. 
 “Ambush.” 
 Jonah turned away instead of chiding Declan for grabbing his attention only to speak the obvious. He saw a mass of darkness moving through the camp, a shadow of pain passing over and around the tents. Several bodies lay motionless in the dirt, and Jonah had a feeling that they all belonged to his clan. A few men shouted and two called out his name. 
 Declan caught up and grabbed Jonah by the arm. “They’ll kill us all.” 
 Jonah shrugged off the boy’s grip and spun. Gunney was coming toward him. 

If they wanted to destroy us they would’ve killed me first. Cut off the head to kill the beast. This is only a message.

 Gunney opened his mouth to shout at Jonah when a low, vibrating sound rumbled through the camp. Jonah had to believe a human had blown that horn but the sound felt slimy and evil in his ears. The horn reverberated through the valley and the shouting ceased. A few seconds of silence followed before the cries of the injured and dying filled the void. 
 More Elk warriors emerged from the chaotic darkness, some limping and others bleeding. Jonah scanned the camp, assessing the damage as best as he could in the aftermath. Gunney appeared on his right and shook the blood from his axe. 
 “I think I got one,” he said. 
 Sasha cried, and Jonah’s children hid their faces in her robes. Declan threw dirt on one of the burning tents and Jonah had not yet seen Solomon. 
 “How many are dead?” Jonah asked. “How many are missing?” 
 “A few warriors dead and a few children taken.” 
 Jonah turned as Solomon approached from behind, answering the questions as he walked. 
 “Why ambush us but then retreat? This makes no sense.” 
 Gunney shook his head in agreement with Jonah but could not think of a sufficient answer. 
 “Double up the tents, position guards at each one,” Jonah said to the Elk warriors within earshot. “We only have a few hours until dawn, and I do not want to bury any more of our people tonight.” 
 Jonah put his arm around Sasha, drew a deep breath and then pulled back. He nodded at the tent and then held up his axe. She gave him a weak smile and ushered the children through the fold and into their bedrolls, where they would lie awake for the rest of the night. 
 He shook his head and began walking toward one of the fires when an image of the old man flashed in his head. 
 “Logan?” he asked. 
 Jonah saw a lump of tattered rags face down in the dirt next to a collapsed tent. He ran over, tossed his axe to the ground, and put his hand on Logan’s back. 
 “Logan,” he said with a thin whisper. 
 The old man coughed and rolled over. “Get off of me you damn queer.” 
 Jonah smiled and leaned back to give the man and his stench some space. 
 “And wipe that fucking smile off your face. We’re all dead. All of us.” 
 Jonah grimaced, his face twisted and red. “Don’t you talk to—” 
 “I told you I knew, and you wouldn’t listen.” 
 Jonah felt the blood rush to his face and his fingers tingled. “Who was it, Logan? Who just attacked us?” 
 “An attack?” The old man laughed which triggered a wet, broken cough from deep within his diseased lungs. “That was a mere dance, young fella.” 
 “Who?” Logan asked again. 
 “That was the Cygoa, shithead. And they just sent you a friendly greeting.” 
 
 





Chapter 8
 
 Jonah paced the ground in the clearing, unable to control his anger. Three kids had been taken during the raid and an equal number of warriors killed. He was surprised how few, considering how many Cygoa he thought he’d seen during the raid. But it had been dark. There may not have been as many as he had thought. 
 The elders of the clans stood nearby, watching him nervously. And this was another thing that surprised him. Just how weak and pathetic the leadership of the other clans was. Two out of the three dead warriors had been from the Reed Clan, those led by Corrun of the council, but the old man stood looking dumbfounded among his fellow council members. 
 Jonah turned to the sound of approaching feet in the forest, as did a number of the gathered warriors. A trio of figures burst through the foliage surrounding the outside of the clearing, and all three paused for a moment to scan the gathered crowds, spotted Jonah and jogged toward him. 
 “What news?” demanded Jonah. 
 The first of the scouts bent over, heaving, out of breath, but the second seemed to be less tired. The shorter, younger man looked to the bent over old man, who nodded. 
 “The trail leads a few miles into the forest and then down into a valley. We heard noises down there. It’s a camp, we think, but they were packing to move on.” 

They are still here, though, Jonah thought. So damn arrogant at their own ability to scare us that they haven’t hurried away. Well, maybe they won’t expect us to do anything.


But they’re wrong.


Now is the time to be decisive,  he thought. Logan already pointed out that my father wouldn’t have let this happen, but did he ever have to deal with the people of the far north during the journey to Eliz?

 The old tales of the T’yun endlessly attacking and raiding Cygoa lands were often the talk at clan gatherings, but that was long before the Elk, and before the T’yun imploded on itself, breaking into the bickering, squabbling clans that mostly still existed today. 
 “What of the children?” Jonah asked the scout. 
 The older scout seemed to have got his breath back and stood up straight. “They were there,” he said. “They have them tied up near the middle of the camp, three of them.” 

All still alive, Jonah thought, and he glanced around the gathered crowd and the combined strength of the Six Clans. His gaze halted on a group far across the clearing, an old woman bent over a younger one, the younger woman inconsolable. A mother of one of the taken children. 

We must act. I must act.

 “What do you know of them?” he demanded of Corrun. “Of the Cygoa? Why would they be here?” 
 The man seemed to fumble for words. Gone was the confidence he had shown as head of the council. 
 “I…” Corrun turned to other members, but from the expressions on their faces there would be no assistance from that direction. 
 “Anybody?” Jonah shouted. “Does anyone know why the Cygoa, who supposedly live hundreds of miles to the north and haven’t had contact with us in…what—thirty? — years have shown up now? What reason?” 
 There was silence across the gathered crowd. Nearly five hundred people lined the clearing, gathered in their clans, but none spoke. 
 Until Logan edged forward, moving from the crowd line. “They come for revenge,” he said, looking down at his feet. 
 A murmur spread through the crowd, but Jonah raised his hand and the chatter ceased. He peered at the old man, frail with years, but didn’t say anything. He waited, a million questions in his head. Instead he stared at Logan, his gaze demanding answers. 
 “They come because they have had generations of distance—plenty of time not being put down by the T’yun—and it has allowed them to grow strong again. They should be weak, but two generations is enough...” 
 “But why us?” asked Jonah. “Why the Elk? And the Five Clans?” 
 Logan looked up and stared him in the face. “Because your father, Judas, was the last high chieftain of the T’yun,” said the old man. “Because the Elk is the closest to true T’yun blood that can be found walking.” 
 Jonah felt his heart hit the ground, but didn’t show it. He took a deep breath, shaking his head. He had known this, somehow, hadn’t he? He’d known that his father had been involved in the tales of the past, but they were told as though they were centuries ago, not just a few decades. But Judas? The leader? Judas had never mentioned that either. 
 “What do you mean?” he muttered. “How is that so? The T’yun dissolved thirty years ago, when Judas was young.” 
 “He was young, yes,” said Logan. “But he was strong when he took the leadership from the previous ruler before he was even two decades old himself. The T’yun raided the Cygoa for many years, keeping them subdued, but now they have had two generations without raids to grow strong once more. Now they come for revenge.” 
 Jonah turned to the council elders “Did you all know of this?” he asked. “Did you know that this would happen?” But the council members stared back, unable to answer. 
 “Of course they knew,” Logan said, his voice getting louder. “They were T’yun lieutenants in their youth, and raided their fair share of Cygoa camps, just as your father did. They’re all as guilty. We all had this coming.” 
 “We?” asked Jonah. “You as well?” 
 Logan lowered his gaze once more. “Yes,” he said. “Me, as well. And now the remnants of the T’yun Horde are old and weak. It’s why I never had children myself. I would never have wanted them to face the revenge of those we hurt.” 
 “But that’s us, then, isn’t it?” Jonah said. “We’re the ones who have to face them now. For your raids, we now have to face their hatred.” 
 Jonah was silent for a moment. 
 “Then let us go and face them,” he said, once more glancing at the sobbing young woman at the other side of the clearing. “They’ll not take our children.” 
 





Chapter 9
 
 The rising sun revealed the extent of the damage. The Cygoa had burnt down four tents, killed a half-dozen people and abducted three children. The clans meandered through the camp, picking up pieces of debris and inspecting them, dropping the ones too damaged to salvage or of no value. Smoke curled to the sky, spilling into an otherwise pristine morning. A few songbirds chirped in the distance, oblivious to the destruction on the ground below. 
 Jonah spent the first hours of the morning thinking about what Logan said. He felt the fear in the old man’s words and saw the truth in his eyes. The Cygoa now hunted them for revenge, and none would be spared. That left only one option. Fight. 
 Jonah knew that only the victorious side would survive, and no amount of negotiations or politics would save them from the savage invaders of the north. Judas, his father, and the countless others that had rallied under the T’yun banner, had raided the Cygoa relentlessly until the remnants fled north. They had sealed the Elk’s fate a long time ago, and it would be up to Jonah to write the next chapter of the clan’s history. 
 “Jonah. I—I don’t know what—” 
 “Say nothing,” Jonah said to Corrun. He could see the old chief’s eyes were full of tears. “Nothing is what you’re good for.” 
 The man looked stung, and for a moment Jonah regretted his words, but Corrun didn’t anger. 
 “Times were different then, and we had the invincibility of youth,” Corrun said, looking at the ground. Jonah wondered what memories now passed through Corrun’s mind, but he didn’t want to know. 
 “But men are not,” said Jonah. “What you have done has started a chain of vengeance that I must break. And I must do so with the lives of good warriors, good men. I do not expect you to change the past, but you have an obligation to help me protect the future. Do not talk to me and tell me you don’t know what to do. You know exactly what we must do.” 
 Jonah should have looked around before berating one of the oldest chiefs of one of the most powerful clans, but he did not. Most of the people continued to wander through the camp searching for lost articles and hope. 
 “Tell me what you need,” Corrun said. 
 “I will pursue the Cygoa and take back what is ours. I will need most of our strongest warriors, regardless of whether they are Reed or some other clan. I cannot let this Cygoa arrogance stand. I cannot.” 
 “What else?” 
 “I’m leaving Declan here to fortify the camp. He is my proxy and you will obey him.” 
 “He is just a boy.” 
 “And you are just an old man. I will put my faith in the boy who has already proven himself to me.” 
 Corrun’s face flushed red beneath his dirty, white beard and Jonah hoped he had not gone too far. He dropped the volume of his voice so only Corrun would hear him. 
 “This is on all of us now, whether we were alive during the T’yun and Cygoa battles or not. I need all of your collective wisdom.” 
 For the first time since they began talking, Corrun raised his head and looked Jonah in the eye. “I’m with you, but mind your words when others are listening. Regardless of your views.” 
 Jonah nodded, knowing he deserved at least a small rebuke, and then he looked over Corrun’s shoulder toward the center of the camp. “Send me my raiding party. Right now.” 
 Declan, Solomon and Gunney emerged from the tree line at the head of the scout’s trail. They approached Jonah as Corrun hobbled toward the camp. 
 “I need you to stay and fortify the camp,” Jonah said to Declan. He could taste the boy’s disappointment along with the odor of burning wood. 
 “I can fight.” 
 “This is fighting, too. I cannot risk the safety of the camp if I’m to take a raiding party to the Cygoa.” 
 “A what?” Solomon asked. 
 “We’re going after the Cygoa. We’re going to get our children back and kill the Cygoa who did this.” 
 Solomon shook his head and rubbed at his eyes. His torso began to shake until a rambunctious laughter burst forth. 
 “You are one crazy motherfucker,” Solomon said. 
 The hilarity infected Gunney, and he started laughing too, slapping Solomon on the shoulder with his right hand. 
 Jonah smiled at the two men as they fell over each other in fits of hilarity. Declan stood, his mouth open and his eyes wide. 
 “But we’re just as nuts,” Gunney said. “When we leaving?” 
 “Right now,” Jonah said with a smile. 
 He nodded at Declan and the boy turned to enter camp. 
 “Declan,” Jonah said. “Drag the carts into a circle surrounding the camp. Place guards. Place every warrior available. Do not let anyone out until I return.” 
 “Yes, my lord,” Declan said, and he jogged into camp. 
 “At least fifty of the Reed want to join us. Maybe more,” Gunney said. 
 “Call them forth,” Jonah said. “Despite the absence of bravery of their chief, they want to avenge their dead.” 
 Even before Solomon and Gunney could try to recruit warriors, men began to appear. They came with axes, knives, clubs and bare knuckles. One by one, they approached Jonah and dropped to one knee. He helped each one to their feet and looked them in the eye. When the numbers approached over a hundred, Jonah held both hands up. 
 “The scouts followed the trail to the tree line overlooking the valley where the Cygoa are camped. It is not far. We will take back what is ours and leave nothing in our wake. We will be quiet until we are ready to attack. Any of you who are unable to move swiftly and silently through the forest should stand down now and stay here to guard this camp.” 
 A collective roar rose from the men. Solomon and Gunney looked at each other and smiled, their eyes still wet with laughter. 
 “Follow me,” said Jonah. 
 The men raised their weapons. They jogged through the woods behind Jonah, stomping the underbrush and turning a delicate trail into a trampled path through the forest. Jonah led them, with Solomon on his left and Gunney on his right. They reached the base of the rise and continued upward at a slow march. 
 The trail became wider and more apparent. Jonah could not tell if the scouts had done this or whether the Cygoa had been less concerned about revealing themselves so close to their own camp. Jonah’s heartbeat regulated and the initial surge of adrenaline faded as he plodded up the hill toward the tree line. There was little noise in the forest, and Jonah presumed that the men following him had taken his words seriously. 
 Several hundred yards from the summit, Jonah stopped and turned to face his warriors. 
 “Silence. We go the rest of the way as quietly as possible. Hopefully, the Cygoa will not expect retaliation, and we can only surprise them once. Push your bloodlust down but do not lose it. Our patience will last but for a matter of moments. Pass the word back.” 
 Jonah turned and continued marching up the hill until he reached the trees at the top. He peered down into the valley where the Cygoa camped, their sigils and tents on proud display. Jonah shivered, despite the mid-morning sun warming his back. 
 





Chapter 10
 
 Jonah felt the blood rising to his cheeks and the adrenaline burning in his veins. Beside him, and behind him, one hundred and fifty warriors of the Six Clans surged down the hill in near silence, like a new stream bursting through the forest. They swept between the trees and through the undergrowth, the tents of the Cygoa growing closer by the second. Jonah’s chest heaved and his heart thumped heavily, so much so that he could almost hear it. 
 There were two dozen tents and maybe forty Cygoa warriors, the scouts had estimated, so he knew that he had both the element of surprise and the numbers to win this. But there were children held captive in the camp, and if they were not brought out of there alive, everything he had accomplished would be for nothing. It was, he realized, his first major act as a war-chief within the Wytheville clans. It needed to go to plan. 
 For the first time in over twenty or thirty years, ever since the last battle of the T’yun, more than one clan from the valley and the forest banded together for a single purpose. Jonah had never known other clans to fight alongside the Elk, and now warriors from all of the five other major clans surged forward as one. 
 And he was at the front, leading them down the hill, expecting the moment a Cygoa warrior would take him down. Would the initial surprise they had last long enough for them to overrun the camp? Were the Cygoa really arrogant enough to not expect it? 
 Or were they waiting for this? Doubts flooded Jonah’s mind as he ran onward. It was too late to stop the surge of warriors now, and any attempt to do so would leave him as an embarrassment rather than a leader. 
 He had committed himself to this. 
 He burst from the line of trees twenty feet from the first tent and kept on running, feeling the air move around him as a dozen of the other warriors surged forward within feet of him, still silent. He passed through the gap between the first two tents, raising his axe as he did so, and ran straight toward a single Cygoa emerging from the tent to his right. His vision blurred, rage taking control of his movements. The axe came down, slicing deep into the shoulder of the man who went sprawling, crying out as he hit the ground. 
 Then he could hold his voice no longer. 
 His mind flashed back once more to a time when he had been out with Judas. They had been hunting in the forest. He had been only eight summers old. He and Judas crouched behind a bush, near a clearing that was only a mile from their home, and they watched as a young buck at the opposite edge of the clearing, chewing on the grass that grew in abundance there. The animal was calm and hadn’t spotted them. 
 “You are old enough now,” Judas had whispered. “It is your turn.” 
 Jonah remembered looking at his father, with eyes widened in fear, and then down at the bow in his hands. 
 “Use what you have practiced and make the kill,” Judas had said. 
 Jonah remembered raising the bow and taking aim at the buck, sighting it along the shaft of the arrow and holding the bow steady. He breathed in and watched, aiming. But the buck had looked up at that moment, straight toward him and he thought, straight into his eyes. 
 “Shoot now,” Judas had said, but Jonah couldn’t fire. He didn’t know why he had turned the bow slightly away from the creature before he let loose. He’d known that he and his family needed food, and that this was his responsibility. He should have killed the buck, but he had deliberately missed. He also remembered Judas’s fury and the rage in his father’s voice. Judas knew he could make the shot and somehow knew Jonah had missed intentionally. 
 “You must show no mercy,” Judas had scolded him. 

No mercy. The words rang in his ears as he raced toward three Cygoa bursting from the largest tent in the middle of the camp. His legs found new energy from fury. 
 “No mercy!” Jonah bellowed as the first man fell to the axe. The second tried to lower a spear toward him, but Jonah punched the shaft aside and slammed his axe into the center of the man’s skull. The man crumpled to the ground, knocking down part of the large tent as he rolled away. 
 The third man turned and ran, eyes wide with fear, as Jonah felt more than saw the swarm of warriors flood over the camp, and with them came the cries of war, but more prominent in Jonah’s ears was the cry of “No mercy!” he heard echoing through his gathered force. 
 Solomon rushed into his field of vision, swinging his hammer and sending the third, fleeing man falling into the still burning fire-pit to the left of the main tent. 
 Jonah moved on, hurrying through the camp, dodging several fights as he made his way to the center, where the scouts had reported seeing the children. As he rounded a large tent and saw an opening with a stamped out fire-pit. Two of the Cygoa pushed out from the tent opposite and rushed forward, both just feet away from striking one of the warriors that had joined Jonah’s band from one of the other clans. He didn’t recognize the man but saw that he was already injured, blood trickling down his side despite his hand clamped over the wound. The man stumbled back, barely lifting the axe he held in trembling fingers. 
 Jonah leapt forward, intercepting the two Cygoa before they were able to see him coming and just before they reached his injured ally. His swung his axe with every bit of strength he could muster and slammed the sharp head into the neck of the first man. He stumbled back, shocked as the strike cleanly decapitated the Cygoa, sending the head rolling into the chest of the other warrior. The second Cygoa turned, frowning, wondering what had hit him, and then he screamed. The man spun away, panic taking over him, and tried to run, but Jonah’s axe swung down into the middle of his back and he staggered forward, twitched a few times, and then was still. 
 Jonah didn’t stay to check the injured man. He had already saved him from death. Around him other battles raged, and he pushed onward into the middle of the camp. 
 Finally, he saw the three children tied together just to the side of the clearing next to the largest tent in the camp. He rushed forward as other warriors hurried past him, heading for other tents, and stopped at the children. One of them recognized him and Jonah saw a flush of relief cross the boy’s face. 
 “Just stay still,” he hissed. “This will be over soon and you will be safe.” 
 “To me!” bellowed a voice from beyond the large tent. “To me! Stand strong!” A tall, wiry Cygoa paced into the clearing, followed by four other warriors. They stayed close together, swinging their weapons at any who approached them, and very soon, Jonah realized that all other fighting had ceased. All that remained were these five warriors, and they were completely surrounded by Jonah’s warband, and backed up against the wall of their own tent. 
 An arrow whistled across the clearing and thudded into the chest of one of the warriors. The man dropped his club, grabbed the arrow and staggered, looking down at the shaft protruding from his chest. Jonah turned to see one of the scouts that had accompanied him notching another arrow. Seconds later, another Cygoa warrior fell, an arrow protruding from his neck. 
 The tall Cygoa, who Jonah presumed must be the leader, seemed to understand then that his attackers would just stand there, watching, penning him and his two remaining warriors in until the bowman had taken them all out, and he bellowed with rage. He pushed both of the remaining warriors away and rushed straight toward Jonah. He got half way across the clearing and fell forward, tripped as another arrow was loosed, taking him in the knee and knocking him to the ground. 
 Jonah rushed forward in time to see the tall man’s face smash into the rocky floor at his feet, knocking him unconscious. He stepped forward, removed the man’s weapon, and placed his hand near to the man's mouth. He was still breathing. 

Should I just kill him anyway? Jonah wondered. This man is leader of this band, he thought, or if not leader then a commander of some sort. He would have knowledge that maybe they could use. 
 Jonah heard shouts and bellows and looked up to see the last two Cygoa falling under the blows from multiple weapons as they too rushed forward. He stood up and found Solomon standing next to him. “Keep this one alive,” he said. 
 Solomon nodded his approval. “He will tell us everything we want to know.” 
 Jonah looked over at the children and saw several of his warrior band cutting their bonds and hugging them close as the children cried. 

All three alive, he thought. And apparently unharmed, if frightened. Then he glanced around the camp, which was much larger than he had expected. There were at least ten tents, camping equipment, and sacks of supplies stacked up in places. 
 A massive haul of war spoils. 
 “Strip this camp clean,” he shouted, his voice loud enough to grab the attention of all that that had followed him to fight the Cygoa. “We take everything, but do not squabble over the goods. We will share them out where they are needed, but the weapons and armor of our enemies are yours to take. Share them well and fair with your brothers.” 
 A roar of approval came from the gathered warriors. Jonah turned back to Solomon and saw that Gunney had joined them at the center of the camp. 
 “What of the dead?” asked Solomon. 
 Jonah turned to face him. “Did we lose anyone?” 
 Solomon grinned. “Not a single man,” he said. “We have a dozen with injuries, one quite deep, but nothing that cannot be stitched and cleaned by the apothecaries.” 
 “We lost no one else this day,” said Gunney. 
 Jonah looked around at the bodies of the Cygoa. Had they been a rival clan, and led by an honorable enemy, he would insist the bodies burned or buried. But these, he thought, were child stealers.

 “Take everything of worth and leave the dead stripped where they died,” Jonah shouted. “Child stealers deserve no honoring. Move swiftly, all. We need to be back at camp. Take everything that is worth taking, and leave the rest to the wolves.” 
 





Chapter 11
 
 By the time Jonah’s warriors plundered the Cygoa camp, the sun had dropped beneath the tree line, casting thin, golden rays over the dead bodies. 
 Jonah instructed two men to tie the Cygoa leader’s wrists to a stout branch. They used their strongest hemp rope and pulled it so tight that it bit into the man’s skin, waking him with a moan and a grumble. Jonah squatted, his axe in his hand and his face close to the man’s. 
 “I know you.” 
 “Shut up,” said Jonah. “You will talk. To all of us. But right now you will listen.” 
 The man’s right eye had swollen shut and his left rolled around in the socket until it locked on Jonah’s face. Dried blood plastered the man’s hair to his forehead and Jonah could smell the hunks of rotten flesh stuck in his beard. Jonah waited for the man to speak again but he did not. His one eye twitched, the gray iris as round as a full moon. 
 “You raided our camp. You killed and then you stole our children. And for that you will die. How you die is yet to be determined.” 
 “Elk?” the man asked, as if he hadn’t heard Jonah’s threat. 
 “Why are you this far south?” Jonah asked. 
 “Fuck off,” the Cygoa leader said. He spat a wad of thick blood into the dirt at Jonah’s feet. 
 Solomon and Gunney approached and stood behind Jonah, weapons in hand. 
 “Kill the ugly son of a bitch,” Gunney said. 
 Solomon nodded. 
 “Not until he tells me what I want to know. Not until we find out why the Cygoa clans of the north are this far south, this late in the season.” 
 The man laughed and yanked his wrists as if to test the strength of the knots. 
 “Pick him up,” Jonah said to Gunney and Solomon. 
 They walked around Jonah as he stood. Solomon grabbed one end of the bough while Gunney grabbed the other. They lifted the thin, mangy Cygoa leader to his feet. He stumbled, trying to find his balance under the extra weight sitting upon his shoulders. 
 “Walk.” 
 The man continued to laugh, occasionally coughing and spitting more blood. 
 “Make him walk.” 
 Gunney smiled at Jonah. He took a step back and drove a meaty fist into the prisoner’s stomach. The man groaned and pitched forward but Solomon held on to the branch to keep him from doubling over. Gunney circled behind the Cygoa leader and yanked his head back by his hair. Jonah looked into the man’s face, his mouth opening and closing without sound. The man’s evil eye seemed to lose a bit of its arrogance. It appeared less defiant. 
 “I will call our warriors to the trail and we’ll move out. I want this man up front. Make sure he walks. If he doesn’t, drag the bastard by his hair. He will return to camp and answer our questions.” 
 “I’ll die first,” the man said, wincing from the punch to his gut. 
 “You’ll die when I say so,” said Jonah. 
 The Elk warriors and the men from the other clans had already begun to gather. Some comforted the children, some watched the spectacle unfolding, and others traded their booty with each other. 
 “Let’s go.” 
 Jonah turned and picked up the trail at the base of the hill. His warriors had trampled everything on their approach to the camp but he could still see the path. Jonah stepped over a fallen tree and took several more steps before turning around. Solomon and Gunney had each end of the Cygoa leader’s restraint and the rest of the warriors clumped behind him. 
 As Jonah retraced their steps through the forest and back to his camp, he heard an occasional grunt and torrent of profanity. The Cygoa leader dragged his feet and Solomon or Gunney hit him, and the man stumbled forward. Jonah lit a torch, no longer concerned about an ambush. At least not on that night. When they reached the camp, Jonah was surprised to see that nearly everyone was still awake. Few had gone to bed. No doubt worried about the outcome of the raid, he thought. 
 Corrun was the first to greet Jonah. “You’ve returned,” the old man said. 
 Jonah nodded. “I have someone I want you to talk to.” 
 Jonah stepped aside and Corrun’s eyes fell upon the Cygoa leader, dragged by Solomon and Gunney. He gasped and took a step backward. 
 Jonah grabbed Corrun’s arm. “You will want to hear what this man says.” 
 Solomon and Gunney dropped the man to the ground. He lay on his back and Gunney kicked him in the ribs. 
 “Sit him up,” Jonah said. 
 Two Elk warriors carried a sharp boulder over and dropped it at Jonah’s feet. Solomon and Gunney yanked the bough up until the boulder sat between the captive’s shoulder blades, forcing him up at an angle. He moaned again and his chest hitched as the boulder’s edges cut into his back. 
 “Why are the Cygoa so far south at this time of the year?” Jonah asked. 
 “Fuck you.” 
 Gunney punched the man in the face, spraying his blood from a broken nose. Jonah lowered his torch and saw the man’s eye twitch in the socket. The warriors continued to flow back into their camp, carrying booty and war stories to their tents. Several did not, circling around Jonah and the interrogation. Jonah dropped his voice so only the captive and those surrounding him could hear what he was about to say. 
 “These men will rip open your stomach and pull your guts out into the dirt. Then we will leave you for the wolves. If you answer my questions I promise you a swift end. You will die either way. The manner in which is up to you.” 
 “You’re fucking Elk scum. I said fuck you.” 
 “The man will not talk,” Corrun said, wringing his hands as sweat beaded on his forehead. 
 “Let me try.” 
 Jonah looked over his shoulder to see who spoke the words. The voice sounded frail, old and feminine. 

Leta?

 “Let me ask him a question,” she said. 
 Solomon and Gunney laughed, but Jonah held up his hand to them. 
 “You say he will die anyway,” she said, interrupting Jonah. “Let me talk to him.” 
 The Cygoa leader had kept his head down since he last spoke and Jonah wondered if he was even conscious. Jonah looked at Corrun, then Solomon and then Gunney. 

Nothing to lose , he thought. They don’t seem too opposed to the idea.

 “Go on,” Jonah said to Leta. 
 She bent down low and slid a thin blade from beneath her rags. Leta lifted the man’s head with a smile and put the tip of her knife into the corner of his left eye. He gasped and turned his head but she reached out with her left hand and grabbed him by the hair. “Why are you here, Cygoa filth?” 
 The man grumbled. 
 Leta’s hand moved and her wrist flicked back and forth. Before the Cygoa leader could even scream, his good eyeball lay in the dirt next to Jonah’s boot. Corrun stumbled backward and the Cygoa leader whimpered, each cry rising in intensity until he let out an icy, high-pitched scream. 
 “The wolves are more merciful than me,” Leta said. “I’ll slowly cut you apart piece by piece. Why. Are. You. Here?” 
 “We—we,” the leader stammered through the pain. “We’re scouts. The rest are coming. They’ll be here soon, and they’ll kill you all.” 
 “Why?” Leta asked. 
 “Revenge, you stupid old bitch. We come to take back the lands that were ours.” 
 Leta wiped the blade on the man’s filthy shirt. She slid the knife back beneath her rags and smiled at Jonah. He shook his head back and forth, his eyes wide. 
 “I told you,” Leta said. “I scavenge and dig, and find treasures in the ruins.” 
 





Chapter 12
 
 Gaston smiled. With concrete under his feet and the unknown, expansive sky above, he felt the pleasure of his nomadic lifestyle. Years on the road brought a comfort the clans would never understand. He tried not to think about what would happen when they reached White Citadel. At that point, the pilgrimage would be over, and that thought cast a shadow of doubt on his light mood. 
 The shorter days and colder nights did not bother Gaston. Years spent traversing the far north had hardened him to the brutal grip of winter, and in a way, he looked forward to it. In the northern territories, autumn gave up quickly and allowed the barren season to blow across the water and through the ruins. It would only take weeks before everything would be covered in a cleansing white snow. 
 As he walked in silence, Gaston gazed at the low hills and noticed how the leaves held on to the branches a little longer here, as if winter granted them a temporary stay. He hadn’t bothered to talk to the rest in the caravan. The time for persuasion had passed. Soon they would be approaching White Citadel and there would be no turning back. A crow flew overhead and Gaston watched it fly toward the midday sun, which clung to the low clouds. His mind drifted and a single name entered his head. 

Jonah.

 Was the man dead yet? Gaston could not be sure. He believed Gerth to be the menacing force he appeared to be, and yet Jonah had a power that Gaston could not quite identify. He knew sending Gerth for Jonah would result in a death, and the demise of either would work in his favor. But there was a guilt there, too. He didn’t wish Jonah dead but felt it necessary. 
 Also, there was the worry that Jonah would discover who had sent Gerth. If the man was captured and interrogated, Jonah would find out that Gaston was involved. What would follow after that? He didn’t know. For Jonah to send someone looking for Gaston at White Citadel would be for the leader to either admit that it was safe to do so, or to sacrifice a man just to take Gaston out. 
 Gerth would die. Gaston knew. Even if he got close to Jonah. Gaston had seen, close up, how Jonah had defeated the leader of the Bluestone. It had been swift and deadly, and he had almost thought that Jonah wasn’t even concentrating at the time, his mind elsewhere. 

You were lucky he chose not to fight in the end,  Gaston thought. 
 A child ran alongside Gaston, and he looked down into the girl’s dirt-encrusted face and gave her a shallow, forced smile. 

Seren.

 He had not seen that girl for days at a time. She would appear in camp with a string full of squirrels or rabbits, handing it to the old women to gut and roast on the fire, and then she’d be gone again. The last time she left the camp, Gaston watched her move through the trees and he wondered if she didn’t belong there permanently. The girl stepped through the woods with the grace of a deer, and she clearly seemed more comfortable alone than with the caravan. Although he had no way of knowing for sure, Gaston assumed she spent her days alone with the bow, sharpening her accuracy and distance. 
 “How far?” 
 The question shook Gaston from his thoughts. He shivered when he realized it was Seren who asked and that she now walked on his right, keeping pace. 
 “It’s only midday. Shouldn’t you be hunting?” 
 “I haven’t seen much the past few days,” she said. “It’s as if the creatures are frightened and remaining hidden. Or something else.” 
 Gaston turned his head and raised his eyebrows. “Something else? Are we being followed?” 
 “No. Nothing like that. I’ve circled back around several times, and I haven’t seen anyone else.” 
 He nodded. Gaston had not sensed anything odd but he knew the girl had sensitivities to things that he did not. He believed it was that ability that shaped her into a powerful hunter and archer at such a young age. 
 “So what, then?” he asked. 
 Seren said nothing. She turned her face upward and let the sun’s rays caress her face. 
 “How is your brother?” 
 “Roke is Roke.” 
 “And that means…” 
 “Whatever you think it means.” 
 Gaston grabbed Seren by the elbow and pulled her closer as they walked. “What is wrong with you?” 
 She shook off his grasp and sighed. “What is that?” 
 Gaston looked where Seren pointed and saw a flash buried in the rolling hills. He let his eyes wash over the trees and they began to focus. Tucked within the gold and red hues of the autumn leaves sat a man-made structure. Gaston knew it was such because the straight lines and reflective glass betrayed its position in the forest. 
 “A ruin.” 
 “Duh,” said Seren. “What kind of ruin?” 
 Each step on the old highway brought another slight detail. Gaston saw a row of rectangles spanning the width of the ruin. Two smokestacks rose above it, one shorter and ragged like a cracked tooth. 
 “An ancient factory,” he said. “Hundreds are scattered across the northern lands. Those ones have long since been plundered and many now crumble in upon themselves. They are not safe, for many reasons.” 
 “I can scout it.” 
 “No, Seren. You stay with me, now. We get closer to White Citadel every day, and I need you with us.” 
 She rolled her eyes at Gaston as they both kept pace with the caravan. “What do you make of the silence?” she asked. 
 Gaston listened and waited. He thought of the lone crow. “Odd.” 
 “It’s more than odd,” Seren said. “It’s unnatural.” 
 As they closed the distance to the ruin, more of the factory revealed itself. The main building stood four stories high, not including the smokestacks. Several other structures sat around it in various stages of decay. Trees obscured parts of each building as the forest worked to reclaim its territory. They walked in silence for another hour until Gaston could see the exit ramp and the crumbling roadway that he knew would lead them to the old industrial complex mentioned in his book. Seren kept pace but her steps became uneven, sloppy. Before they reached the off ramp, Gaston stopped and turned to face her. 
 “Do you still want to camp here? We have several more hours of daylight. We could—” 
 “Can you feel it?” she asked. 
 “What?” Gaston asked, although he knew what she meant. 
 “Death,” she said, her expression blank and emotionless. 
 “You’re exaggerating—exhausted with a wandering mind. Although the ruins in the north can be dangerous, we’re in a less-populated region. I see no harm in setting up camp here.” 
 Seren looked up into his eyes, and she tried to speak but the words would not come. She turned back to visually tag her brother. Roke’s shaggy hair stood out and she identified him before turning back to Gaston. 
 “Are you okay?” Gaston asked. 
 “Yes,” she said. “Let’s go, then.” 
 Gaston nodded and led the clan off the highway toward the ruin, and yet he could not determine if he had felt it as well or if the girl had spooked him. The old factory’s windows stared down at him with dead eyes, and he shivered. 
 





Chapter 13
 
 Other figures moved around Seren in the darkness as she made her way into the interior of the factory. She trod lightly, making her way through the debris scattered across the cracked concrete floor. Rusty old cans, sheet metal, broken pipes, and the skeletal remains of machinery cast shadows over the already dim enclosures. The place hadn’t been touched for a very long time. 

He was wrong,  Seren thought. About the place already being picked clean. He was wrong. And this made her frown, puzzled. The factory was what? Less than five days’ travel from Wytheville? No more than seventy miles, and no one had scavenged the buildings? That would be almost impossible. The hunters and scavengers of her own clan ranged for ten, sometimes twelve miles from the forest village every day and returned in the evening. Some travelled even farther, heading out in groups to range far into the woods, gone for several days. And there were many more searchers in Wytheville than in her clan. To think that no one had travelled for a few days, along open roads with easy camping, was crazy. 

Unless they feared traveling too far south , she thought. 
 She made her way to a wide stairwell she had spotted at the far south-eastern corner of the building, which ran both up and down from the bottom floor, and then she glanced down. The stairs were well trodden; worn away metal plating spoke of its heavy use over years and years. The studded surface was worn down in the middle and she could barely see the outline of the studs. This had once been a busy place, but now the steps were covered in a thick layer of dirt and rotten leaves. 
 She looked into the darkness below and decided against going down there, at least without some form of light, and instead looked up the stairs. It was dark outside, but moonlight still cast enough light upon the land that some of it seeped through windows or gaps, and she could clearly see the outline of the stairs leading up several floors. She glanced back the way she had come, noted several figures in the dark trying to set up some form of covered shelter and another group trying to light a fire, and decided she wasn’t needed. 
 The stairs creaked as she trod them, even though she was being as careful as she could, taking each step lightly, testing its ability to hold her weight. She eventually ignored the noise and headed up to the next floor. It was lighter up there, and Seren could see why. A large hole, roughly in the center of the building, dominated the view and exposed the upper floor to the sky and the elements. It was easily twenty feet across, with sharp protrusions of metal poking out from the concrete roof, and when Seren stepped out under it she looked up and saw the stars. 

A collapse, she thought, though it puzzled her that there was little evidence of the rubble where she now stood. All four floors above her had the same hole in the middle. 

Maybe it didn’t collapse, she pondered. Maybe it was built this way? But why anyone would build such a place with a big hole in the middle was beyond her. 
 She made her way across to the far end of the building and looked out into the night. 
 There was forest to the south, but the trees appeared to be sick or dead, and leafless. Lifeless. But other than the dozen or so buildings surrounding the factory, the land outside was changing from the hilly forest that was so familiar to her, to a flat and barren plain. 
 She leaned against the ledge of a broken window, and gazed out into the trees, and heard the clink of something metal as she shifted her feet in the rubble. She looked down, spotting a metal can at her feet. She was about to kick it away when she spotted something unusual about it. There were millions of empty and rusted cans to be found everywhere she had ever visited. They seemed to be a lasting gift from a long-gone civilization, but she had never seen one that still had its label, and this one did. Seren reached down and picked it up, trying to make out the words on the can, bright white words scrawled over a red background, but they had faded and worn too much for her to read them. 
 She dropped the can and looked back out into the night. There was something about the land to the south, which she could now see more clearly from the height of the second floor, that bothered her. She had seen little during the last few days as they had travelled south, since most of it was covered with trees that seemed to be sicklier the farther they travelled away from Wytheville. The flatness was the problem. No trees, and even in the moonlight she could see that the plains stretching away after the next valley were barren of other foliage. 

The land is sick , she thought. It’s wrong. You should never have come.

 She cursed silently at making the decision to go south. 
 





Chapter 14
 
 “She’s insane. You should keep your distance from that woman.” 
 Jonah looked around the camp where other families cooked the evening meal. He kept his voice down but did not whisper. “No. I’ve seen crazy. There’s something more there, something untapped.” 
 Jonah handed Sasha a knife, and she began to slice the squash into thin strips. The faded green color of its skin told Jonah all he needed to know about how it would taste. Sasha would season and roast the squash but it would still be meaty and bland. The farther they traveled on The Walk, the worse the crops tasted. He could not remember if that had always been the case or if he noticed it more now. 
 “His eye?” Sasha asked, twirling the knife in the air before she continued cutting the vegetables. “She used a knife to pop out his eye?” 
 Jonah nodded and couldn’t help but feel a smile begin to crawl from the corners of his mouth. 
 “That’s not funny.” 
 “You’re right,” he said. “It’s very serious.” 
 He felt a childish giggle blooming in his stomach and he had to turn away from his wife to quell it. 

What has become of me? Am I a barbarian?

 “Jonah,” said Sasha. “The Cygoa…” 
 “They’re coming. For all of us.” 
 He watched her dark eyes flitter as her hand holding the knife moved faster. “But you’ll stop them. You’ll protect us.” 

No. Nothing can do that.

 “Yes, of course. We are hundreds of warriors strong, now that we’ve incorporated the other clans into the Elk. We’ll stand against any threat.” 
 “We’ll be safe at Eliz. We’ve always been safe there.” 
 Jonah nodded. “That’s why we’re going.” 
 “Jonah,” another voice cut in. 
 He turned away from Sasha at the sound of his name. Declan ran toward him and then slowed into a trot as he approached the tent. 
 “Declan,” he said. “What is it?” 
 “Nothing. I didn’t mean to alarm you.” 
 Sasha kept her head down and her ears open. 
 “We’re preparing dinner,” Jonah said. “Have you eaten?” 
 “I have. Thank you.” 
 Jonah watched Declan’s feet as they shifted back and forth in the dirt. He suspected the boy was being as polite as he could but there had to be an urgent message to deliver. 
 “So what it is it?” 
 “Solomon and Gunney,” Declan said. “And me. We think you need to address the Council right now.” 
 “Is the Cygoa leader dead?” Jonah asked. 
 Sasha winced but did not look up. 
 “Yes,” said Declan and turning his gaze down to the ground. “After Leta, er, after her…” 
 “Go on,” Jonah said. 
 “After that, Solomon did it. Made it quick. Honorable. Probably more than the man deserved.” 
 “That was my call.” 
 “Yes, yes. I was not questioning it. That was the right call.” 
 Jonah nodded in agreement but he couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t. In slaughtering the entire camp, had he provoked the Cygoa further, or were they bound to destroy the Elk anyway? 
 “Edge of the road. Sundown. Get the message to the Council, and tell Solomon and Gunney to show up. Sober.” 
 Declan smiled and Jonah did as well, feeling the tension lessen from the joke. 
 “Get going. I’m hungry.” 
 Declan ran off without another word and when Jonah turned, Sasha was tending to the squash on the spit, along with a few mushrooms the children scavenged from the forest. Jonah’s stomach grumbled. He wanted nothing more than a slice of roasted venison, but now was not the time for hunting and their stock of salted meat was already gone. Besides, they had more important tasks to complete. 
 Sasha served the meal and they all chattered about Eliz and how wonderful it would be when they arrived. Jonah participated but neither heard the words spoken or tasted the food cooked by his wife. His head was already in the meeting with the Council. 
 He finished, told the kids to listen to their mother, and then kissed Sasha on the forehead. “I’m patrolling the perimeter on first watch tonight. I won’t be back until half way through the night.” 
 “Be careful.” 
 Jonah turned and walked through the camp toward the road. Fires used to cook the evening meal remained alive, casting long shadows in the cooling dusk. He pulled his collar up and put a hand on the axe handle hanging from his belt. 
 “Chief.” 
 Jonah turned to his right and saw the twin hulks of Solomon and Gunney emerge from the trees, each with a mug in hand. Declan came from the left, and they all stood in a circle fifty yards from the road. 
 “What are you going to tell them?” Solomon asked. 
 “What they need to know. Tonight, I need all three of you to supervise the camp. Nobody goes in or out of the cart circle.” 
 Without waiting for a reply, Jonah walked to the edge of the road. The Council elders had already arrived and were passing around a smoke. Logan stood on the opposite side of the road, near enough to hear the conversation but not close enough to partake in the burning of the leaf. 
 “We recovered the children, killed our enemies and returned with war spoils.” He decided to dispense with whatever customs the Council expected. He was in charge now and they would capitulate to him. “But this is not the end. In fact, we’ve learned the entire Cygoa clan is heading south. For us. All of us.” 
 The Elders remained seated on the rusted remnants of the guard rail. They continued to smoke and kept silent. 
 “You all know why.” 
 Solomon, Gunney and Declan stepped up and stood next to Jonah. 
 “My Right Hands will be in charge of the camp perimeter. Every stop from here to Eliz will be handled the same way. Circle the carts, pull them tight and keep guard.” 
 “Some complain that the close quarters will encourage thievery. How say you?” Corrun asked. 
 “I say that those who complain need to make a choice, Corrun. What do they value more? Their scavenged trinkets or their children? Besides, we will have warriors patrolling the outside, throughout the night. There won’t be a time when any part of the camp isn’t being watched.” 
 Corrun’s shoulders dropped and he nodded. Jonah looked at the other Council elders, anticipating more questions but hearing none. 
 “We’re also going to rig traps a short distance away. We may even catch the odd curious forest creature stupid enough to come close.” 
 The elders remained silent, but a few nodded. 
 “I’ve given some thought,” Jonah continued, “to the Cygoa, and why they may be here. And some of it doesn’t make sense. If they truly wanted to hunt us for revenge, then choosing a time that we were leaving our homes to head east seems to be a very badly planned way to do it. Why chase us across half the lands when they could have come earlier and killed us in our villages?” 
 Silence. 
 “I have no answers to this thought,” Jonah said. “But I figured you may, if given time to consider it.” 
 “It is odd,” Halforth said, frowning. “Odd indeed.” 
 “Anyway,” said Jonah. “That is really all I have to say unless you have questions. If not, take the message back to your people and maybe even the question. Maybe someone among us can give insight as to why the Cygoa come when they do.” 
 Jonah waited for the old men to hobble back toward the camp, their weary legs weakened by the power of the leaf they smoked. 

They are pathetic shells of men , he thought. 
 “It’s almost dark. Check on the carts and stand guard. We will be doing half shifts tonight. Spread the word for the warriors to organize a change of guard during the night.” 
 Declan followed Solomon and Gunney into the woods. Only Jonah and Logan remained at the edge of the road. 
 “Come on, old man. Tell me how I’m nothing, how I’m going to ruin the Elk. I know you want to.” 
 Logan crossed the road, shaking his head. Tears streamed down his face. He stopped in front of Jonah. The man reeked of onions, his rags falling off his body. “You,” he said to Jonah, wagging a finger in the man’s face. “You are nothing.” 
 Logan bent over. He coughed and hacked leaving Jonah standing there with a few seconds to absorb the imminent insult. 
 “You are,” Logan began for a second time, “nothing like your father. You have a strength and a vision he did not. You may even yet keep the Elk alive, if you can think quickly enough to keep ahead of whatever the Cygoa plan.” 
 With another gasp, and a cheeky grin, Logan slapped Jonah on the shoulder as he walked by, leaving the chief standing in the open road with his mouth open and his eyes wide. 
 





Chapter 15
 
 Jonah dropped the helmet back onto the pile and reached down to pluck another. Around him the camp was bustling with activity, and anyone within view of him seemed to be even busier. The circular camp was being erected as he demanded, and many of those from different clans now found themselves within the new walled camp next to people from other clans. 

They will find that strange for now, thought Jonah, but they will soon get used to it. And anyway, it’s necessary, now.

 He turned the second Cygoa helmet in his hands, marveling at how odd it was. He had not seen anything like it before. The main bulk of the helm seemed to be made of hardened leather, the skin of some beast. It was much thicker than the hides of deer, or other game that his kin hunted in the forests, so thick that he wondered what manner of beast it could have come from, but the leather skull cap wasn’t the most bizarre feature of the headgear. The entire front of the helmet was made from some form of synthetic cloth, in the middle of which was a circular grid that sat where the mouth of its wearer would be, and the eyes were protected by a figure eight shaped panel of glass or some other form of clear material. Hanging from the back of the helmet, punched through the hard leather, were what appeared to be leather braids. Half a dozen strings of cut leather wound together to form a strange mane of hair. He turned to look at the front of the helmet once more, and realized that it had been this face that he had seen coming at him the night before when the Cygoa first raided. 
 Dozens of similar helmets, all taken from the dead Cygoa, were piled at his feet, and nearby was the equally-odd armor they wore. Long coats of rawhide with metal or synthetic plates attached to them. 
 That the Cygoa wore this stuff all the time was a puzzle to him. How could they walk around the whole day so covered in thick clothing? Surely it must be very cold in the north. 
 He glanced at the pile of blades collected from the dead. He was sure that many of the warriors of the Six Clans, at least the ones that had gone with him to destroy the Cygoa camp, now carried such a blade hidden among their gear, shared out as spoils of war, but at least two dozen had been thrown into the shared pool of equipment salvaged. He lifted two of the blades, frowned at the serrated edges, the circular holes cut within the metal of the blades, and how light the weapons were. 

If all the Cygoa are armed and armored in such a way then how the hell do we fight them? They are far better equipped than us.

 He looked up from the piles of spoils and glanced around the camp, watching as people maneuvered the carts that carried their goods in line to build the outer wall that would protect the camp—that he hoped would protect the camp—and spotted the old woman, Leta, among them, working on the other side of her cart, outside of the perimeter. She had leant something large against the outside of her cart, and Jonah frowned, curious. 
* * *
 Leta had found the rusted ruin of the wagon at the side of the road an hour before the convoy of clans had started building the circular wall, and when Jonah started speaking of a perimeter wall built from carts, she had worried about her goods being so close to the outside of the camp. She normally slept under her cart, in among the other travelers, with the side draped over with some old curtains that she had found years before, but this new outer defense would place her cart right near the outside of the camp, and she didn’t like the idea very much. 
 “Why we gotta put our carts in the wall with them?” Bjorn cursed as he hauled his cart one into line with the others. Behind him, Myers and Rufus were struggling with their own larger cart, but unlike Bjorn the brothers weren’t complaining. “I don’t like it none. Like my stuff out the way so I can watch it.” 
 “Stop complaining,” Rufus snapped. The large-bellied man huffed and puffed as he helped Myers to move the cart so that it lined up and wasn’t sticking out more than any of the others. 
 “You want all your gear right on the outside of camp so some damn thieves can come steal your stuff?” Bjorn asked, spitting on the ground at his feet. 
 “No, course not,” said Rufus, “but we should just shut up and be glad we’re traveling with them in the first place. You want to be out on the road with just the four us, like it’s been in the past? You remember when there were twenty of us, ten of us?” 
 Myers chuckled from the other side of the wagon. “‘Ain’t no one going to want to steal your shit anyway, s’all junk,” he said, laughing and wheezing at the same time. 
 “What?” Bjorn retorted. “This is prime pickings,” he snapped, both hands waving at the junk piled up inside the cart. 

There has to be a better way to do this, Leta thought, trying to blank out the noise of the smelly old men arguing around her. Her mind went back to the days when Wytheville was being fortified, and the time the walls were being built. What would Marley have done? she wondered, thinking of her husband. She thought of the hastily made cross of sticks up on the hill behind Wytheville, which marked where she and the other men had buried her husband, and she wondered what he would have thought of this new circle of carts. 

He was much smarter than you ever were,  Leta thought. And he would have found some way to make this even better, such was his mind.

 She thought about the rusted wagon in the ditch just a hundred yards away, its side panels damaged but still intact. Could that be used? She had almost called the old guys to have them pull it off the skeleton frame of the dead vehicle, but she figured that she would have to carry it on her own cart if she wanted it, and all that panel metal would be heavy and slide around. 
 She thought about the walls of Wytheville, and the huge towers, all bolted together and covered in a skin of old vehicle panels hammered flat. Marley, her husband’s doing. He had given them the know-how to build it. 
 Her eyes closed and then opened wide as the idea hit her. “Stop what you’re doing you guys,” she said. 
 Bjorn looked up, frowning. He’d stopped arguing and was busy trying to cover up the junk in the back of his cart. “What now?” he asked. 
 “All you three come with me,” she said. “I got an idea.” 
* * *
 The four old ones stood looking at the rusted remains of the truck, three of them frowning. But the fourth, Leta, smiled and began to walk around the dead husk. She nodded as she walked, counting six metal panels that could be pulled and beaten flat. 
 “Help me get these panels off,” she said. 
 “Whatever for?” asked Brioc. “They ain’t worth much and they’re too heavy to haul for just a measly trade. I say we—” 
 “They’re not for trading, you old fool,” Leta snapped, glaring at him. “They’re for making sure that our stuff is safe.” 
 The three old men frowned at each other, looked at the rusty truck and then frowned some more. But, they knew better than to argue with Leta, and each of them sighed heavily and then stepped forward to help her pull the panels off. 
 “Just mind you don’t cut yourself,” said Leta. “Don’t want one of you bleeding out, here. There’s wolves out in the woods.” 
 





Chapter 16
 
 Jonah walked over to where Leta was working and frowned. The old woman hadn’t noticed him watching, and she just carried on prying at the metal panel with a pair of heavy clippers and some pliers. He walked around the side and stood looking at what Leta had done when she finally looked up, almost jumping with surprise. 
 “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t see you coming.” 
 “No,” Jonah said. “No, it’s okay. What is that?” he asked, grimacing at the metal panel Leta had attached to the side of her cart. It was in two separate pieces, one attached to the cart and the other hanging on bent hooks from holes she'd made. 
 “Ah, it’s just an old wagon panel,” she said. “My husband helped build the walls around Wytheville, and he put it all together like this, and I got to thinking because I didn’t want my stuff being stolen.” 
 “You put armor on your wagon,” Jonah said, smiling. 
 “Um…I guess so,” said Leta. “It seemed the obvious thing to do to protect my stuff. Has to be cut down though, or it’s too bulky. But if you make the top sharp it should deter any would-be thief.” 
 Jonah nodded. “It’s not something that everyone would find obvious,” he said. 
 “I guess that’s what comes from being around a tinkerer for most of your life,” said Leta. 
 Jonah frowned, and Leta sensed his confusion. “My husband,” she said. “He died about ten years ago, taken by Ratter’s Plague, but before that he helped to build most of the walls that protect Wytheville, and their gate, though that seems almost ready to fall apart any day soon.” She turned and gazed out at the distant hills, thoughts drifting back to the past. “He would have fixed that gate if he’d still been alive, and if they hadn’t kicked us out after the work was done.” 
 “They what?” asked Jonah. “They kicked you out?” 
 Leta nodded, her expression grim. “Didn’t have a use for us after the work was done,” she said. “I guess they didn’t want the extra mouths to feed.” 
 Jonah crouched down by the cart, peering at the cutaway joints that Leta made every few inches along the edges of the metal. It was obvious to him that the panels wouldn’t fall apart without force that would make a lot of noise if somebody was trying to get through them. “Think you could make more of these?” Jonah asked. “More of these panels?” 
 “Yes, of course,” said Leta. “Though my hands aren’t as steady as they used to be.” 
 “I can get you help,” said Jonah. “And I can send scavengers out to find more metal.” 
 “That would help,” said Leta 
 Jonah nodded. “Then let me welcome you to The Elk, Leta,” he said. 
 





Chapter 17
 
 The forest seemed to swallow the ruins with each step Seren took. She waited for the sky to lift the sun just over the edge of the horizon. She knew her prey would be active and that this would be the best time of day to track him. The birds chirped, a weak and diluted sound consumed by the vast emptiness beneath the trees. Gaston gave her strict orders to go alone, for fear of spooking him. She would tread lightly and, when the time was right, bury her arrow deep in his flesh. 
 Seren inhaled the aroma of burnt pine lingering from the previous night’s fires. She felt for the quiver on her back and gripped the bow in her left hand. A chill shook her and she could not tell if it was the coming of winter or her nerves. Either way, this had to be done. She had to kill him. The safety and survival of the clan depended on it. 
 She scanned the trees bordering the edges of the factory’s remains. The old growth stood guard while young saplings and vines crawled toward the ruins in an inevitable, slow march. She glanced over her shoulder, to make sure nobody was following her, one last time. Success would belong to only her. Seren bent down and examined the trail. An untrained eye would not have detected the pattern of grass blades bent in the same direction. 

He came through here , she thought. 
 The path wound through a cluster of thorny bushes before veering left between two massive oaks. She listened and the silence made her nauseous. 

This forest is dead.

 Seren pressed on, jogging the trail and pursuing him. She snapped her head left and right, hoping not to startle whatever might be left hiding in the trees and therefore expose her location to him. She would only have one chance at this. An ambush worked only once. 
 She ran faster, pushing branches from her face and putting more distance between herself and the people sleeping in the factory’s filth. They didn’t understand how to do what she did, and they didn’t understand why she did it. Gaston had sent her on this mission and she would be successful, as much for him as for herself. 
 She thought of Roke and then pushed him from her head, following the path to the east, down a slight embankment. His trail went around a glacial boulder and continued east, dipping into a valley. Seren heard the first whisperings of the creek slicing its way through the valley floor. The sun was a bit higher now, and Seren felt time slipping through her fingers. He would stop soon, and hide, and she would lose the element of surprise. 
 “I’m coming for you,” she said between breaths, her lungs pumping soiled oxygen through her blood. “I will find you and kill you.” 
 In the distance, to the west, a tree branch snapped. Seren stopped and spun toward the sound, her eyes scanning the trees for motion. 

There.

 She saw three leaves suspended in air, slowly spiraling to the ground. He had knocked them loose. 
 The trail faded and yet she could still see his path. Seren ran faster, leaping over fallen branches and darting around boulders, keeping the creek on her left. The water cut deeper into the valley and the sides of the stream became steep. 
 She followed, still without visual confirmation of him but watching the leaves blown in his wake. Seren would kill him for her clan, her brother, herself. 
 The water crashed into rocks embedded in the creek bed, and the sound intensified, drowning out what little life was left in the desolate wilderness. 
 Seren leapt over a fallen trunk and hid behind a tree. For the first time, she saw him. He had rubbed the fur from his antlers until they gleamed in the morning sun. The buck stood on the trail, his nose buried in some leaves, his black eyes wide and unblinking. She looked around for a fawn or doe but Seren knew this deer would be running alone, this late in the season. The females and juveniles stayed near the buck out of self-preservation, but not here. This land was cursed, regardless of what Gaston said about it. 
 She breathed through her nose and waited, allowing her eyes to focus and her body to calm. Seren let the adrenaline of the hunt subside, even though she still felt the nagging nerves in her stomach. She waited, watching. 
 The deer lifted its head and sniffed at the air. Seren held her breath. 

He smells me.

 She squatted in a slow, steady motion. Seren brought her bow around and lifted it. She pulled the arrow back but then she saw something. 

What is that?

 The deer had turned away, and in that moment, she saw it. The sore. On the buck’s right side, the one that had been hidden from her, was an open sore the size of a child’s head. Flies and gnats circled it, feasting at the line where the soured flesh ate away at the deer’s fur. The wound itself appeared as a marbled swirl of reds and greens, and she covered her mouth, fighting the urge to vomit. She received her first whiff of the deer and Seren could no longer control her primitive reflexes. The odor from the sore made her eyes water and she spat, trying to get the taste of rotten eggs from her mouth. Seren lowered her bow. The people would go hungry. She would not expose them to this rotten creature, this standing death. 
 The buck lowered its head and fished for more food in the leaves, as if unaware of the hideous wound eating it away from the inside out. The deer’s ears twitched and it lifted its head to face her. Seren picked up her bow. She would kill it. Now she had to spare the creature. 
 Seren stood and planted her feet. She put the arrowhead on the deer’s neck, hoping her good aim would sever one of the buck’s vital arteries. She breathed through her mouth, to avoid the stench, and she blinked to keep the tears from blurring her vision. The hunt had turned from one of sacred sustenance to universal pity. 
 “I’m sorry for your suffering,” she murmured. 
 Seren pulled the arrow back and began her count to three. At two, the silence exploded. The wolf landed on the buck’s back as if it had been dropped from the sky. She saw a flurry of fur and teeth as the wolf tore into the deer’s neck, into the open sore. The buck squealed like a pig at the slaughter and it made Seren shake. The wolf snapped repeatedly at the deer, tearing fur, blood and diseased flesh from it. Within seconds, the wolf stood upon the deer’s back, feasting and howling to the pack undoubtedly hiding in the woods. 

The open sore. The silence. The wolves hunt in daylight.

 Seren sat down and turned her head to vomit. She coughed up bile and used the back of her hand to wipe her face. 
 “This place is a disease and we are now inside of it.” 
 





Chapter 18
 
 Seren sat on the bank of the creek and waited for the sun to slide beneath the tree line. She had already spent hours there, turning over the day’s events in her mind. The questions rushed by with the current, drowning her in doubt. 

What was on that deer? Where did the wolf come from? Why didn’t I see him coming?

 She tossed twigs and rocks into the creek and watched them float away amidst a frothing, bubbling mass of water. Again she was struck by the utter desolation of the forest. Seren had spent many hours alone in the woods, and yet none had ever felt as dead and empty as this one. She stood and brushed the dirt from her pants. 
 “This is not right,” she said, as if trying to convince herself it was time to confront Gaston. He wanted to go deeper, push on toward White Citadel, and yet Seren had now witnessed her concern on the neck of that buck. 
 “This is not right,” she said again, more firmly. 
 Seren turned and ran the way she had come, bouncing over fallen branches and around the glacial boulders, retracing her steps on the trail created by the deer. She didn’t think again of the wolf; she had no fear of him. 

He will not harm me , she thought. He will stay away now that his belly is full.

 The trees rushed past and Seren saw the top of the ruins as the sun cast long, burning lines of light out in front of her. She stopped for a moment to catch her breath and to watch the dust motes floating in the sea of sunlight. 
 “Seren.” 
 The sound of her name shook her, and Seren looked up to see a dark form move across the trail. 
 “Over here,” she said to Gaston. 
 The man stepped out from behind a tree and stood on the trail where the wall of the old factory tumbled into the encroaching weeds of the forest. 
 “You have something?” he asked. 
 Seren stopped in front of him, sweat beading on her forehead despite the cool chill of the autumn evening. “No.” 
 He looked at her. Gaston turned his head sideways and grinned. 
 “We need to talk,” she said. 
 “It would be easier to talk on a full stomach, Seren.” 
 “Your stomach is as empty as this forest. Have you not felt it?” 
 “The ruins always bring a sense of desolation. I remember when—” 
 “No,” she said, interrupting Gaston. “It is more than that.” 
 “What?” he asked. 
 Seren sighed and bit her bottom lip. She looked over her shoulder at the trail heading into the forest and then turned back to Gaston. “Nothing. It is nothing.” 
 Gaston shrugged. 
 “I will gather some root to boil for the evening meal.” 
 “Yes,” he said. “That is much preferable to roasted venison or rabbit stew.” 
 Seren ignored the sting of his sarcasm. “There was no game to be had today. The only one I found was diseased.” 
 The rhythmic gnashing of dry leaves broke their conversation. Seren saw Roke approach and she felt the worry emanating from him. “Gaston. I’ve been looking for you.” 
 Roke nodded at Seren. 
 “And now you’ve found me. Perhaps you should walk the trails tomorrow with a bow.” 
 “A man. He is sick.” 
 Seren remained silent, waiting for Gaston to respond. 
 “That happens quite often on the road, young Roke. Have the women boil him some tea.” 
 “No,” said Roke. “It is more than that. Something else.” 
 The image of the marbled, greasy sore on the buck returned to Seren. She shivered. 
 “Take me to him,” Gaston said. 
 Roke turned and walked back toward the ruins with Gaston and Seren following him. They stepped over hunks of concrete around steel rebar protruding from it like frozen tentacles. Several women huddled in a corner around a pair of legs sitting on the floor. Roke pointed. Seren stopped. 
 “What is wrong?” Gaston asked the group. 
 The women turned and shook their heads. They stepped aside and let Gaston approach the man on the floor. Seren looked down but could not remember seeing the man during their travels. He was at least fifty but she had no way of telling exactly how old he might be. Past a certain age, they all appeared the same to her. But it wasn’t his age that she cared about. It wasn’t the man’s cold eyes, or the wheezing cough, that she noticed. It was the open sore on the man’s neck. The greenish, red, marbled wound staring back at her like a diseased eye. 
 “How are you?” Gaston bent down as he asked the question. His eyes scanned the man, stopping on the sore. 
 “I’m cold,” the man said. 
 Seren looked at Roke and shook her head. He rolled his eyes at her. 
 “How did you hurt your neck?” Gaston asked the man. 
 “I’m itchy. And cold.” 
 Gaston stood and turned to face Seren and Roke. Seren’s nose wrinkled at the smell coming off the old man. She detected the usual scents of feces and urine, common with the old folks, but wafting over that and coming in waves was the same rotten stench she had smelled in the forest. Seren knew it was the sore, and she quelled the dry-heave in her throat. 
 “We pack out at sunrise. He will not be able to travel.” 
 Roke looked at Gaston and nodded in agreement. 
 “No. Clearly he cannot travel,” Seren said. 
 Gaston sighed and looked around. The old women who had tended to the man now huddled near the rusted remains of what was once a steam engine. 
 “So we stay here another day,” Seren said. She silenced an internal scream, not wanting to remain in this cursed forest for a moment longer than she had to but realizing the man on the floor needed to heal. He would most likely die. Seren had never seen a sore like it, and she doubted it would clear up on its own. However, she would not leave one of them to die alone in the ruins like a filthy rat. 
 “Winter’s icy fingers are tightening at our throat. We need to keep moving. We need to get to White Citadel.” 
 “We will,” Seren said. “We’ll be back on the road in a few days.” She doubted the man would be healed or dead in a matter of days but she would deal with Gaston again at sunrise. The day shortened, and Seren wanted nothing more than to close her eyes by the fire. 
 “No. We pack out in the morning.” 
 Seren stomped her foot and put her hands on her hips. “We cannot leave him.” 
 “We can, and we will,” Gaston said, dropping his voice beneath the man’s racking coughs. 
 “That is not the way of the clan.” 
 “It is my way, and I lead this clan,” said Gaston. 
 “Says the man banished by a clan.” 
 Roke stepped between Gaston and Seren. “Stop, Seren.” 
 She looked at her brother, doing her best to shove the hurt deep down. 
 “We follow Gaston. He is our leader. If he says we leave tomorrow, we leave tomorrow.” 
 “We don’t leave our own to die alone in the ruins,” she said, staring at her brother but hurling the words at Gaston. “He is one of ours.” 
 “You can see it. You can smell it. We cannot save him,” said Gaston. 
 “I’m not saying we can. I’m saying he deserves to die with dignity.” 
 The tears came to Seren and she cursed them. 

Boys don’t cry , she thought. And I’m tougher than them. 
 “He will die regardless,” Gaston said. 
 Roke shook his head at Seren and followed Gaston through the ruins and into the encroaching darkness, leaving Seren alone with the dying man and his festering sore. 
 





Chapter 19
 
 Seren sat and wished for silence as the dying man’s groans punctured the air. She saw Roke and Gaston’s forms in her mind’s eye, walking away from her and into the ruins. She wiped a tear from one eye and pulled her old coat tight around her neck. A layer of sweat covered the man lying on the ground before her, despite the cold air blowing through the recess. Seren bent down to place her hand on the man’s forehead. When he turned, the stench of his open sore hit her. She bit her lip and spun her head away. 
 He opened his mouth to speak. “Get away.” 
 At first, Seren would not argue. She was already closer to that sore than she wanted to be, and after defending the man’s right to die with dignity, Seren would not allow him to talk to her with such a disrespectful tone. 
 Before she could decide what to do, he spoke again. “The thousand-year rot lay upon this ground.” 
 She covered her nose with one hand and picked up a bottle sitting on the slab of concrete the man called a bed. Seren lifted it and tipped the top of the bottle to his mouth. The man licked at the precious drops but the water did not seem to quench his thirst. He tried to reach up and grab the bottle but he missed, and his hand slapped down on the concrete. 
 “You know you are going to die.” The man blinked but did not respond. Seren continued. “I will not let you pass alone. That goes against the ways of the Elk, what we believe.” 
 She didn’t recognize him and wondered if he was in fact an Elk, one of the original clansmen who left with her on The Walk, or if he had joined from another clan. Every time she tried looking him in the face, her eyes were drawn to the sore on his neck. 
 “It feeds on flesh. Animal, too. The gods devour the living to feed the eternal,” he said. 
 Seren tipped the bottle again, grateful that the man could not talk while drinking. He gave her a weak smile, and she could have sworn the same green rot in the sore on his neck flickered in his eyes. 
 “Don’t leave me,” he said. 
 Seren set the bottle down next to the man and stood. She turned and stomped from the room and through the concrete ruins, heading in the same direction as Gaston and Roke. She turned one corner and then another, coming face to face with a campfire. Gaston sat on one side and Roke on the other. They both looked at her. Gaston waved to an open seat between them. 
 “Let’s talk,” he said to Seren. 
 “No,” said Seren. “I want to talk to my brother.” 
 Gaston grinned and held up both palms to her. “Fine.” 
 Seren waited as Gaston stood and walked in the opposite direction of the dying man and deeper into the crumbling labyrinth of the factory ruins. 
 “What is wrong with you, Seren? What’s up your ass?” 
 She sighed and glared at her brother. 
 “You saw that thing on his neck,” Roke said. “He’s gonna die soon, and we probably shouldn’t be around him.” 
 “This isn’t about that man.” 
 “Then what’s this about?” 
 “You know,” Seren said. “White Citadel.” 
 Roke shrugged and Seren wrinkled her face. 
 “Don’t blow me off like that.” 
 “What? I didn’t say anything.” 
 “You didn’t have to.” 
 Roke shook his head and tossed another piece of yellowed, faded cardboard on to the fire. The flames grabbed it and the light flared across Seren’s face before it died back down. The layered paper curled back on itself in golden orange lines. 
 “This place is cursed. Diseased. And I think he’s leading us deeper into the heart of it. That dying man will be first of many.” 
 “People always die on The Walk, Seren.” 
 “Not like this. It almost seems like…Blight.” 
 “Shut up,” Roke said. “Don’t you ever say that again. This is not Blight. White Citadel is clean and will be our new home.” 
 “You don’t know that. All you can do is trust his word.” 
 “That is all anyone can do, sister. We trusted Jonah’s word, and now we trust Gaston’s. What else is there?” 
 “Thinking for ourselves. That’s what. We don’t need Gaston, and we don’t need Jonah. Come with me. Tonight.” 
 “And live like animals, alone in the woods? No, thank you. I’d rather take my chances with Gaston. I know what’s at Eliz, and it ain’t nothing compared to what’s at the Citadel.” 
 Seren leaned back until she felt the icy grip of the concrete wall behind her. She let the chill penetrate her skin. “He’s a liar. And, worse than that, he’s going to get us all killed. I guess if you want to rot away, like that man in the other room, you should stick with him.” 
 Roke stood, and his sudden movement paralyzed Seren. She lifted her head and saw the light from the fire turning his face bright red. 
 “Then go. Get the fuck out of our camp.” 
 “Roke,” she said, her voice cracking. “You’re my brother.” 
 “Go. You don’t belong with us. You don’t belong with anyone. Go and run with the wolves. You get along better with animals than humans anyway. Goodbye, Seren.” 
 He turned and left in the same direction Gaston had, without saying another word to her. Seren sat there, the fire burning the tears on her face while the night’s chill clung to the concrete at her back. 
 She stood and retraced her steps to the dying man. He was as she left him, his mouth open and a line of drool running from his bottom lip. 
 “I will stay with you.” 
 He opened his eyes and looked at Seren, and for a moment she believed he saw through the haze of disease because he smiled. A sudden cough erased it from his face, and she turned away from the phlegm and stench he spat on the floor. 
 “The clan is leaving tomorrow. You cannot travel. You will die. But I’m not going with them, and so I will stay with you.” 
 He coughed again and followed it with a low jumble of words she could not decipher. Seren could still see the sweaty, oily sore on his neck, even in the dark, and she could have sworn it had grown while she was speaking to Roke. 
 “And when you pass, I will go out on my own.” 
 Seren sat on the cold floor, within his line of sight but far enough away that she would not have to taste his rot. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Seren thought of the wolf and the way it took down the deer. Her brother suggested she run with them. If this land was, in fact, cursed, it wouldn’t matter. Seren would run with the wolves or be devoured by them, and either would be a better fate than trusting Gaston. 
 She began to cry silent tears. For the man, for her brother, for this dying world. 
 





Chapter 20
 
 “This way.” 
 Shykar followed Gerth through the trees. The moon glowed overhead, reflecting a silver hue over the leaves. Gerth stopped and held up his hand. 
 “I smell their fires,” Gerth said. 
 He felt the sweat rolling down the inside of his mask. The chill in the air made it feel like ice. 
 Shykar had convinced him to stay hidden and wait to see what the clans did. “We shouldn’t get closer. They might have sentries.” 
 “They will,” said Gerth. “I’m not worried about that. I want to know what the hell this crazy fucker is up to. He attacked Cygoa. Cygoa.” 
 Both men were silent, and Gerth wondered if Shykar was thinking of the same things he was. The Cygoa camp, stripped bare of everything worth taking, the bodies strewn across the ground with no thought to honoring the dead. It had been deliberate, he knew. Jonah had killed them, down to the last man, and left them to lie in the dirt for the creatures of the forest to devour. 
 Gerth and his men had not stayed long, checking briefly for anything left behind before jogging quickly from the scene. The two packs of wolves he had counted moving in these woods would smell the remains soon, and they would descend. He did not wish to be there when that happened. 
 Shykar did not answer. Instead, Gerth’s lieutenant frowned and stared toward the encampment they knew was not far ahead. They had not seen them yet, but the trail led this way, a twenty-foot-wide swath crushing the forest as though two hundred feet had run through it; the signs of a large warband that had not cared if it left its mark. 
 Gerth took three steps to his right. He approached the edge of the forest, which slid into a clearing. Now, no trees blocked his line of sight and he winced, his eyes open wide. “Fuck.” 
 “What?” Shykar asked, coming up behind Gerth and still unable to see the formation. 
 “Look at that shit.” 
 Gerth pointed to the center of the clearing. Several fires burned in the middle, and the smoke curled into the moonlight like liquid chrome. People moved around the pits, casting long shadows outward on to the carts. 

The carts. What the hell are they doing with the carts?

 “They’ve circled up. So what?” Shykar asked. 
 “They’re on the defensive now. That’s what. They’re expecting an ambush, and they’ve put their carts side-by-side around the camp.” 
 “We could break through,” said Shykar. 
 “Of course we could,” Gerth said. “That’s not the point.” 
 Shykar waited for an explanation but Gerth did not deliver one. Instead, he moved closer to the outer edge of the wall formed by the carts. 
 “I want to see if they’re tied together. Follow me.” 
 Shykar stepped behind Gerth as they approached in a low crouch. Gerth smelled fresh tobacco and apples beneath the smoke of the campfires. He stopped behind a cart and peered beneath. A sack swung slowly from where it was tied to the rear tire, luring Gerth with the promise of food. He shook his head and looked at the cart to his left. He saw the long handle of a shovel but the head of it was on the other side of the cart wall. 
 “They’ve turned them inward. Gonna be hard to snatch anything.” 
 Gerth grumbled at Shykar. “You think I can’t see that? I don’t want their spoiled shit, anyway.” 
 “Then why are we here, my lord?” 
 Gerth pointed at the fire where one figure stood, the orange glow bathing her face in soft tones. Sasha’s dark hair caressed her cheeks and her brown eyes reflected the flames. 
 “We take her tonight,” Gerth said. 
 “We can’t.” 
 Gerth spun and grabbed Shykar by the neck. He dug his nails into the man’s flesh until he felt the first tickle of warm blood. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.” 
 “Who’s there?” 
 The question came from the other side of the carts, and whoever spoke it was not more than ten feet from Gerth and Shykar. Gerth released Shykar’s neck and froze. Shykar saw the message in Gerth’s eyes and he froze as well. 
 The voice came closer. “Who’s there?” 
 Gerth slid to his right, which allowed Shykar to creep up next to him. They remained crouched and hidden behind the front tire of the cart. 
 Silence. 
 Shykar opened his mouth to inhale when Gerth covered it with his hand. Gerth smelled the body odor of the guard who was now almost on top of them. He listened to the man expel a long sigh of smoke, which floated above their heads. The glint of a blade caught the moonlight and Gerth could see the tip of it, mere inches from his head. 
 “C’mon. They’re passing around another flask.” This second voice came from deep within the encampment. 
 Gerth waited. 
 “I thought I heard something.” 
 “Jonah ain’t left nobody after the raid. We’re good. Let’s drink.” 
 Gerth watched the man’s blade disappear and he heard the footsteps moving away from their hiding spot. 
 “Yeah, man. You owe me one.” 
 Shykar pulled Gerth’s hand from his mouth and the two men sat in the dirt, leaning their heads back against the cart’s tire. 
 “You’ll have her. And I hope you’ll share her with me. But now is not the time to steal the chief’s wife.” 
 Gerth grimaced and waved his hand in the air, as if to dismiss the truth. “You’re right,” he said. “But I will have her, along with the head of her husband.” 
 “Tomorrow?” Shykar asked. 
 “No,” Gerth said. “They will circle the carts and stand guard every night until they reach Eliz. There are at least four clans in their camp. Maybe more. We can’t get to them at night, and there are too many to attempt an ambush on the road.” 
 “We’re going to Eliz.” 
 “That’s right, Shykar. We will follow them all the way there. Once they arrive, I’ll have an opportunity to take what I want. And so will you.” 
 “Will the others come with us?” 
 “The others,” Gerth said, rubbing the side of his mask, “will do what I command. Or they will cease to be.” 
 Shykar grinned and waited for Gerth to turn toward the dark forest. The warriors scampered in a low crouch and disappeared into the woods. 
 
 





Chapter 21
 
 Seren covered the body of the dead man with stones and bricks that she gathered from the ruined factory, sniffing away tears as she placed each heavy rock onto the pile until there was nothing visible of the man. Burial by fire was the tradition, but she could hardly do that. She had contemplated trying to haul the man outside, but each time she looked at his swollen, blood-caked eyes and his puffed-up face, now covered with purple sores, she shivered. 
 He had deserved better, but she couldn’t do it without risking catching whatever the man had contracted. She paced the floor for maybe an hour before starting to cover the body, cursing the rest of Gaston’s new clan—cursing herself for being selfish—but then asking out loud why she should risk dying for a man already dead. 
 The tears that came in short bursts between the curses weren’t for the man. She hadn’t known him. Sure, she felt sad for him—it was unfair that he should die in such a horrific and painful way when he had done nothing to deserve it—but they had left him there at his own choice. She had even offered to try and end it for him, but the man was stubborn and wanted to stay alive for as long as possible. No, the tears had been for herself—and for Roke and the others, whom she had watched walk away. 
 Roke was gone, along with Gaston and the others. Her brother had left her there and walked into the flat plains and beyond. 
 She thought back to a few hours ago and wondered if creatures from the tainted forest outside would be coming soon. Even from up on the top floor, where she had finally gone to escape the man’s madness in his last few breaths, she could hear him. Everything across the valley had probably heard him. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said aloud, but didn’t know what she was sorry for, or who she was apologizing to. 

I have to go, she thought. There was still a lot of daylight and she needed to get moving. There were miles and miles to travel to try and catch up with the Elk clan. Where would they be now? Well on their way to Eliz, she thought.  But I can move faster on foot—maybe twice as far in a day as they can. I just need to keep away from anyone on the road, keep myself hidden, maybe even walk in the bushes not far from the road. 

 “I can catch up with them,” she said, turning from the grave. She walked toward the large opening that was the entrance of the old factory, glancing back once toward the grave and at the dim shadows that hung inside the old building. She thought of the labelled bottle that was now in her pack—a strange keepsake, for what? She didn’t know, but had felt compelled to take it—then walked out of the ruins. 
 She traced her way back to end of the road that they had followed all the way to the factory and to where the land flattened out further south, and also where the road abruptly ended, and then she set off at a slow jog. 

If I follow the road it will take me all the way back to Wytheville,  she thought. But how far was it? She didn’t know and couldn’t calculate how long it would take her. Just one step at a time, then. Keep going alongside the road, just out of sight until it gets dark. H
unt as you travel, cook far from where you will sleep, and find a place to hide away each night before the darkness comes.


I’m going to need furs, she thought. Yes. Definitely going to need furs. A skin from a kill will maybe do, but it will stink. The cold would be coming very soon; she had felt it in the air each day as they had travelled, and now she was turning back into the oncoming winter. As she took up a slow pace alongside the road, skirting near to the bushes and the long grass in case she had to duck into cover, her mind raced as she tried to think of everything at once. If she could get to Wytheville and head east along the road, and pick up the trail of people migrating, she could beat the cold winter that would settle over the valley. 
 She stopped dead after half a mile, her senses tingling, and took two steps toward the shade of a nearby tree. She stood and watched, her hand gripping the bow and the arrow that she was slowly drawing onto the string, her eyes scouring the land around her, eyeing first the road in both directions, then the bushes and the trees, the long grass. 
 She couldn’t see anyone. Nothing. She sensed it, though. Someone was following her, maybe even watching her. 
 Then she caught the movement in the very corner of her vision. It was slow and careful, much like her movements, but it was there. She turned her head slowly, not wanting to alert who or whatever it was by moving too quickly, and her gaze settled far along the road, back where she had come from. 
 A figure moved through the bushes on the opposite side of the road, keeping cover just as she was, except as she watched and the stranger took shape, she saw that it was not a person at all. 
 A lithe figure, large and swift, edged its way along the other side of the road, using the same cover tactic that she had been using. It also didn’t want to be seen, but she guessed that it probably spent most of its life behaving that way. Its fur was thick and heavy, but the wet had left it sleek along the sides of its body. 
 It was a wolf, and it wasn’t just any wolf, either. It was the same one, the same massive wolf she had spotted as they left Wytheville, and the same monstrous creature that had taken down the sickly deer. 
 And the wolf was following her. 
 





Chapter 22
 
 They descended upon the hidden valley, silent and unseen by human eyes. Dark shadows moving with stealth and intent between the trees, flowing around each other with ease. There was no hesitation in their movement. No pause for consideration. The smell of what lay ahead, in the clearing below, gave each member of the pack a surge of determination and a hunger that ignored potential danger. 
 Apart from one. 
 The Brother reached the edge of the clearing before any of the others, determined, as always, to be the first, to lead from the front. He could sense them, the other pack, and knew that they were near, but as he paused for the briefest of moments to look across the clearing, tearing his eyes from the treasure that lay scattered all around the flattened ground at the bottom of the valley, he looked to the shadows beyond. 
 But there was no movement there, even though he sensed the eyes that watched. 
 The Brother darted forward, sniffing the ground, ignoring the bodies of the dead Walking Ones littered everywhere, while the rest of his kin fell upon the bodies in blind hunger. He could wait, and he knew that was what made him different to the rest, and it was that that made him leader. 
 He sniffed the ground, heading across the clearing to the far side, and sniffed the ground again. To senses other than his, or one of his kin, it would be almost impossible to notice the signs on the ground and in the air around him, but he saw and sensed them like they were illuminated by the bright sun. 
 There were claw marks all across the far side of the clearing, and the dirt had been churned up in many places. Trampled grass and leaves torn from nearby bushes, the scent of dried blood on the ground where no body lay, and the paw marks of others of his kind narrated the story to him, adding more details with every step he took toward the far side of the valley. 

 They have already been here and taken what they could. Their numbers are fewer, and they knew they could not fight us, but still, we must be cautious . I must be cautious.  He looked around at his feasting brethren, knowing that few of them would even consider what may be watching them. 
 Almost in answer to his fears, a growl erupted from the bushes ahead. It was not too close, but close enough that most of The Brother’s kin heard it. Warriors dropped into a crouch and growled in reply, leaving their feast to rush forward to The Brother’s side. They gathered around him, staring up into the darkness between the trees above them, and waited for him to react. 
 The Brother stood his full height and stared into the trees, seeking the enemy. 

There can’t be many, he thought. I can’t smell many. But I can smell more than one, and they are fully grown. They are no weaklings.

 He peered at a movement in the bushes ahead and saw the back of a large male wolf, moving from one bush to the next. 

Their pack may be smaller, he thought, but they have stronger, older males than I do.

 And yet the other pack made no move to take the bodies of the dead that lay scattered around the clearing, and he knew that they would be as hungry as—if not hungrier than—his kin. They were a smaller pack, he had sensed, and although that meant fewer mouths to feed, it also meant fewer hunters. 
 He watched for longer, waiting for his foes to show themselves, but he soon realized that they would not. Some of the other warriors lost patience and turned back to the feast, determined not to be the only ones without a full belly, and soon The Brother was left watching the forest alone. 

A rear guard, he thought. They have left this place, taken what they could and gone. They know we are larger and stronger than they.

 He turned, about to go back to the feast, but then he stopped. 
 What if the ones that stayed behind now knew that they had stronger warriors? What if they returned soon with more? 

You are a fool,  he thought. The Leader That Was would never have feared a smaller pack, and neither would The Faster or The Stronger. Not even SharpToothed, as sly and cowardly as he had been, would have shied away from a rival pack half our number. Why should you?

 Finally, he turned to the Walking One corpse nearby, briefly pondered why these dead were without their extra skins, and then hunger overcame his curiosity. He only vaguely sensed the figures in the forest moving away, and when they were a full sprint from the clearing, his mind moved on to other things. 
 
 





Chapter 23
 
 The sun peaked, and yet the warmth trickled down from the sky in weak waves. Jonah had taken a position toward the head of the convoy, placing Solomon, Gunney and Declan at strategic points along its length. He doubted the Cygoa would attack on the open road, or at midday, because they would lose the element of surprise. However, it would not be wise to underestimate the enemy, so Jonah kept one eye on the road and the other on the wilderness encroaching upon it. 
 The convoy had traveled for the better part of three weeks without encountering another person, let alone an entire clan. The Elk had fallen into a routine, walking the road in two shifts per day, although the afternoon one became shorter as autumn faded to winter. The sun set earlier each day, and Jonah took some comfort in that natural, eternal limitation. 
 “Something on the road.” 
 The words shook Jonah from his thoughts and he retrained his eye on the blacktop stretching off to the east. He did the math in his head and determined they were approaching what was once known as Rocky Mount, the last major ruin before they would reach Eliz. Before Jonah could reply, Solomon and Gunney were at his side. 
 “Left the boy on rear guard,” Gunney said, tipping the brim of his hat at Jonah. 
 Solomon nodded with lines of worry creasing his face. 
 “Bandits?” Jonah asked. 
 “Doubtful,” said Solomon. “Too far from the Ruins of the Valley and too close to Eliz to be robbers.” 
 Gunney put the spyglass to his face once more, and Jonah realized it was him who had raised the warning. Jonah would have to ask him why he was so close to the front of the convoy and not at his guard. But he would ask that later. 
 “Seven or eight more are now on the road.” 
 “How far out?” Jonah asked. 
 “Half a mile.” 
 Jonah held up his hand and whistled. His message filtered back through the clans of the convoy. People looked at the sun and then each other, shaking their heads and mumbling about the possible delay. 
 “I want warriors to the front. Right now. Solomon—you go to the rear with Declan, just in case this is a distraction from the real problem.” 
 The bearded giant nodded and took galloping strides along the side of the road toward the rear of the caravan. 
 “Who is it?” Gunney asked. 
 “An enemy, until they prove otherwise.” 
 Jonah waited several minutes until the warriors he summoned appeared at his side. They stood, several dozen strong, with sharpened blades and fierce eyes. Jonah felt a surge of adrenaline pushing through the group. He smiled and tapped his own blade on his thigh. 

We’re stronger now. Bigger in number. Let them face us.

 He took the lead and walked down the middle of the road, kicking scraps of debris and rocks from it. Half way between the convoy and the possible threat on the outskirts of Rocky Mount sat a jumble of rusted carts. 
 “Gunney’s warriors,” said Jonah. “To my right and eyes on the carts.” 
 Several men broke from their moderate jog and formed a protective line on Jonah’s right side. 
 As the warriors approached, Jonah gained a better view of the people gathering on the road. They did not appear to be warriors, but they were not family clans either. The men wore long, ragged capes and bands of black fabric across their foreheads. All had long hair and long beards, and Jonah thought Solomon would be at home with them. Several held blades but kept them lowered. 

Supplication or surprise? he wondered. 
 Jonah brought his band of warriors within fifty yards of them before stopping. He felt a bead of sweat roll down his back and the handle of his axe slipped in his palm. A single crow cried out and then silence fell upon the road. 
 “I am Jonah, Chief of the Elk. And you will let us through.” 
 “Fuck you.” 
 The response rocked Jonah onto his heels. He stifled a giggle and glanced at Gunney. Solomon now stood with them as well, apparently more interested in cracking skulls than guarding the rear of the convoy. 
 “We are the Six Clans of Wytheville. Our numbers are strong. Unless you have the rest of your filth hidden in those carts, you’d best clear the road.” 
 Some of the Elk warriors stood before the rusted heap but the carts were empty. 
 “We’re the clan forbidden to carry a name.” 
 Jonah looked at the man who had cursed him and who had now spoken again. He appeared to be Jonah’s age, except scars lined his face, making him look much older than he may have been. The man held a battle axe at his side. He spoke with violence but stood in fear. 
 “Then how do you know who you are?” Jonah asked. 
 The man whistled and the warriors facing Jonah’s brought their weapons up. 
 “This death is on you,” Jonah said. He raised his weapon, and his warriors did the same. Jonah stared into the man’s eyes and yet felt nothing behind them. “Put down your blades and let us pass.” 
 The man shook his head back and forth like an insolent child. Tears flowed from his eyes and down the scars etched in his face. 
 “So say you,” Jonah said, raising his axe and taking a step toward the man. 
 “Y’all gonna use that to slice up my apples?” 
 The question came from the pile of rusted carts and when the man stepped onto the road, Jonah grinned. 
 “I should have known you’d crawl out of that pile of metal like the rat you are.” Jonah dropped his axe to his side and extended his hand to Rav. The man walked through the gesture and hugged Jonah. A collective sigh wove through Jonah’s warriors and the odd band of men opposite them. 
 “What the hell is this?” Jonah asked. 
 Rav took a trinket from beneath his coat and handed it to the warrior who had been about to attack Jonah. Rav’s teeth glowed within a dirty face framed by black, sooty metal. His long dark hair and beard seemed to match his new companions’, but Rav’s wet blue eyes did not. Jonah saw life in Rav’s eyes and nothing but death in the others. 
 “Smoke this. Leave us.” 
 Without a word, the man followed Rav’s command. He disappeared into the forest bordering the road, and his warriors followed. 
 Jonah turned and waved his men back to the convoy. Solomon and Gunney remained. “I should have smelled you from a mile away.” 
 Rav laughed and clapped a hand on Jonah’s shoulder. “I see you brought your left and right ball.” 
 Gunney chuckled and Solomon groaned. 
 “What are you doing here?” Jonah asked. He thought of a thousand questions he wanted to ask Rav, and he figured this was a good place to begin. 
 “Tithes been drying up. Not much action coming through the pass anymore. You got my apples?” 
 Jonah took the cue, realizing Rav was not ready or able to discuss why he had abandoned the route into the south and into Wytheville. The Five Clans had demanded a watch on the roads to stop movements of large numbers of potential enemies. And yet, here stood its guardian and protector, hundreds of miles southwest of where he was supposed to be. 
 “We might have a bag or two to spare,” said Gunney. 
 Jonah turned to his men. “Bring the convoy along.” Jonah turned his face up and measured the sun’s distance from the horizon. “Probably only an hour of daylight left. Let’s make camp. Ask Declan to find Leta—” 
 “We got it, chief,” said Solomon. 
 Jonah smiled and nodded, watching his men walk back to the caravan. 
 “We have much to discuss, my friend.” 
 “If you have more smoke,” said Jonah, “I’m sure I can find more apples.” 
 





Chapter 24
 
 “Twenty-some odd winters. You’d think a man would tire of that. But no.” 
 Jonah waited for Rav to take a bite out of his apple. The camp bustled with activity. Children ran around fires and men tipped bottles back. He could sense the mood of the clan shifting, the closer they got to Eliz. The Walk would be concluding soon, and Jonah wanted nothing more than to rest. 
 “These are good,” Rav said, waving the core at Jonah. “Another? I guess I misjudged you before. You gave me the shitty ones and kept the good ones for yourself.” 
 Jonah sighed and tossed Rav another apple from his bag. He watched the smoke from the fire change direction and turn toward the north. 
 “So?” Jonah asked. 
 “The pass. Yeah. You wanna know what happened there, and then about them…” Rav waved his arm toward the space where the mysterious clan sat. They remained silent and did not light a fire. 
 “Who are they?” 
 “I’m getting there, Jonah. So I closed the gate after the first cold, just like always. The migrations came through, like your clan did, but they didn’t come like they used to. The numbers dwindled and we collected less from those clans than we had in any year prior. Your apples were the prize of the patch, even though they were bitter.” 
 Jonah took the cue and tossed Rav yet another apple. 
 “When they came,” Rav said, nodding toward the isolated clan, “I knew they was different. Seen much weird shit over the years. Believe me. But they was weirder than weird. Had a really sad aura about them, if you know what I mean.” 
 “I don’t,” said Jonah. 
 “Fair enough. I seen them—how can I say this—move stuff.” 
 Jonah waited. He sighed and looked at the fire light dancing in Rav’s eyes. The man enjoyed telling stories. 
 “Move stuff?” 
 “Yeah. Like squirrels.” 
 Jonah waited, tiring of Rav’s verbal bait. 
 “When they came to the pass, I asked them for a tithe. Like I did you. They didn’t have nothing. Well, I wasn’t about to let them through for free. I mean, what kind of guardian would I be if I did that?” 
 Rav continued without waiting for Jonah to reply. 
 “They asked if squirrel pelts carried any value around here. I told them they was as good as anything else. The chief, he pulls this thing from his sack. Long, holes on top. He puts it to his mouth and I think he’s about to blow dart me. Instead, sounds come out. Music.” 
 “Real music? A song?” 
 Jonah remembered hearing the elders of the clan discussing the days before the end. People used to create music, pay for it even. They constructed elaborate pieces that could be listened to anywhere, anytime. Jonah could not understand how that would be possible, unless these people traveled with their own private bard. Nonetheless, they somehow harnessed the power of song. Some of the Elk would sing, and yet Jonah knew what Rav described was something else. 
 “Oh, that ain’t the half of it. He starts to play and I can feel tears coming, because it’s real. Not some old crone wailing or some random noise. Nope. This is a real song. I felt my men crawling out from the carts and standing next to me. They was just as struck as I was. 
 “There we all are, standing there with our jaws hanging open while this man blows into a pipe with a song coming out the other side. I shook my head and that broke whatever trance I was under. I looked around and that’s when shit got really fucked up.” 
 Jonah leaned in closer to the fire and stared at Rav through the flames. Rav dropped the volume of his voice so only Jonah would hear what he had to say next. 
 “The squirrels. They came out of the forest. Dozens and dozens. This crazy fuck played them out of the woods. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I mean, I like your apples and all, but we’re talking pounds of fresh meat and hides for the winter. Sure, ain’t much of neither on a wood rat but the man summoned dozens.” 
 “What happened next?” Jonah asked. 
 “He stopped. He told us to take out our blades and gather as many squirrels as we wanted. He put the pipe—no, flute, he said it was a flute—he put the flute to his mouth and played as we took off the heads of those wild animals like they was nothing but corn in the field. One after another, until we had ’em dangling from our belts. When the man put the flute away, the squirrels we didn’t bag went running back into the woods.” 
 “Are you saying he controlled them with this flute, his song?” 
 “I’m saying those creatures sat there and let us chop their heads off. It was madness.” 
 Jonah leaned back from the fire and rubbed his forehead. He glanced in the direction of the outcast clan. 
 “My father banned them, didn’t he? They’re one of the gray clans that Judas forbade to settle on pain of death.” 
 “Aye.” 
 “Maybe he knew what they could do.” 
 “Ain’t no maybe about it. He knew.” 
 “What do I do with them?” Jonah asked. 
 “Why you asking me, chief? I’m just your crazy old buddy, Rav, and when I met them, and I thought of what happened with your other boys here, I figured maybe these folks might prove useful to you if you were that way inclined. How about one more apple, eh? Last one, I promise.” 
 “You’re gonna plug yourself up if you keep eating all those apples.” 
 “Nah,” Rav said. He winked. “Got me an elixir guaranteed to move it all through. Just stay far away from my site in the morning.” 
 Jonah laughed and looked again in the direction of the strange clan. 
 “They got a name?” he asked. 
 “Not that I know of. But you may want to call the chief over anyways and have a sit down. Maybe give ’em an apple.” 
 “My father banished them. Why would I want to talk to their leader? He hasn’t exactly been welcoming so far.” 
 “You know why,” Rav said. “Give them a chance. It took me quite a bit of persuading to get them to even be here.” 
 The man stood, and his rags brushed the edges of the fire, sending sparks into the night sky. His eyes looked orange in the reflection of the flames. 
 “And if that ain’t enough, they just tangled with a bunch of Cygoa scouts.” 
 “What?” 
 “Didn’t lose a single warrior.” 
 Jonah shook his head, his mouth hanging open. 
 “You might want to offer that chief an apple.” 
 
 





Chapter 25
 
 The moon hung low on the horizon with a smoky halo protecting it from the encroaching cold. The Elk let their fires burn low, and the other clans did so as well. Solomon and Gunney stood guard over the north end of the camp, and Declan made rounds on the inner edge of the cart circle. These tactics would not prevent an ambush but they would lessen the impact of one. Jonah swore he would not be caught off guard again. 
 Jonah tossed a twig into the fire and looked at the heap of rags fifty yards away. He smiled at Rav even though the man was asleep. The odd guardian of the pass had extorted supplies and goods from his clan and others for decades. He ate apples like a wild hog and smelled like one, too. And yet, there was something wholesome in his eyes, something that made Jonah trust him. Rav had called his father a dick. Maybe that was it. 
 Jonah turned to face the outcast clan and thought about the story Rav told. He had to know if the tale was true and if this band of nomads had beaten back the Cygoa without a single loss. Jonah examined the ground where the clan lay—no fire or tents. He stared at them. None moved, save for one—the leader. His white eyes shone from the dark, unblinking and focused on Jonah’s. 
 “Come,” Jonah said to the man. 
 The leader rose, and his black cape fluttered in the cold night air. There would be frost come morning, and Jonah thought again of the clan with no fire or covering. The man walked to Jonah and stood on the other side of the fire, his hands at his sides. 
 “Sit with me.” 
 The man nodded and did as he was told. 
 Jonah took a satchel from beneath his coat and put a pinch of leaf on a paper. He rolled the smoke, lit it and handed it over the low-burning fire to the tribal leader. The man refused it. Jonah put a thin log on the fire, bringing the flames alive. The orange glow revealed dozens of thin scars, running the entire length of his face, from his black headband to his beard. 
 “Tell me of your fight with the Cygoa.” 
 “Why should I tell you of anything? Your father banished us to the forest on pain of death,” the man said. “For two decades we have been forbidden to settle. Only Rav could make me listen. I now think I made a mistake coming here.” 
 “My father is dead. I lead the Elk now.” 
 The man huffed and blinked for the first time since he sat down across from Jonah. 
 “The Cygoa. When did they attack you?” 
 “Several weeks ago.” 
 Jonah thought about the timeframe. That would place this conflict within a few days of their fight with the invaders from the north. He wondered if it had been the same group of warriors. 
 “Rav says you fought them off. Did not lose a single warrior.” 
 “Rav speaks the truth.” 
 Jonah took a drag. The end of his smoke glowed hot and then faded back to a dull red. 
 “He says you have,” Jonah said, exhaling smoke, “something of a special talent.” 
 The man remained silent. 
 “What is your name?” Jonah asked. 
 “I have no name.” 
 Jonah raised his eyebrows and drew another hit. “So what does your wife call you?” 
 No answer. 
 “What about your clan? What is it called?” 
 “We are unnamed. It was Forbidden.” 
 “I’m the chief of the Elk, and I’ve banded these clans together. We are heading to Eliz. Our warriors have blades and axes. They will follow me into battle.” 
 “You do not frighten me with your threats.” 
 “It was not meant to be a threat,” said Jonah. “I am not my father.” He felt the warmth of the fire on his face and the cold nip of winter on his back. He glanced again at the heap of rags that was Rav. Jonah spotted Declan at the east edge of the camp but saw no other people awake. 
 “We have heard that you are your own man. You lead independent of your father’s legacy.” 
 Jonah nodded his head, a bit dizzy from the quick turn in conversation. “That is true.” 
 “Then we come to you asking permission to settle. We want a village. We are a tired people.” 
 Jonah tossed the butt of his toke into the fire and exhaled one last lungful of smoke. 
 “First you tell me what happened with the Cygoa.” 
 “That is not what you want to know. You know the outcome.” 
 “Okay,” said Jonah. “Then tell me how it happened.” 
 “Our ancestors came from the west. They emerged from the old world and gathered more as they traveled east. They had a tradition of dance and song, one that would not last for long after it all ended. They passed down to us a power of persuasion, one that comes from this.” 
 The man reached beneath his robes and held out a thin, wooden tube with holes on the top. 
 “A flute,” Jonah said. 
 “Yes,” the man said. “And with it the power to subdue anger in your enemy.” 
 “You can teach me to play it?” 
 “No. It is magic. And it belongs to my people.” 
 “You’re telling me you played a song for the Cygoa and they stood by while you slaughtered them.” 
 “Not me,” said the man. “All of us. We played and they listened, then we struck before they could respond.” 
 Jonah looked behind the man to see the entire outcast clan holding flutes in the air like treasured swords. He had not seen or felt their movements. 
 “Can we settle?” 
 “Yes,” Jonah said, without a second thought. 
 “Can we come with you to Eliz?” 
 “Adding a clan is not a trivial matter. I’d have to speak to the elders first. I may lead the convoy, but I do not rule over the other clans of Wytheville. I am one voice of six.” 
 “You cannot harness our gift as a weapon. But you can form an alliance with us and right the wrong your father brought on us so long ago. We are a tired people—without names and without a home. But we are loyal to the end. I promise you we will die at the hands of the Cygoa while protecting this convoy, if that is what you command.” 
 “Tomorrow we arrive on the outskirts of Eliz. We break camp at sunrise. You will join us. I will deal with the other elders.” 
 The corners of the man’s mouth moved upward, pushing the scars into swirling lines. Jonah assumed it was the best smile the man could produce. 
 “Thank you. And I apologize for how I spoke to you on the road. I was very young when my clan was punished. I did not like being commanded by the son of the man who ruined our lives, but I see you are very different than him in spirit.” 
 The man stood, as did Jonah. They shook hands over the fire. The man with no name turned and took three steps toward The Forbidden. 
 “Hey,” Jonah said. “Before we get to Eliz I will expect a new name for your clan.” 
 The man nodded. 
 “And a name for you as well, my friend.” 
 





Chapter 26
 
 The distant ruins of Eliz seemed to rise from the very ground as the convoy headed into the valley, and although it had only been a year since he had been there last, led that time by his father and the ever-present Nera, Jonah somehow remembered the view as being more impressive. They crested the last rise and the valley and plains below stretched out before them, and Jonah sighed with relief at that final view, but then frowned as he took in the vast panorama of open grounds that ended with the crumbling skeleton that he imagined had once, many centuries ago, been an impressive city. 
 It was not as big as he remembered, and the many funnels of smoke that now rose from the ruins added a grim grayness to the air. The open plains outside the city were lush with color, but a grey smog seemed to hover over the ruins, making it seem like a festering wound. 
 He was tired, as were they all, but finally he had made it. They had made it. 

I did it, he thought, as he stood on the crest of the hill and looked across the land, seeing groups of people dotted everywhere, heading in toward the city at the end of their own pilgrimages. 

I got them here. All of them.


Well, nearly all of them, he thought. And his mind drifted for a moment to thoughts of Seren and Roke, and the others that had left for the south. Were they still alive? Or were they dying from sickness somewhere, struggling with their last breaths upon the tainted southern land. He hoped they lived, even though he was still sore with bitterness at their decision to leave. 
 Three hours later, the clans gathered upon the edge of Eliz. 
 “Form the circle,” Jonah commanded to no one in particular, but it was enough of a command that it would spread throughout the convoy as it arrived. After so many nights using the same camp setup it had become second nature to the clans. And now, after Leta had several of the younger clan members working hard whenever they found ruined wagons on the road, all of the carts were protected by sheets of metal on the outside. Jonah was impressed. If you stood on the outside looking in, it looked as though someone had built a low fort overnight, with no easy way to sneak in, other than climbing over razor sharp metal. 
 Solomon approached him and grinned, and Jonah was relieved at his friend’s cheerful manner. “We made it,” the man said, nodding. “And not too many losses.” 
 “Less than ever known before,” Gunney said, joining the pair. “If you don’t count those that left to go south. I wouldn’t count them.” 
 “They may still be alive,” said Jonah. “But they chose their path, and they are not our concern anymore.” He felt no truth in the words, even as they came from his lips. 
 “We’ll need to find a spot before the best ones are taken,” Gunney said, pointing toward the city ruins. 
 “Already on it,” Jonah said. At this, the two other men raised their eyebrows. “I sent a dozen scouts into the city an hour ago. They should be back by early evening. We can set up here, for now, and move when they give us a location.” 
 Solomon peered at him, questioningly. “You don’t sound convinced of that,” he said. 
 Jonah shook his head. “I remember what it was like the last few years. Not sure I want us to set up in one of the innermost areas, but I’ll await judgment from the council on that.” 
 Gunney laughed but didn’t speak. 
 “What?” Jonah asked, frowning. 
 Gunney coughed, banged his chest and then looked up at Jonah, and Jonah could see the amusement in the man’s eyes. “You expect them to decide that?” he said. 
 “It’s their choice,” said Jonah. 
 “Is it?” asked Gunney. 
 “Of course,” Jonah said, turning to gaze toward the ruins and wondering what the council would decide. “They speak for the people of the clans.” He remembered what it was like when all of the clans that travelled to Eliz had finally arrived and taken their spots in the city. He remembered the cramped conditions, but most of all he remembered the smell, and he wondered if he should go and look for himself before dragging the mass of people and carts through the streets. 
 Gunney and Solomon looked at each other, eyebrows raised once more. 
 “I would say the choice is down to you,” said Solomon. “And they’ll pretty much do as they are told.” 
 Jonah chuckled at that and turned back to his friends. “I promised to get them all here, and that is done. It’s not my choice what happens for the other clans now. The Elk are my only concern, now that we’re here.” 
 The three were quiet for a moment before Solomon spoke again. “I think the people of the other clans would rather it was you who made the decision,” he said. “And I think they are all pleased that they got here with fewer losses than usual.” 
 Jonah shrugged. “I’ll not cross the council,” he said. “Even if I’ve had sharp words for some of them so far. They are old and spend too much time blabbering and not enough time doing what needs to be done, but they are still the elders. I can’t command another clan.” 
 Gunney scratched his chin. “You think not? I think that if you went in there and informed them of what they were doing, they’d do whatever you told them to do.” 
 





Chapter 27
 
 The Leader That Was sniffed loudly and growled at the smaller wolf, and she backed away, slowly, until she reached a nearby tree, and then she was gone, breathing heavily as she ran. 
 Good, thought The Leader That Was. Be gone and don’t come back unless you find something to eat.

 He sniffed heavily once more and looked down at the set of tracks on the ground, tracks that weren’t the Walking One Bitch but were still made by man. 

Where has she gone?  he wondered. He worried for a moment that maybe his senses were failing, just as other things had begun to fail. His balance, for one thing, seemed to be slightly off. Even with the Flying Claw finally removed, and the wound beginning to heal, somehow he felt dizzy if he moved too quickly, and his right back leg didn’t react as it should. 

Flying Claws poison the blood, he thought. They are evil.

 He had followed the tracks to the bushes at the side of the road, hurrying forward, eager. He was finally catching her up, and she was alone. He had even seen her in the distance, far down the Walking One trail, and that had given him a boost of energy he had thought was no longer possible. 
 He would kill her. He would. 
 For many moons he had wondered if his chances were over, and if his body would fail him before he could run her down. Always she had been with greater numbers of Walking Ones, and always she slept out of the way, in places he could not reach. 
 But now she was alone, in the snow, and easy to track. And he could sense she was growing weary. The Falling White Cold that came from the sky was wearing her down in way that it never would a wolf. The Leader That Was had no problem with the snow, but he knew The Walking Ones couldn’t survive in it for long. Many a meal he had made of a frozen, already-dead Walking One that had succumbed to the Falling White Cold. 
 And yet here he was, once more without a clear trail and no idea where she had vanished to. He thought, as he had prowled along the Walking One road—up and down, up and down—that he had smelled her a few times, but he couldn’t pinpoint the exact spot. 
 She was near, and she had been here, but he couldn’t find her. 
 And then the hunger had begun to overwhelm him, and he looked for the young pup, but NoTail had fled, fearing his anger. 
 The Leader That Was sniffed at the ground and looked down the path that wound down the hill, into the forest. There was the scent of prey that way. 
 The Walking One Bitch would have to wait. 
 She would be tomorrow’s dinner. 
 The Leader That Was sniffed one last time and walked into the darkness beyond the tree line. 
 





Chapter 28
 
 Jonah stood at the side of the road, staring down at the carcass of the dog that lay in the gutter. The unfortunate creature had been dead for at least a week, and the stink was almost unbearable, but he forced the smell from his mind as he looked up at the stretch of ground beyond the corpse. 
 The area had once been a group of buildings, all facing into a single open plaza, but the ground in between was cracked and broken, and most of the dozen buildings consisted of little more than the crumbling ruins of the ground floor and a single tall spire at the far end of the plaza where a square building still stood three stories high. 
 Disease from dead carcasses and a potentially dangerous building collapse were not high on the list of qualities Jonah had in mind for the spot where he would want his people, and those of the other clans of Wytheville, to spend their winter. He had hoped for much better. They had arrived almost two whole weeks earlier than they normally would, and he had expected most of Eliz to still be empty. Not so. It seemed that everyone had decided to leave early this year. 
 Three of the scouts stood just a few feet away, talking to Gunney and Solomon. Neither of the older men looked any more impressed with the area than he was. 
 “There’s a bit of clearing that needs to be done before we can use the place,” Declan said. “Three bodies of the long dead are in that far building. Looks like an illness took them. And there are rats in a couple of the buildings—a nest, I think, somewhere—but we can clear those out in a few hours.” 
 “Dead, you say?” Jonah asked, as he stepped past the corpse of the dog and walked toward the center of the crumbling plaza. 
 “Yes,” said Declan. “I think they must have gone there a while ago and not come out.” The young man looked toward the largest building in the corner of the plaza. “No wounds on them, or anything like that, so they probably died hidden away and no one bothered to move them. No one probably even knew they were there.” 
 “And this is the best spot you found?” Jonah asked, looking toward an alleyway that ran between two of the buildings. There were piles of rubbish leaning against the walls on either side, and Jonah could see bones in among the debris. The vacant space seemed to have been used as a dumping ground—probably for at least a few months. 
 “I...err...well,” Declan stammered before falling silent. 
 Jonah turned to him. “I wasn’t blaming you,” he said. “No need to worry on that.” 
 The boy looked relieved, but his cheeks were still flushed with embarrassment. 
 Sensing this, Jonah put his hand on Declan’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. “Honestly,” he said. “You did well to find even this place, but we can’t stay here.” 
 “I’d hoped to find better,” Declan said, still looking at the ground. “But all the good grounds are already taken, even though we’re here maybe two weeks early. Looks like a lot of the clans are coming early.” 
 “We can’t live here for the whole winter,” said Jonah. 
 Declan looked up at that, his expression changing from shame to concern. “Then where?” 
 “I don’t know,” said Jonah. “And it’s not for me to decide, anyway. But The Elk won’t camp in this filth.” He kicked aside a pile of rags lying on the ground at the edge of the path and cringed as a pile of maggots spewed out of the cloth and scattered across the ground. “It would be like asking for sickness.” 
 Solomon and Gunney had finished talking to the scouts and walked over to join them. 
 “Two other spots,” said Gunney. “Though, like the lad says, this is the best one and the biggest.” He spotted the maggots on the ground near Jonah’s feet and turned his nose up. 
 “The Elk won’t stay here,” Jonah said. “But we can go back and offer this to the council, and if they want to move here they can.” 
 “What of us?” asked Gunney. 
 Jonah shrugged. “I’m not sure yet,” he said. “We’ll camp where we are tonight and search for something, maybe in the outskirts, tomorrow.” He turned and started walking back along the road in the direction of their campsite. It was getting dark already, and he thought that if the Six Clans wanted to move then he had better give them as much time as possible. 
 “If you give up a spot in the center of the city it won’t look good to the other clans,” Gunney said. “Center spots for the biggest and strongest clans, weaker clans on the outskirts.” 
 “I know,” said Jonah, nodding. “But I’d rather risk scorn than lose more people to illness just because we insisted on taking a spot in the city. The place is littered with filth.” 
 





Chapter 29
 
 Jonah sighed as he felt Sasha’s hands upon his shoulders. He had not realized just how much he ached until her hands got to work and started loosening up the muscles, finding hidden pains and stiffness. A few feet away, Keana and Gideon already slept, their exhaustion obvious. No sooner had he finished setting up the tent than they dragged their possessions into it and settled down at one end. 
 “Everyone is tired,” he said. 
 “Yes,” Sasha said. “It’s been a long journey. Somehow it seems longer than it ever was. I don’t know if that’s just my imagination.” 
 “It’s been more difficult than I can remember. But no more travel for a few months, though,” he said. “Not when we find a spot to set up for the winter. We’ve got quite a bit of building to do, but that can be done over the next few days. We will start with the circle of carts.” 
 “Do you think we’ll do that tomorrow?” Sasha asked, but Jonah could sense a different question in her tone. 
 “They will decide tonight,” he answered. He had told the council of elders when they got back from the city, and none of the old men had seemed pleased about the news. Right now, he thought, they will be huddled up in their big tent, smoking and drinking and not deciding what to do.

 “And the Elk?” Sasha asked. 
 “What would you have me do, my love?” he asked. 
 There was silence for a moment that seemed too long. 
 “Only what you have done the whole way,” she said. “And I know you will. You’ve done your best by the clan so far.” 
 “Meaning?” 
 Silence again. 
 “People trust you, Jonah,” she said. “And I don’t just mean the Elk.” 
 “I let nearly a third of the Elk leave,” he said. 
 Sasha stopped rubbing his shoulders and shifted around to look him in the face. “No,” she said. “You let them have the choice, which Judas never would have done.” 
 “And what good has that done, do you think? Are they still alive?” Jonah stared down at his feet, aware of just how much they ached. 
 “Judas would have killed the ones who wanted to leave. You let them choose their own fate, and I think you’ll find that people love you more for it. They only ever feared Judas. You’ve gained far more respect from your people than you think—and not by forcing it out of them.” 
 Jonah shrugged and leaned back against the pile of bags behind him. “Sometimes that fear worked to keep the clan together. Judas managed to rule the clan for many years without being challenged. I was challenged within days.” 
 “Maybe,” Sasha said. “But I don’t think there will be any more challenges to your leadership, and how many tears did you see when Judas was sent to Dustfall?” 

None , Jonah thought. Even he hadn’t mourned the passing of his father. He thought he had, but now he realized that all he had done was miss what he had known and fear what he didn’t. But now they had reached Eliz, and he had succeeded in getting his clan there, he had thought most of his troubles would be over. But not so. 
 “I should go out and speak to the others,” he said. “See what we can come up with, ready for tomorrow.” 
 Sasha smiled. “Don’t be too long.” 
 Outside, Jonah waited for a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the campfire and the darkening sky. He spotted Rav and the nameless leader sitting at one of the smaller campfires and headed over to them. Rav noticed as he approached and lifted his hand in greeting. 
 “Ah, come on lad,” he called, hefting a large brown bottle up in Jonah’s direction. “Get yourself a swig of this to warm against the chill wind, and grab a perch.” 
 Jonah did as suggested, lowering himself to the ground next to Rav and taking the offered bottle. The liquid was sharp and hot to taste, and he soon handed it back, but within a few moments he felt a warmth spreading in his stomach. 
 He didn’t know how long he had been sat there when he spotted Corrun approaching, and he hadn’t seen the old man leave the elders’ tent. He’d listened to the banter between Rav and the nameless hunter clan’s leader, but after a while even that noise had become part of the hum of background noise. 
 Corrun approached slowly, looking tentative and uneasy, but eventually stepped into the light of the campfire. “May I speak with you, Jonah?” he asked. 
 Jonah looked up. 
 “The rest of the council have made a decision,” Corrun said. “We took your initial report and decision not to enter the city as your own vote.” 
 Jonah nodded. “And what was the conclusion? Are you leaving tonight?” 
 Corrun shook his head and sat down beside Jonah, also accepting the bottle that Rav offered and taking a swig. He coughed once and then handed the bottle back, smiling weakly as Rav boomed with laughter. 
 “We wish to discuss what the Elk plans to do,” Corrun said. “For, considering everything you have said, and the reports from your—our— scouts, we think that your decision not to enter the city and to instead look outside the ruins to seek another place is probably wise. And we would like to acknowledge that you are a member of the council and thus have a voice among us.” 
 Jonah sat up straight, now a little more sober. “Oh,” he said. “Well, I was considering where we will go as I sat here.” 
 “I see,” said Corrun. “We’d hoped that you had a plan of action for the next few days. Your guidance so far has been invaluable, and the other members of the council have agreed that we would do well to heed your warning about the conditions in the city. Though, it is not something that we considered before now.” 
 “Ha,” Rav laughed. “What’s up with you, Jonah? Don’t like the stink of the city, lad?” Jonah could see that Rav wasn’t being insulting. “Me neither.” 
 “I can put up with stink,” Jonah said. “But not with half of the clan getting sick because we camped where the dead were left to rot for months.” 
 Corrun shuddered and appeared shocked at the mere mention of what had been left in the ruins. “Indeed,” he said. 
 “I’m afraid I have no plan, as of yet,” said Jonah. “But I will have by tomorrow. I’ve no intention of us just sitting here on the edge of the road looking lost.” 
 There was silence for a long while, as each of the men stared into the burning campfire, each lost in their own thoughts. 
 “You know, there is always the plains,” said a voice from nearby, and Jonah looked up to see the nameless leader of the hunter clan sitting opposite him. 
 “Hunter clan territory,” Rav said, nodding. 
 Jonah thought of the vast open fields and grass plains, and the sparse trees that spread outward beyond the ruins of Eliz. They had spent half a day traveling across those same grasslands in their approach to the city, and he had seen many smaller clans camped across the area, each staking a claim but leaving great distances between themselves and other hunter gatherer clans. He knew that they were small clans that would never try to set up in the city, for fear of robbery and violence, but out in the plains, where many of the larger clans would not go, they were safe in their anonymity. 
 “You think the Elk could camp out there?” Jonah asked, now ignoring all others and speaking directly to the nameless hunter. 
 The man nodded. “Far better than any small clan,” he said. “You have the numbers far greater than any out there. No one would argue with you. And there’s no stink and ruin.” 
 Jonah gazed past the campfire and out toward the edge of the encampment, where the circle of carts protected them, and beyond that. Open fields, he thought. He knew that it would take them far from the great gathering of clans, but it would also put them nearer to open hunting grounds. “You think you can find us somewhere out there?” he asked. 
 The nameless warrior nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Considering the weight you have lifted from my shoulders, I know exactly where I’d take you. There are woods to the south—and a river. My clan has used the place for many years, and it’s well hidden. Out of the way. Even a good distance from other hunter clans.” 
 Jonah considered this for a few minutes. He could feel the tension at the campfire. They were all waiting on him. “Take us there tomorrow,” he said. “There have been many changes for the Elk; some good, some not so good. But I think this is one that could work for us.” He turned to Corrun. “Is that enough of an answer for you?” he asked. 
 Corrun considered him for a moment before speaking. “It is not what I expected,” he said. “But I can think of no argument against, even though it seems...an unusual choice. Not necessarily a bad one, though.” 
 “I am not my father,” said Jonah. “I know Judas would have been in the city, probably forcing some smaller clan out of a good spot. I have no desire to make enemies.” 
 “No, indeed,” Corrun said. “And it shows. Before we always travelled with the Elk to Eliz and then separated, but this year the council has decreed that the clans will go wherever the Elk go.” He waited a moment for that to sink into the heads of those around him. “Let us leave tomorrow then, young Jonah, and let us find this river that your friend speaks of.” 
 Corrun turned and began to walk away, but then stopped and looked out over the plains. “You know,” he said. “I’m almost looking forward to it. It will be a refreshing change to spend the season out here rather than in the stink of the ruins. It will be good for us, I think.” 

I hope so, thought Jonah. 
 





Chapter 30
 
 As they left the relative safety of the road, and followed the nameless warrior into the plains, Jonah felt a dull pain in his stomach. Corrun and the rest of the elders had acknowledged Jonah as their leader, the man responsible for all of the clans’ most important decisions. Rav agreed with Jonah that they couldn’t live in the ruins of Eliz. But even with that, Jonah was still doubtful. None of the reassurance of others helped to ease his thoughts. 

But what if I’m wrong?

 Jonah squeezed the handle of his axe as he led the Elk into the grasslands. He had seen two hunters in the distance. They had stopped momentarily, their faces glowing in the early morning sun. Jonah saw their looks of worry from several hundred yards away. Before he came within shouting distance, the two men turned and ran through the high grass. Jonah looked to his right at the nameless warrior, but the man kept his focus south, toward where the river would run. 
 “How far?” Jonah asked. 
 “We will hear the water soon. The summer has been a dry one, and the current is lower than it should be, but I believe it will still support all of the clans. It rarely freezes over.” 
 Jonah hadn’t considered that, and it added to the anxiety balling in his stomach. His father had led them to Eliz and they had always stayed in the ruins. They drew water from several wells and had never considered what could happen should those wells run dry. 
 “And if it freezes over?” he asked. 
 “It won’t,” said the warrior. 
 Jonah looked over his shoulder as they walked. He watched the high grasses separate as people pulled carts across the field, leaving matted tracks behind them. 
 “If one of these hunter clans believes we are encroaching on their territory, they will find us.” 
 “There are no secrets out here, Jonah. None in Eliz, either.” 
 Jonah turned his attention back to the trail and he began to feel as though they were being watched. He signaled to Solomon, Gunney and Declan and made note of the concern in their eyes. He could not see Rav moving through the tall grass. 
 “I don’t hear the river,” Jonah said. He rubbed his forehead and brought his axe up to his chest. “Where are we headed?” 
 The nameless warrior stopped, and when he did Jonah held up his hand to halt the caravan behind him. 
 “I understand. We are outcasts, and this is not what you had planned when you departed for Eliz. But I give you my word, I am with you, now.” 
 Before Jonah could reply, an arrow hissed past his left ear. Another followed it, glancing off the top of his shoulder. 
 “Down,” Jonah shouted, although those at the front of the convoy knew better than to stand and face an unseen archer. He squatted until the grass hid his position. 
 “What the fuck is this?” he asked, but the nameless warrior was gone. 
 Jonah spun around on his heels. He wanted to stand and survey the situation or call out for Solomon and Gunney, but neither move would be wise. Impulsive actions born of fear would do nothing but reveal him to whomever was attacking them. 
 “Chief?” 
 Jonah heard Solomon to his left. 
 “Stay low,” he said. “Keep Gunney and the men down. We’ve been led into an ambush.” 
 Jonah stood, despite his warrior instinct telling him not to. He saw a hunter with a bow to his right and another creeping through the grasses to his left. He froze, thoughts of Sasha and the children flooding his mind. He saw the faces of Seren and Roke, Gaston. Jonah saw the look of utter disdain and disappointment on his father’s face, Nera standing at his side, as he had for so many years. 
 The scream broke Jonah’s trance. He blinked as the nameless warrior dove at him. In the split second Jonah made eye contact with the man, he saw the acceptance of death in his eyes. The hunter was not attacking, but rather, using his body as a shield by diving in front of Jonah. The arrow whistled and then stuck in the nameless hunter’s back as he crashed to the ground. Jonah looked up to see two other members of the outcast clan firing back. They hit their targets and the two hunters leading the ambush collapsed to the ground. 
 Gunney and Solomon came running to Jonah’s side. He stood, his mouth open and eyes wide, as the nameless hunter lay face down at his feet with an arrow lodged in his back. 
 “He took that for me,” Jonah said, although Gunney and Solomon had been in enough battles to understand without an explanation. 
 “Turn him over,” said Rav. 
 Jonah looked at Rav, who appeared from his left. 
 “Just pull the damn thing out of my coat, would you?” 
 The nameless hunter turned his head up to Jonah. He grinned and used his eyes to indicate the shaft sticking out of his back. Jonah bent down and yanked the arrow free. It pulled away a hunk of leather but no flesh or blood. The nameless hunter stood and took the arrow from Jonah’s hand. 
 “White Buffalo Clan. Their arrowheads are as dull as their brains.” The nameless warrior tossed the arrow to the ground. 
 Jonah sighed. “Did we encroach on their territory?” he asked. “Is that why they attacked us?” 
 “They attacked us because they’re idiots. You bringing the Elk out here, into the fields. These hunter clans will not know what to make of it. They will not understand why you would not take a section of the ruins. They are here because they are forbidden to enter the city. You, however, could rule over it, and yet you bring your people out here into the wilds.” 
 “Thank you,” Jonah said. “You took that arrow for me.” 
 The nameless warrior put his head down. 
 “Ghafir.” 
 The man looked up at Jonah. “What?” 
 “Ghafir. It is your name. And if you won’t accept it, then I will call you that anyways. Every man deserves a name, and regardless of your past, you have earned one today.” 
 A few of the council leaders and other Elk warriors came through the grass, all cautious in how they approached. Jonah smiled at Solomon and Gunney, while Rav put his arm around Ghafir. 
 “We are safe. Our new friend, Ghafir, is taking us south to the river. We shall arrive before midday.” 
 Ghafir looked at Jonah as the warriors signaled to the caravan. He shook his head. “I am nothing. Your father—” 
 “You are Ghafir. It is an ancient name meaning ‘forgiven.’” 
 





Chapter 31
 
 Seren awoke in the middle of the night, and a spike of fear shot through her veins as she struggled to move. Her limbs protested, the numbness almost overwhelming, but finally she managed to force a tingling sensation into her arms and then her legs. The small alcove she had hidden away in had protected her from the snow and the blizzard that now raged outside, but the cold had descended while she slept, creeping through the rocky ground and chilling her to the bone. 

You nearly died , she thought. And in acknowledging that, she accepted something else. Unless she found somewhere quickly, she would not survive. It was unlikely that she could travel quickly enough to outrace the winter now, and that meant one thing. She would need to find some way to survive it. Peeping through the gap in the foliage, which she had pulled over the entrance to the small cave in the side of the hill, she could see the snow blowing almost sideways, and the dry, frozen bushes did little to block the biting wind. 

But where now?  she wondered. Where can I go? The winter had come, and it had beaten her to Wytheville; she knew it was at least four more days’ travel. Four days in the blizzard. She would not get very far and then she would die. 
 She wondered, as she sat looking out at the blowing wind and snowdrifts building up against the foot of trees nearby, if anyone would ever find her, and the thought made her feel miserable. 
 How was Roke now? How were they all? Would she ever see any of them ever again? Would Roke and Gaston and the others die from sickness? Had Jonah managed to lead the clans to Eliz for the winter? She would never know what happened to any of them if she died there. 
 After maybe ten minutes of sitting there, waiting for the feeling to come back into her limbs, she forced herself up and out into the winter storm, pushing aside the dead branches and trudging out into the snow. It had already risen to six inches deep in some places. 
 She still followed the road, glancing behind her every now and then, wondering if the wolf still followed her. 

Maybe that will be my fate, she thought. Food for the wolf. And maybe that was why it followed her. She pulled her bow from her shoulder, shaking hands struggling to notch the arrow, and continued forward, leaning into the wind and squinting as the snow brushed her face. She would at least be ready when the wolf came, even if her hands felt like they would fail her if she tried to use the bow. 
 Six hours later, nearly frozen, she slowed and looked around. She needed shelter; she could go no further that day. The snow was getting thicker as she travelled, and several times she had wondered if she should not just turn back and cast her fate to that of Gaston; maybe hope she could catch them up. Would sickness be a better way to die than freezing? But it was too late to turn back, and it felt like it was too late to go on. There was nowhere to run. 
 It was as she stood there, undecided, that she happened to glance down and see the paw prints in the snow leading away from the road. She glanced in the direction that they led and then crouched to look at them more closely. 
 They were the wolf’s paw prints, definitely, but as she looked she noticed that there were two different sizes. One large, and one smaller. 

Two wolves, then.

 The paw prints headed into the woods, veering far from the line of the path. If she continued, leaving them behind, she knew she would be able to avoid meeting the creatures, but the path led into deep trees and she could see a hundred yards away along the narrow path that the snow was thinner. The wind and storm wouldn’t reach the deeper area within the forest. 

So what now? she thought. Go on and you’ll probably die of frostbite and exposure, but go in there and you’ll have to face wolves. Not really a much better choice.

 But it was better than dying on the road, better than lying down in the snow and freezing when she had no more strength left in her. The trees would offer some shelter from the wind, and maybe—just maybe—she would get lucky and find somewhere to build a shelter, possibly even a fire. 
 She turned, finding herself stiff already, and stumbled toward the tree line, feeling relief from the cold wind almost immediately as the trees enveloped her. The air in the forest was almost still, but she could hear the wind howling above her in the treetops. This was the winter that everyone had spoken about. This was the freezing cold that had killed anyone foolish enough to consider staying and not heading to the south and east. And now she was one of those fools. 

I’m not going to die, she thought. I’m not going to let this beat me. I can win. I can survive this. I can.

 The ground among the denser trees was harder than she expected, and as she struggled forward, shivering, aiming the bow ahead of her, she noticed the snow shift slightly underfoot. Seren stopped and glanced down at the shiny stone under the snow, then shifted some more of it away. Then she frowned. 
 It was a path. A very old path. 
 She looked up and peered further along the track, where it started to slope downward into darker woods, and realized that some of what she had presumed were broken tree stumps lining the path were fence posts. Her frown deepened, but she pushed onward, wondering what lay ahead. This wasn’t all just wilderness after all. Someone had lived here, maybe long ago. And that meant hope. 
 The path meandered down the slope, winding between the larger trees and twisting around rocks as it went farther down the hill. After four hundred yards she walked around a large tree and past an overgrown patch of berry bushes, stripped of their wares. 
 She stopped and stared at the bushy area. It had grown wild over many years and was easily thirty feet across and a dozen feet high. And it was definitely the same kind of black berries that grew in the clearing near the reservoir. 
 And it had been stripped bare. 
 Someone had been here much more recently than she had expected. 
 Seren blinked and stared down the path. She found herself looking at a gate in the middle of a fence. Beyond that, almost hidden by the overgrown bushes and the branches of trees, was a large, ramshackle building built from stone. 
 She rushed forward, forgetting the wolves, and kicked open the gate, hurrying across the short stretch of open ground toward the front door. 
 The body of a man was stretched out across the ground in front of the entrance, frozen solid by the bitter cold. Seren stopped just a few feet away and stared down in horror at the mess before her. There had been a struggle, she could see that. A broken spear lay nearby, coated with blood that she didn’t think was the man’s, but it was hard to tell. 

A wolf has done this,  she thought, but was then puzzled. If wolves killed the man then there would be little left of him, but that wasn’t the case. His left leg was nearly torn from his body, and the mess around his neck spoke of another equally-fatal wound. There were many smaller bite marks across his body and torn patches of clothing. 
 And there was a trail of blood leading into the forest. She pulled back the bow, resisting the urge to run into the house for shelter and to escape the scene. The thought of being trapped in there with the wolves out here was terrifying, but the blood was only a few hours old, she thought, and if she followed the trail now she may be able to kill it before it could get very far. 
 The wolf lay just inside the tree line. 
 She stood over the heaving body as the injured creature lay there in the snow, watching her intently. It was a leg wound, she could see, and not fatal, if helped. As she stepped closer it lifted its head and growled at her in a low, deep tone, but then lay its head down again. She could see that it had little fight left in it. 
 It was the same wolf that had been following her, she knew. The same long white lines marked the top of its otherwise black head. And those deeply inset eyes watched her with an intensity that she found disturbing. There is hatred in those eyes, she thought. Or was it something else? 
 Seren lifted the bow and aimed, looking straight into the wolf’s piercing gaze. 
* * *
 The Leader That Was glared up at the Walking One Bitch and hated, hated, hated. 

Killer of my sons, Taker of the pack. Ruiner of all.

 He could remember the pain of the Flying Claws, the memory even now sending a twinge along his side. If she hadn’t been hidden the previous night he would have taken her then, taken her and eaten her while she screamed, but now it was lost. She had won. 

But the young pup may still help me, he thought.  The stupid little one. If she attacks and takes the Flying Claw then maybe I can still kill the Walking One Bitch before my life’s blood is all gone. I am lost, but I could make sure I do not go alone. 

 But he could sense where the cowardly little creature hid, even now, and knew that she may seem stupid and puny, but she was not that stupid. No help was coming from her. The one who had killed his sons would now end him, and the little whelp that annoyed him so much would sit there behind the trees and watch it happen. 
 All he could do was look in the Walking One Bitch’s eyes and await his end with pride. 
* * *
 Thirty yards away, behind the cover of a trio of tall, thick trees, another pair of eyes watched the Walking One as it stood over the Leader That Was. The eyes peered intently at the tall figure with the strange Flying Claws, hoping that they would make the kill. The young wolf, barely older than a pup, knew that the Walking One female was dangerous, but she didn’t fear her at that moment. If the Walking One female killed the Leader That Was, then she would be free of his torment and bullying, even if she was then left alone. She would then be able to eat what she caught and not have to give it to him. No more waiting for the leftovers to pick over. No more biting punishments for reasons unknown. 
 But she should help him, she thought. He was her master. He would be Leader again, and she would be mother to his new pack when she was older. That was what he had told her. She should help. She should charge the Walking One and fight, giving the Leader That Was a chance. But would he fight or flee and leave you to die?


He already nearly killed you, thought the young pup, already nearly decided that you were food. And if you help him he will eat the Walking One female, she thought.He’ll eat her, and make you eat her, and you’ll feel sick and horrid. You didn’t eat the other ones because the smell was wrong—so wrong—
but he will make you.

 The young pup peered intently at the Walking One female, sensing, somehow, the same fears that ran through her own veins. 

Please,  thought the young one. Please end it now, because I cannot. I am not strong enough, and my fear is too great.

 





Chapter 32
 
 As had become the clan’s habit, Leta led the circling of the carts. Jonah trusted her to do so and, with the watchful eyes and helpful hands of Solomon, Gunney and Declan, the Elk led the creation of the new camp. Ghafir and Rav helped the council elders, moving them from one spot to another until they were satisfied with a plot that they thought best represented their leadership position. 
 Jonah pulled his coat tight around his neck as the cold winds came from the north and rattled the tall grass. He knew the coming winter would not be nearly as brutal as it was on the shores of the Great Lake, but that didn’t prevent a chill from seeping into his bones. He smelled the first of the campfires, the fragrant scent of pine needles used as kindling. Soon, he knew, the warmth would come, and the season would change, and they could all stop shivering, knowing that the winter was in the west. The chills would stop and the warmer weather that always came to Eliz would make the days much easier to bear. 
 “We’ve made it. And you led us.” 
 He turned to see Sasha approaching from their tent. Her hair was bundled atop her head, and animal hides hid her thin body. They had all lost something on The Walk, some more than others. Sasha’s dark brown eyes chased Jonah’s chill away from the inside out. 
 “We’ve lost some.” 
 “We always do. But this season, we’ve gained some as well,” she said. Sasha looked around at the new faces in camp. The outcast clan, led by Ghafir, had begun to open up and talk to members of the Elk. 
 “How are the children?” Jonah asked. He winced, also thinking of Roke and Seren, whom he now wished he had formally adopted. He wondered where they had gone and if Gaston had made it to White Citadel. Jonah feared he would never see any of them again. 
 “They’re doing fine. And Keana is of age. This could be the winter she takes a partner.” 
 Jonah shuddered and then smiled at Sasha, remembering their early times in Eliz. 
 “I’m going to prepare the evening meal. The days are short now,” she said. 
 Jonah walked over and placed a kiss on her forehead. She drew him into her embrace and kissed him on the mouth. He stepped back, raised his eyebrows and winked. “The days are short and the nights are cold. We will need to stay warm through them.” 
 Sasha nodded and turned to skin whatever small game the hunters had killed during the day. 
 Jonah watched the clans he combined at Wytheville and the outcasts he brought in along the way. He thought of them all, co-existing here on the outskirts of Eliz, living together and protecting each other from the winter as well as the hunter clans on the periphery of their territory. He felt safe, and yet, a line of doubt began to form like a crack on a frozen lake come spring. That doubt went deeper, and Jonah walked away from his camp so that nobody would see it on his face. 
 He watched the Elk, the Bluestone, the Nebo, the Harpeth, the Clan of the Valley and all of the clans united at Wytheville. How long could he keep them in unison? They were so different, and the council elders were set in their ways. If things began to break apart, would he be able to stop it? The Walk gave everyone a purpose—a goal. But now that they had arrived, Jonah wondered if old gripes and deep tribal differences would rear up and ruin the greater collection he had gathered on the way to Eliz. 
 “I know you ain’t your father, but now you’re starting to look like him. And it don’t suit you much.” 
 The words broke Jonah from his own reflections. He looked up to see Logan approaching. The old man lumbered toward him with a flask in hand and his shoulders hunched. Jonah swore The Walk had shrunk him a few inches. 
 “What does that mean?” Jonah asked. 
 “Every time we reached Eliz, he looked like that. Like you. It was as if he carried one burden on The Walk and then another once we arrived. Not settling in the ruins? I don’t know…” 
 “You think we’d be safer there?” Jonah asked. 
 “No. I think this is the right call. But there is a great unknown on the plains, in the grasses. We’ve never spent the season here. We don’t know the ways of these hunter clans.” 
 Jonah sighed, knowing the old man was right but feeling powerless to do anything about it. 
 “Where do you think Gaston could be?” Logan asked. 
 “I don’t care.” 
 “Okay, let me ask that again. Where do you think Seren could be?” 
 “She is capable of taking care of herself,” Jonah said. 
 “I didn’t ask you that. I asked you where you thought she was.” 
 “I don’t know,” Jonah said. He put his hands on his hips and felt a grumble in his stomach. “She made her choice.” 
 “Aye. That she did,” said Logan. “I always thought she was more careful than that, but I forgot to take her love of her brother into account. Well, she always was one for adventure. Let’s hope that is what she found and nothing worse.” 
 Jonah waited, expecting a lecture from Logan, or possibly an epiphany wrapped in profanity. He received neither. The old man simply turned and walked away, leaving Jonah alone again as the clans bustled about him. 
 The sun burned on the western horizon, turning the tops of the grass a glowing orange. The sky to the east bruised purple, and Jonah heard laughter coming from the tents. Children ran through the grass, chasing each other and giggling like they did at their home on the shores of the Great Lake. Several members of the outcast clan began to play their flutes in unison, creating an aural landscape that hadn’t existed for generations. Solomon and Gunney walked the camp with flasks; Bira and Rav helped to dispense the fire water. Men slapped them on the shoulders, giving them subtle nods of gratitude. 
 Jonah wanted to join in the celebration and congratulate his clans on making it. But the ache in his stomach would not relent, and Jonah believed the dull pain would still be there even after Sasha’s dinner. 
 





Chapter 33
 
 “You are right to be sad. She is your sister.” 
 Roke looked up at Gaston through the swirling snow. The squalls coated Gaston’s face, making him appear as an old man with a silver beard and eyebrows. The sun stalled low in the sky, hidden by a blanket of thick clouds. 

This isn’t right , thought Gaston. 
 “I miss her. I shouldn’t have said what I said.” 
 “As you should. But it was her choice to leave. Hers and hers alone.” 
 Roke nodded and wiped at his face. Gaston looked over a shoulder at the rest of his clan, lumbering down the middle of the forgotten highway in the dark with tight bundles of rags and carts. Since they had left the factory—and the dying man with Seren—others had succumbed. Gaston knew they would lose some along the way, but it seemed as though their losses had been disproportionately high over the past few days. He had spent many moons on the road and felt as though he knew what to expect. This was not it. 
 “She will be okay,” Roke said. 
 “She will,” said Gaston. 
 The wind blew another wall of snow in his face and Gaston closed his eyes to let the cold burn his skin. He hadn’t mentioned it to the boy and nobody in their clan had asked about it. The snow. Gaston hadn’t expected the lands of White Citadel to be so barren, so cold. His paradise, the desire that had kept him going for so long, seemed at odds with his expectations. His thoughts drifted again to Jonah, and he wondered if Gerth had encountered the Elk yet. 
 “Where is it?” Roke asked. 
 “Less than a day’s journey. The hills will open into a valley and we will see White Citadel.” 
 “I see white but not much of anything else.” 
 Gaston shivered. The doubt in Roke’s words was most likely embedded in the rest of the clan. They would not believe in White Citadel until they arrived. 

Do you?

 “Let’s rest here.” 
 Gaston signaled the stop to the rest of the convoy. As if to comply with his wishes, the snow relented. A few renegade flakes floated to the ground, adding to the thin layer of dry snow that covered it. Gaston brushed it from the remains of an old cart left on the road. He sat down and called for the woman carrying the hot coals. A man walked with her, a bundle of scrap wood in his hands. Within moments they had a fire blazing and the clan gathered around to warm themselves. It had been days since they had seen any game and so there would be no meat roasting for this meal. 
 He turned his back on the fire and allowed others to crowd in closer to the flames. Gaston walked to the edge of the road and stared at the rolling hills to the west. In a few hours, they’d be clear of them and heading down into the valley of White Citadel. He would finally be there, would finally have a home. His home. 
 A woman began to cough, and Gaston turned, the sound reminding him of the wild dogs that roamed the northern lands and barked at the moon. He saw her hunch over. She took a hand from her mouth and sprayed the pristine, white snow with blood. The others took a step back as she collapsed to the ground. The rest of the clan stood there, staring at the woman now lying on the road before them. 
 “Someone help her,” Gaston said, but nobody moved. 
 Roke appeared at Gaston’s side and grabbed his arm. “She has sores. They won’t touch her.” 
 The woman’s body lurched and she coughed again, this time casting a dark red rope of blood on to the snow-covered road. She writhed, clutching at her throat, and yet nobody moved. A few seconds later she stopped moving. 
 Gaston stepped forward and the clan took a step backward, allowing him to walk past the fire and to the spot where the woman lay. He bent down, and even through her bundled rags he could smell the rot. Gaston gagged at the sickly-sweet odor of decay; the odd mixture that smelled like urine and wet fur. She stared into his face, her dead eyes locked on his. 
 A man walked over and tossed a thin, filthy blanket over her. “Gerty deserves more but this is all we have for her.” 
 The rest of the clan turned back to the fire, and Gaston heard two or three more coughs within their tight circle, all muffled by coats and scarves. 
 “They think that hiding their sickness will keep it away,” Roke said. 
 “They are not sick. This is how the seasons run. You know this.” 
 “They know the sores and the death are not part of the seasons.” 
 Gaston raised his hand to slap the boy. He held it in the air for a moment and then dropped it to his side. “We will all be safe in White Citadel. It is only a half-day’s walk from here. I promise you this.” 
 “Yes,” Roke said. “You’ve promised us all. You promised me. And Seren. And Gerty.” 
 Gaston looked down at the woman’s body and then at Roke. He glanced around the fire and saw the empty faces staring back at him. He saw several men with sores on their cheeks. 
 “I will get us to White Citadel. Today.” 
 The clan turned away from Gaston and back to the fire. Roke took a few steps on the road, facing west and the summit of the low hills they had yet to cross. 
 “The sickness—” 
 “There is no sickness,” Gaston insisted, interrupting Roke. “Other than that which usually accompanies the cold season.” 
 “You say those words but I wonder if you believe them.” 
 Gaston reached into his coat and pulled out the book. He shook it at Roke, and his eyes reflected the red flames of the fire. “The book says so, not I. We will stand before White Citadel before the sun sets on this day, young Roke. And you will regret doubting me. You will feel foolish when you see the ivory tower rise from the valley,” Gaston said, raising his voice so that the rest of the clan would hear. 
 “The sores, the sickness—” 
 “We will be free of all of that once we arrive, and any who do not believe that can lie here in the snow and die,” said Gaston. 
 Roke turned away and walked back to the fire, leaving Gaston standing alone in the middle of the road. 
 





Chapter 34
 
 The wind rose from the west and pushed at Gaston’s clan, forming an invisible wall of resistance. On it he could detect no scent, no woodland creatures, fowl or game. As they approached the summit, the sun remained hidden behind a veil of thick, gray clouds. Although the squalls subsided, and the air warmed through the late afternoon, a winter chill remained. The clan had fallen into a single line of families and carts. They passed several piles of ruins, both on the road and off to the side, which forced them to weave through the gaps, slowing the convoy down. 
 Roke walked alongside Gaston at the front of the caravan. “We are almost to the summit and yet I see nothing.” 
 “It is there. In the valley,” said Gaston. “You will see, soon enough.” 
 Gaston looked over his shoulder at the straggling line of people following him. He quit taking head counts days ago, but there was no doubt that they were much fewer than they had been when they split from The Elk. The man they left with Seren was not the only one afflicted. Gaston pushed thoughts of her from his mind. 
 “The air feels heavy,” Roke said. 
 Gaston didn’t reply but felt it as well. He took deep breaths and yet they failed to fill his lungs. Gaston felt an itch on his right foot but did not stop to scratch it. Over the course of the morning’s journey, the itch had grown into the burn of blood blisters. 
 “We are almost to the valley. We are almost home.” 
 They walked another three hundred yards in silence, the sky rising up to greet them while the road cut through it. Gaston turned and halted the caravan. 
 “We are about to descend into the valley. We will finally see White Citadel. Our long journey is almost over.” 
 The haggard faces looked back, blank and unblinking. Gaston noticed that those who had the dark red and black sores no longer attempted to hide them. Roke looked at the people and then to Gaston. 
 “Let’s keep going,” said the boy. 
 Gaston smiled and he nodded while slapping the boy on the shoulder. “Yes, yes,” Gaston said. “We’re so close.” 
 Gaston took the book from his coat and flipped through the pages. He ran his finger down one side and then the other. 
 “What does it say?” Roke asked. 
 “We will see White Citadel in the Valley of Life. It will rise from the earth and call us home.” 
 “What does it look like?” 
 “A gleaming tower,” said Gaston. “A symbol of purity and power.” 
 Roke nodded and began walking. Gaston put the book back into his coat and continued along the road, pulling even with the boy. The summit was only a few hundred yards away now, and he wanted to run like a child through a field of summer wheat. As the road came to a peak, Gaston saw the hills roll out behind it, encircling the valley in a loose embrace. He stared into the western sky, now turning shades of purple as the sun set behind the winter clouds. Gaston scanned the valley, his eyes roving across the low plateau, and yet he did not see White Citadel. 
 “Where is it?” Roke asked. 
 The rest of the caravan began to catch up to Gaston and Roke. The people dropped the handles on their carts and stood, shoulder to shoulder, across the road. They gazed into the empty valley below. 
 “This is the valley. It must be here.” 
 “But I don’t see—” 
 “Shut up,” Gaston snapped, interrupting Roke. “Let me concentrate on finding it.” 
 Others gathered around them and they all stared at Gaston. 
 He scanned the valley from the south to the north. 
 Nothing. No factory ruins or white towers. The valley held nothing but more trees. 
 “No, no, no,” Gaston said, his voice shaking. “White Citadel is here. It must be here.” 
 Groans came from the caravan and several people coughed. 
 “What’s that?” Roke asked. He pointed to the extreme southern edge of the valley. 
 Gaston turned and looked in the direction Roke pointed. The valley opened to the south. The trees parted to allow another road through. Vast fields bordered each side. Gaston put his hand over his forehead and squinted. “I see only the fields.” 
 “No!” said Roke, his voice taking on an edge of excitement. “There, on the horizon. There!” 
 A buzz moved through the clan as individuals began to see what Roke had seen. For the first time in days, they filled the air with excited chatter. 
 Gaston saw a glimmer, a space just above the horizon where the dull gray of the sky relented to something else—a tower. He could only see the top but he knew the structure was not of the natural world, not a rock formation or a trick of depth perception. Gaston saw the concave sides of the tower meet in a horizontal line at the top, the shape appearing like the top half of an hour glass. 
 “White Citadel,” he said. 
 The chatter turned to laughter and tears. The men and women of the haggard clan hugged each other. Some broke into song. Roke turned to Gaston and smiled. Gaston was far too excited to notice the boy’s missing teeth. 
 “You were right,” Roke said. “You saved us. White Citadel does exist and you got us here.” 
 “My people,” Gaston said, turning to address his clan. “On the far edge of the valley sits our new home, White Citadel. The journey has been long, and it has tested us. Some have left us, some have been left behind, and others have been reclaimed by our earth-mother. But today, we start anew. We heal, we survive, and then we will thrive.” 
 The people cheered, and Roke stood next to Gaston, his chest bursting with pride. 
 “Let us set up camp here tonight. The sun is setting, and it will take us one more half day to reach the far edge of the valley. Tonight we celebrate, and tomorrow we arrive at White Citadel.” 
 The people lined their carts along the road and several fires sprang up, along with laughter and more song. Roke stood next to Gaston, both of them staring at White Citadel. 
 “Jonah was wrong. Seren was wrong.” 
 “No, Roke. Do not harbor ill-will toward them. They lacked faith in White Citadel—in the book. They are ignorant and faithless but not wrong. They did nothing out of anger or spite.” 
 “She left me, and now I’m here and she is not.” 
 “That was her choosing,” said Gaston. 
 A man stumbled to Gaston and offered him a swig from a flask. Gaston saw the small sore on the man’s cheek, and a larger one on his neck, only partially hidden by a scarf. Gaston refused and the man staggered away, his arms in the air and laughter on his lips. 
 Roke watched the man walk away and then spoke to Gaston in a low voice. “Many are sick.” 
 “They will heal at White Citadel,” Gaston said. “The sores do not always mean death.” 
 Roke stood next to Gaston and neither spoke for several minutes. As the sun set and winter clouds faded to black, Gaston stared at the top of the tower. He wiped tears from his eyes. 
 “Everything changes tomorrow,” he said. “We start over. No more fighting. No more wandering. Tomorrow, we are a new clan.” 
 Roke yawned. He smiled at Gaston and the coming night again hid the gaps where teeth used to be. “You’ve saved us. Thank you.” 
 Gaston nodded. He put an arm around Roke. 
 “We have found White Citadel. It is real. And tomorrow, we will lead our clan to it.” 
 Roke stood next to Gaston in the middle of the road at the summit. He grinned and gazed at White Citadel. Roke scratched his head and pulled away a clump of hair. 
 





Chapter 35
 
 The tall figure looked down into the valley from the side of the road. He placed a foot steadily on the chair that leaned against the crumbling deck at the front of the hut, glanced around at the remains of old tobacco stubs, and then his gaze settled on the road that led down into the town. A sign hammered to the side of a wooden post at the very edge of the road caught his attention. 

Seren’s Place KEEP OUT.

 Everything was covered in a thick layer of snow, but he could still make out the same familiar shapes. 

Not much has changed since you were a boy, he thought, taking in tops of the buildings scattered across the forest valley. Not much apart from the people that lived in the town now. 
 But there was no one in the valley. Morlan watched as the flood of his Cygoa warriors headed down the road and spread out into the streets, kicking in doors to ramshackle buildings and beginning their search. He’d wondered if anyone would be here when they arrived, but as the snow had begun to thicken on the road ahead of the march, he had come to believe that the clan that lived here now, on the very outskirts of the old T’yun territory—territory that had been taken from his own clan when he was a boy—would have moved on for the winter. It was what they did; the T’yun before them and the descendants. Only the Cygoa had learned how to withstand the winter. 

An early slaughter would have been welcome, he thought, but it will wait.

 Morlan stepped down onto the road as a group of warriors passed by, thirty or more of them jogging in a huddle along the middle of the road. Behind them, and into the distance, more clans followed. 
 He walked down the road, following the warrior pack, until he reached the large open space in the center of the town. There were the remains of a funeral pyre still standing in the middle—a recent cremation—and he was curious. 
 Over by the remains of the fire he stooped low, kicking aside the charred wood and dust. There was little to show him who had been burned, and he wondered why he even cared. 
 “The town is empty,” said a voice behind him, and Morlan turned to see the tall, lithe figure of Carlossa, his right hand man and lieutenant, standing a dozen feet away, respectfully keeping his distance. 
 Morlan nodded. “I knew as much.” 
 Carlossa was silent, standing and waiting, as Morlan regarded the building around them. 
 Morlan took a deep breath and ran his hand through the mane of gray hair. “That building over there,” he said, waiting for Carlossa to seek out the squat, shanty hovel that rested between two older stone buildings. “Was where I was born.” 
 Carlossa looked surprised. “I did not know that you originally came from the lost lands,” the young warrior said. 
 “Yes,” Morlan said. “I was still very young when we had to flee. I remember the day like it was yesterday, though. I remember when the T’yun came and what they did.” 
 Carlossa regarded Morlan with squinted eyes, thoughtful. “We can raze the town to the ground, if you wish.” 
 But Morlan shook his head. “No. Others that follow will take up residence here. We will need the buildings, come the better weather. This and whatever remains of The Wythe. The reservoir not far from here will be a supply of fresh water that we will need. Leave the town standing.” 
 Morlan looked over the large flat grounds beyond the huge building he presumed was the chief’s. The same building, he remembered, had been his own father’s home, many years before. 
 “We used to hold celebrations on this plaza,” he said. “Like my own sister’s wedding.” 
 “Yes,” Carlossa said. “You have spoken of your old town and the celebrations before.” 
 “And they are why we celebrate as we do,” Morlan said. “We must keep the old spirit of our people alive.” 
 “What will you do when we do meet the clans that live here now?” Carlossa asked. 
 Morlan was silent for a long while, and when he spoke there was a bitterness to his voice. “We will kill the older ones,” he said. “All of them.” 
 Carlossa frowned. “And the young?” 
 “I am yet to decide,” Morlan said. “Are the young to blame for what their fathers did to our people? I don’t know. A wise man would kill them all, to save any troubles later.” 
 “Such as us,” said Carlossa. 
 Morlan frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean to save the trouble that the sons of the fathers may cause. Such as we are, come back to avenge our fathers and mothers.” 
 Morlan thought on this for a moment and realized that the boy was right. He and his clans were the remainder—those the T’yun did not kill. The survivors. And we’re here for revenge, he thought. Here to take back what is ours and punish for what was done to our fathers and mothers.

 “We will see how the land lies,” he said, looking up and back at the road behind them. Soon hundreds more of his kin would be arriving behind the warriors, a long caravan train of women, children and the old, and then more warriors. 

And we will take the land we need by force, he thought. 
 “In the meantime,” Morlan said, “fetch me that witch doctor thing. I have a need for his nonsense.” 
 “Yes, my lord,” said Carlossa. The young man turned and ran off across the clearing. 
 Morlan stayed where he was, staring into the ashes of the funeral pyre in front of him. As he heard Carlossa returning, mostly from the curses and moaning of the old witch doctor, he spotted something glimmering in the black dust. Morlan leaned down, pushed aside the ashes and took in a sharp breath. Among the ashes, at the foot of the pyre, lay a tiny silver bracelet covered with a black stain. He picked it out, stood back up and rubbed at the metal with his sleeve. 
 He almost staggered. 

How? he thought. How, after so long, does this come back to me?

 The bracelet was made from the lightest of blue silver, and barely weighed anything. The rings of metal were large and round, delicate, and across the backs of the rings were twisted and circling patterns, swirls. A relic from an age when such things were crafted by men instead of found in the ruins. 
 And he remembered. 
 A vague image crossed his mind of a memory of childhood. He had searched the ruins and found the old foundry up in the hills, the remains of a camp that was long abandoned. Rubbish was strewn everywhere. And among the junk left behind, the bracelet. It hadn’t changed a bit. The thing he held in his hands after so many long years was still unmarred by time. 
 Another image crossed his mind. That of the expression on his sister’s face when he had given her the bracelet as a gift. She had been so beautiful, he thought. The only one who was worthy of such a find. She had been overjoyed at the gift, and he had been equally pleased at the attention and hugs he received from the girl whom he adored more than any other. She could be a queen, he’d thought. My sister should have been a queen.

 He closed his eyes, trying to will away the last image that was forcing its way to the surface but it was coming regardless. Darkness, cries, screams, fear. The night the T’yun had raided this very town and forced them out. Days of stumbling through the forest, heading north with the remnants of his village. 
 A remnant that hadn’t included his captured sister. 
 Morlan looked at the ashes of the fire in front of him and wondered if this was all that remained of his beloved sister, or if she still lived somewhere among the eastern clans. Was this her funeral pyre? That, he thought would be typical of the unfairness of the world, that he should have to wait all these long years, only to walk into the town a few days after his sister had passed on. 
 He would find out. And he would punish. 
 “My lord,” a voice asked from his side, and he turned to see Carlossa standing next to the old witch doctor. 
 Morlan peered at the old man, who was about to open his mouth with one more complaint, no doubt. “Tell me, old man,” Morlan said, indicating the ashes and charred wood before him, and holding up the bracelet so that the other men could see it clearly. “Tell me if someone of my blood died here or if these are the ashes of my enemy.” 
 





Chapter 36
 
 Jonah stood, a few feet away from the log pile, watching his son. Gideon had grown up considerably over the last few months, as the Elk and their allies lived next to the river, and it wasn’t the only thing that had changed as Jonah saw the days go by. His daughter, Keana, had aged too, and was almost a young woman, but the change in his son was more prominent. The boy’s once-thin frame was now muscular, and his fighting skills were close to threatening embarrassment to some of the older warriors who now regularly failed to hold the boy in check. And yet he was still very young. 
 Jonah smiled and looked out over the camp. That too had changed. It was almost four times the size of the original space that they had claimed, and makeshift wooden walls now surrounded much of it. Jonah squinted. The sun had yet to break through the heavy skies. Winter’s grip remained tight, but it had begun to relent. The water-fowl flew a little lower, their cries becoming more pronounced. 
 He frowned as the earth shook. Another one of those, he thought, concerned at the increased frequency of the rumbles that seemed to shake the earth every few days. He tried not to worry about it, but his gut instinct told him that it was getting worse. 
 Almost in answer to this thought, the vibration beneath Jonah’s feet increased and, somehow instinctively, he looked to the west. Gideon dropped the axe he was using to chop firewood and wobbled slightly, before regaining his balance, and followed his father’s gaze. 
 “What is it?” Gideon asked. 
 “I don’t know,” said Jonah. 
 He stared at the western horizon where the sky met the mountains. The late-winter haze hung on the wind but did not entirely obscure his visibility. The vibration beneath his feet intensified, and Jonah felt his teeth chattering inside his mouth. It continued for fifteen seconds and then stopped. 
 Gideon pointed west. “An explosion?” he asked. 
 Jonah stared at the plume rising from beneath the mountains. The ancient, rocky hills spat the smoke into the air. It roiled and morphed in the sky, billowing out in all directions. The entire scene unfolded in an unnatural silence. 
 “It is far away,” Jonah said, unsuccessfully trying to comfort himself. “It will take days for us to…” 

To what? Jonah wasn’t sure exactly what they would do or could do. This isn’t right. Not natural.

 “Should I summon your Right Hands?” Gideon asked, breaking Jonah’s internal dialogue. 
 “The elders spoke of discontent beneath the surface of the earth-mother. They said the ancients called it an ‘earthquake,’ which is simplistic yet accurate. It can move the ground, tear it apart, or even swallow wide swaths of land.” 
 “Then what is the plume?” Gideon asked. 
 Jonah shook his head. “I don’t know. It could be a ruin that has crumbled because of the earthquake.” 
 Solomon and Gunney pushed through the scant trees on the edge of Jonah’s camp. Both men had their battle axes in hand, as if they would pummel whatever strange threat had emerged from beneath their feet. 
 Jonah nodded at Gideon. “Go see to your mother and sister.” 
 “But I can help—” 
 “Go, son.” 
 Gideon bowed, looked into the blank faces of Solomon and Gunney, and then ran toward the tent where Sasha and Keana would be preparing the evening meal. 
 “What the fuck?” Solomon asked, his beard longer and grayer than it had been when they arrived in Eliz. 
 “Not sure about the plume but I definitely felt an earthquake.” 
 “Grumble,” Gunney said, tipping his hat at Jonah. “Our old-timers used to call that a God rumble, and over time, the kids shortened it to ‘grumble.’ Whatever you want to call it, these things rarely happen in isolation. When God rumbles, he usually does it more than once.” 
 Jonah dropped his axe and put his hands on his hips. He sighed and watched as the plume of smoke on the western horizon continued to expand and spread across the sky. He could not see the source of it any longer. 
 “Whatever happened below shook something down. A ruin. Not sure what that was but it’s down, now.” 
 “Been some in our clans that lived further south. The elders said these things can happen at any time and that they can be devastating. What if it’s one of the bridges we need to travel back home?” 
 Jonah thought back a few moments, when the vibrations had shook his feet and rattled his teeth. 
 “We’re going to have to scout it,” Solomon said, not waiting for Jonah to reply. 
 The hunter clans, with whom the Elk had shared the land during the winter, began to gather in tight huddles. Each leader spoke in soft, comforting tones. No words seemed to ease the fear of their people. Men shouted and women cried, while children clutched at their mothers’ skirts. 
 Jonah turned slowly, watching all of the nomads and clanspeople gather. Regardless of their origin, customs, or rituals, he sensed the same emotion from them all—fear. 
 “Find Declan. Send word to Rav and Ghafir. We need to know what they know. These lands are still foreign to me. They are not the same as the northern forests and eternal lakes. This soil is restless.” 
 Solomon and Gunney turned and pushed their way through the throng of people surrounding Jonah’s camp. He had led them here. All of them. And now they would demand he protect them in the way leaders should. Jonah spotted Gideon behind Sasha and Keana, and for a brief moment, he thought he saw Seren, too. But he saw a different girl from another clan, and Jonah decided that now was not the time to be selfish and mourn his own losses. 
 He felt Seren’s presence even though he had not seen her in months. Despite Gaston’s foolish beliefs, and despite what could have happened to the rest of the Elk who followed him, Seren was alive. Jonah knew it, and he wouldn’t have been surprised if the face in the crowd had turned out to be her. 
 The people gathered and tight whispers to the elders soon grew into a roaring cacophony of anger. They demanded answers, and it was Jonah’s job to provide them. He looked around as more gathered around his modest tent, their mouths moving and their arms waving at the plume of smoke oozing from the western horizon. Sasha put a hand on Jonah’s shoulder, and he gave her a smile—the kind a husband gives a wife despite how desperate the situation might be. 
 “What is happening?” a man in the crowd asked. 
 Jonah decided he had no choice but to be honest. It was not what his father would have done, but that only motivated him to do so even more. 
 “The ground is shaking,” he said, the words sounding so obvious and silly that Jonah wished he hadn’t spoken them. “Something to the west has been destroyed.” 
 “Will it harm us?” another asked. “I felt the tremors.” 
 Rather than attempting false reassurance, Jonah simply shrugged. 
 





Chapter 37
 
 The tracker in the long coat and hard, capped boots stopped on the path and crouched down to examine the earth. His gloved hand touched the boot-print in the soil, pushing aside snow, leaves and grass to check the slight depression. He pulled back the mask that covered his face and shuddered at the cool air. 
 Other figures gathered around him and behind him, awaiting his verdict. There were maybe twenty warriors, all wearing the same type of long coats and dark winter fur. 
 He looked up, peering down the thin path through the grass, before standing and turning to the tall, thin man standing just a few feet away. 
 “It’s fresh,” he said, his voice deep and gravely, made harsh by the winter air. “Maybe only an hour or so.” 
 “Good,” said the tall, thin man. “We are catching them, yes?” 
 The tracker nodded. “Yes,” he said. “If we pick up the pace we will have them today.” 
 The tall man waved his arm, and in answer to the signal, most of the other armed warriors flooded forward over the grass, following the path. “Then let us pick up the pace and hunt them down,” he said. 
 The Cygoa warrior party had followed the trail of the clan of hunters through the woods for days, heading further east as they followed the trail that grew fresher as they travelled. They stopped at a frozen stream and the warriors jumped the gap and headed into the wood, but the tracker stopped jogging and crouched near a fallen branch, touching a dark patch on the ground just inches away from the cracked bow of the rotting tree. He smelled his hand and then stood again. 
 Blood. 
 “You found something?” asked the tall thin man, the leader of the warrior pack. 
 “Blood,” said the tracker. “One of them is injured, I think.” 
 “You are sure?” asked the tall man. “It is not the blood of a catch?” 
 “No,” said the tracker. “The blood is human. I can tell by the smell.” 
 The tall man nodded once more and turned to follow his men. “This explains why they are slow.” 
 Two more hours passed as they headed farther into the thickening forest, and the warriors slowed their pace. The snow was thick along the east side of the mountain; jogging through it became more of a laborious task. The tall man could tell his warriors were tiring. They were used to jogging, for miles and miles if necessary, but mainly over flat ground. This thick forest, with its uneven ground and foliage that grabbed at their ankles, was more difficult to move over than the barren ground of their old homeland. 
 They moved through a thick copse of trees and then stopped, looking down the slope on the other side. The rest of the warriors hid in the thick trees behind them. Below, on a large area of flat land that must have been carved from the side of the mountain, stood a large, crumbling ruin. It was a decent sized building, and the thin man thought that it would once have been much larger but had crumbled away over the centuries. There were no windows in the gaping holes that ran along the bottom of the building, as was usual in ruins such as these, but the large entrance at the front of the building was blocked up by debris and logs that he could see had been dragged there very recently. 

So they are dug in, thought the tall man. They’ve decided that they can’t run from us anymore, and they’ve stopped to build a defense, to try and fight us.

 The tracker moved up near to the tall man. 
 “How many of them are in there, do you think?” asked the tall man. 
 The tracker glanced at the building, eyeing the makeshift defenses, which wouldn’t hold for very long, and thought back to the tracks he had been following. “Maybe a dozen,” he said. “No more than that.” 
 “Then we greatly outnumber them,” said the tall man. He looked at the building, trying to spot movement within. There was none. 

How best to attack the place? he wondered. Direct assault could be costly. And yet it could be very effective if the group that waited for them inside were expecting something more stealthy. Both, he thought. 
 “Split the men into two groups,” he said to another warrior standing nearby. Half will go around the side.” He pointed to the overgrown area near the southern side of the building. There the bushes and trees came within a dozen feet of the outer wall and there were plenty of gaps to go through. “And let the half who wish to go in the front door, screaming, do so. Volunteers for a charge.” Even though he made it sound like it was something that was each warrior’s choice, his men knew that he was commanding half of them to volunteer. If they didn’t, he would volunteer them. 
* * *
 Briar could feel the burn in his arms as he stood on the other side of the gaping hole in the side of the building. The spear felt heavy. After days of moving almost constantly, to stay ahead of the strangers that hunted their group, he was over-tired. But there was nothing else that could be done. If any one of them gave up now they would all end up dead, like the old man, Duz. The man’s body would be frigid and frozen now, lying there at the bottom of the gully, covered in snow. Until the wolves or something else came for him. 
 He felt guilty about the older man. He’d known him his whole life—had looked up to the elder hunter as both a teacher and a friend—and it pained him that they couldn’t give him a proper send off. 

Maybe we can go back, he thought. After we’ve rid ourselves of these bastards. Maybe we can go back, find the body, and pay our dues. But he knew that Duz would tell him not to be stupid, that this was the way of things and it was natural. We hunt the wild animals to live and then, one day, they get us back.

 He glanced around the large open space inside the building, looking in turn at each of the other hunters, men he had known for years. They were all tired, but none of them were willing to give up and die just yet. He looked over at Loner. The man was still bleeding from the arrow that took him in the leg, but he thought he looked less pale now. They had carried him most of the way, and he’d nearly passed out twice, but he was strong and would make it, if they could survive this. Loner sat on a table at the back of the room, his bow ready. 
 Briar frowned and then hissed to alert the others. There was movement in the woods around them, just west of the building about a hundred yards away, and it wasn’t an animal. 
 No, there was one of them. He could see the man through the trees, dressed in his heavy furs and long coat. They were a strange lot, these newcomers, and not at all at home in the forest. 

They will come soon , he thought, and then we will see how well they fight. But as he contemplated this, he felt another of those strange rumbles in the earth. Another one, he thought. What the hell are those things? He’d felt them out on the plains and to the west, but never in the mountains—never this far from the eastern shore. 
 Then his attention snapped back to the outside of the building as a roar of voices went up in the tree line. A dozen figures appeared, charging across the clearing between the forest edge and the building. Their voices were raised in a war cry that chilled him to his bones, but he stood and stepped into the shadow, raising the spear, tightening it in his grip. His machete was safely at his side, ready for when the fight was too close for the spear, but first he would stick one of them, maybe two, with the sharp pole. 
 Briar watched as the dozen men rushed across the open ground in a close knit group, charging forward as quickly as they could, but then he saw one of them stumble to the side and fall to the ground. Briar felt the ground shake underneath him, and his eyes went wide with fear as dust and small bits of stone fell from the ceiling. The charging group was half way across the open ground, running forward, when the ground opened up and swallowed them. One moment the dozen or so men were thundering toward Briar, screaming at the tops of their voices, and the next the ground tore open below them and they plunged into the gaping maw. 
 Briar staggered backward, eyes wide, unable to comprehend what he was witnessing. All along the west side of the building, a wide fissure opened up. The dirt and stone collapsed into the ground with a loud whoosh, and the roar of noise as the crack opened and widened was deafening. 
 “What the hell is going on?” came a voice from behind him, and Briar turned to see Loner on his feet and heading toward him. 
 “Don’t know,” Briar replied. “Damn ground just opened right up and swallowed them.” He looked up, across the gap that now spanned maybe thirty feet, and looked into the shocked eyes of the man who had stumbled. He was the only member of the charging group to not fall into the gaping hole. The man took a few steps back, seeming to not know what to do or where to go, but then Briar saw him shudder and fall to his knees, a shaft of wood with white feathers protruding from his chest. 
 Loner coughed and lowered his bow. He grinned. 
 “Nice shot,” said Briar. 
 





Chapter 38
 
 Seren shivered as she stood under the low branches of the tree. The snow came down lightly; it was much less dense than it had been for the weeks she had spent in refuge at the house in the forest, but it was still falling. The ground remained thick with the stuff, and she couldn’t run at any decent speed. 
 She watched, keeping to the shadow of the trees as the young buck moved through the woods a hundred yards away. She had been surprised several times in the forest area east of the long road that led south from Wytheville. She had expected there to be little game, and in the early days she set about finding nuts and berries and hoarding them in the house. Then, on the fourth day of her stay, she had, almost by accident, caught a deer with a lame leg, one that had obviously been left behind by the migrating herds. And it hadn’t been the last. The buck hiding in the trees opposite, still unaware of her approach, would be the fourth she had taken down. 
 She waited, an arrow already notched in her bow, and watched the buck move slowly through the trees. 

Damn thing doesn’t want to come this way, she thought. It would be harder to catch if it didn’t bolt into the clearing, but she had faith that it would. 
 Her thoughts drifted as she waited, and an image of Sasha, Keana and her up at the lake, washing clothes when she had been only young, came to mind. Had they reached Eliz? She presumed they had, but wondered who had been lost along the way. Some would be gone, now, she thought. Logan. He was old. She doubted that she would ever see him again, but still held hope. 

I’ll wait until the winter ends,  she thought, and the spring brings the thaw, then I’ll pack supplies and head to Wytheville and wait for them to return.  All the clans will gather there, including the Elk. I can just camp up in the ruins somewhere, or maybe in one of the outlying buildings on the edge of the city. Then I’ll wait for signs of them returning. 

 But what of Roke? What about him? If she didn’t head south and follow Gaston’s clan, she may never see him again. She watched the buck edge closer to the clearing and could see that it was sniffing the air, searching for danger, before heading out to eat the grass that grew there . Patience. Just wait, she thought. And that applied to other things, didn’t it? She would have to wait in Wytheville for the Elk to return, and then she could tell them of the sickness that had come as they headed farther south, and that some carried on with the journey. She would tell Jonah and the others, and maybe they would send someone to find out what happened to the people that went with Gaston.


And maybe they will let you back into the clan. But maybe they won’t.

 The buck looked up and then turned sharply to look behind it. A quiet sound alerted it to something or someone approaching, and Seren heard it too. A snapping of a single twig, fifty yards through the trees. She crouched and lifted the bow, aiming at the buck, readying herself for the kill. The buck will bolt soon, she thought. But the buck stayed where it was, watching behind it, not moving an inch and staring, as Seren was, into the bushes and the thicker patch of tree where the noise had come from. 
 Seren took a deep breath and pulled the bow tighter, readying, just as the figure of a young wolf emerged from the darkness of the branches beyond the clearing. The young female wolf was mostly white in color, and it was the very same one that had hidden while Seren killed the great leader wolf, months before. The young female was half the size of a fully grown wolf, with bright, piercing eyes. And she was agile. She emerged at a slow creep, then sped up as she rushed toward the buck. 
 The buck saw her and bolted, rushing forward into the clearing and directly into Seren’s line of sight. Half a second later the arrow left the bow and slammed into the deer’s chest, toppling it instantly and sending it rolling over and over in the snow. 
 Seren stood and walked out into the clearing, heading straight toward her kill, and the wolf moved in also until they stood facing each other, just five yards apart, looking each other in the eyes. The she-wolf tilted her head to one side and stared at the tall human. 
 Seren smiled. “Come on, Sorsha,” she said. “Let’s get this thing skinned and cooked up.” She crouched down, turned the deer over, and she took out her knife and the coil of rope attached to her belt. She found it much more efficient to take the catch back to the house and hang it in the cold air for a while before doing the messier part of the hunt, and it also meant that she could preserve the deer skin to be used to keep her warm or line her sleeping cot. 
 The wolf sniffed the air and made a low woof, in reply, lifting her back paws up and kicking at the snow playfully. 
 “No, not play time yet,” said Seren. “Later, maybe. Hot venison for us tonight.” 
 Sorsha barked in reply and began trotting around the clearing, waiting for her friend. But then she stopped, and she seemed to frown at Seren. 
 Seren looked up at the wolf, noticing the usually playful little thing had stopped and was looking uneasy. 
 “What...” she started to ask, but then she felt the ground rumble. There was a distant roar of noise, far from the north, and Seren stood up. She looked to the north, over the top of the tree line further down the valley. In the distance, the very tops of the mountains could be seen and they were normally shrouded in snow and mist. But now she saw a cloud of some kind rushing down the side of one of the great peaks. 
 “That isn’t good,” Seren said. 
 Sorsha whined softly in reply. 
 





Chapter 39
 
 The clans tried to go about their daily routines. The women kept the cooking fires hot, and the men spoke of the game migration and where the deer had run through the valley. The plume of smoke hung heavy in the air and with it came an odd odor, like burning leaves mixed with rotten eggs. The size of the smoky bulge did not continue to grow at the same rate but a steady trickle of haze continued to rise from beneath the distant hills. As night approached, the plume swallowed the stars and even the moon succumbed to its opaque blanket. 
 Jonah let his people go. He allowed them to speculate, guess and even propose solutions to what should be done. Some believed the explosion in the sky to be a sign from the gods, an ominous warning to leave Eliz and never come back. Others saw it as a message to remain where they were and to never venture toward the horizon ever again. Even Sasha, Keana and Gideon had their ideas about what had happened and what it meant. 

Grumbles.

 The silly, bastardized word stuck in Jonah’s head. The earth beneath their feet, which had been the only thing that remained through the ancient days of darkness and the invasions of the T’yun Horde, had shifted. His very world had become unhinged. Jonah realized that most of the Elk would not discuss it. They either pretended it didn’t matter or were too frightened to recognize it, and either way that was a problem. He would have to send scouts, and yet it was quite probable that the ground would open up again and eat them all, with a grumble. 
 “Ask Rav and Ghafir to come to me.” 
 Declan looked at Jonah. The boy had been using the end of a stick to push coals around in the fire. Jonah recognized Declan’s surly, unsatisfied look—a man emerging from a boy. “Okay.” 
 Jonah watched him disappear into the darkness dotted with terrestrial stars. 

The ruins.

 Jonah hadn’t thought of them or those people for most of the day. His focus had been on the west, and the encroaching plume, and yet there were most likely thousands of people in Eliz, and they had felt it, too. Would they come west to seek answers? Would they blame the newcomers for the portent of doom? 

I might, he thought. If I were a lord of Eliz.

 “Looks like we’re in for some storms, eh?” Rav asked as he approached with Ghafir and Declan behind him. 
 “Is that humor, amongst guards of the pass?” Jonah asked. He regretted the sarcastic question as soon as he spoke but was relieved when Rav brushed it off with a wave of his hand. 
 “The Elk. They’ve got all kinds of explanations. Seems like nothin’ will quiet the yappers until we find out what the hell happened over there.” Rav used his chin to point to the west. 
 “The hunters. Some say they remember slight shakes, vibrations. But none have felt grumbles with such power as these. They fear the gods are angry and will seek retribution for the pollution of their sacred hunting grounds.” 
 Jonah nodded, fully understanding the implication of Ghafir’s carefully chosen words. 

They think the Elk brought this.

 “Tell me what you know, Ghafir. The shakes, the grumbles,” Jonah said, accentuating the word that still felt silly on his ears. “What do you know of them?” 
 Rav pulled a flask from beneath his rags and handed it to Jonah, who refused. Instead, Jonah waved his arm at the three men, inviting them to sit at his fire. 
 “In the days before the End Times, when these ruins stood in their full glory, men had a strange relationship with our earth-mother.” 
 Rav’s eyes went wide, and he nudged Declan, as if to make sure the boy would not miss the eloquent and rare words spoken by Ghafir, a man who said more with his bow than his tongue. 
 “They needed the light and the dark liquids to fuel empires stretching over vast areas of land.” 
 “The ruins,” said Declan. 
 Ghafir smiled at the boy. “Before they became such. Yes.” 
 Jonah took the bottle from Rav, smelled what was inside and passed it back. Rav winked and took another swig. 
 “The clear liquid was water. It kept them alive in much the same way it does us now. But if you can imagine hundreds of clans, comprised of thousands of people, living in those ruins, you realize they had to get the water to their tents. Well, they weren’t tents like ours, but each clan lived in its own quarters, and some stacked one upon another, stretching all the way into the heavens. These men crafted elaborate irrigation channels and somehow sent the water to the living quarters of everyone in the circle of ruins, which, at that time, was called a ‘city.’ 
 “The other liquid was black. It reeked of rot and decay, and it came from deep within the earth, albeit from a different reservoir. Some of the water fell from the skies, some was taken from the lakes, and some was pumped out from beneath the surface. But this black sludge came from a different place. It was thick and viscous and needed to be cleaned. Filtered. The men running these empires used all of their resources and their powers to extract the black liquid from the earth. Once they cooked it, they called it ‘oil.’ They used oil to run their civilization, including the carts you see scattered in and among the ruins.” 
 Jonah’s eyes locked on Ghafir, and he no longer heard the Elk and their heightened concerns as night fell. 
 “At first, they found the oil in certain places just below the soil. And, like the water, they became efficient at moving it to their cities. But over time, it became harder to find the oil, and what was there was buried deep in the earth. Unlike water, the oil did not replenish itself. Once the tribal leaders burned it, the fuel was gone forever. Some of the elders of the nomadic clans claim that the people before the End Times built machines, giant monsters of iron and steel, that would consume the flesh of the earth-mother, tearing soil and dirt from her face and leaving an open wound where the black stuff oozed out like congealed blood. The men were forced to go deeper each time, as the oil closest to the surface was extracted first. They drilled and they burrowed deep, and as they did, they weakened the earth-mother until she decided she would no longer allow the men to rape her. She put an end to it.” 
 “How?” Jonah asked, the single word squeezed from between his tight lips. 
 “She shook them off like a wet dog. And many of them died, their lost souls still buried beneath many of the ruins.” 
 “Boo,” Rav said, his hands out and shaking. 
 Jonah jumped, and Ghafir growled beneath his breath. 
 “Ghost stories and myth. I ain’t worried about no earth-mother bitch and her revenge,” Rav scoffed. “Something crashed, blew up, fell down, whatever. We need to find out what it was.” 
 “No. Absolutely not,” Jonah said. 
 “We’re going,” Rav said. “I’m taking Ghafir and Declan with me. They’ve already volunteered.” 
 Jonah looked at Ghafir, his head sideways and his eye cocked. 
 “I don’t believe those ridiculous stories,” Rav said, although Jonah felt the dissonance between what he said and what he believed. 
 “You must let them go.” 
 Jonah turned and looked over his shoulder as Logan emerged from the darkness. The shadows appeared to be pulling the old man down into the cold dirt. 
 “They must go and report back before wild stories of gods and men have the clans throwing virgins into the river.” 
 Jonah sighed and nodded at Rav. “I can already feel regret in my gut,” Jonah said. “Take Ghafir and Declan then, and be back in four days’ time.” 
 “Why four?” Rav asked. 
 “Because that is how long it will take for an uprising to spread from Eliz to these plains. If the plume was, in fact, caused by a grumble, there will be more. And with them, death.” 
 Logan stood with his mouth hanging open, nodding at Jonah. 
 “Go now and be strong. The ruins at Eliz won’t stand forever.” 
 





Chapter 40
 
 “C’mon, boys. That horizon will roll away from us, I tell ya. It’ll feel like we’re walking for hours and not getting any closer.” 
 Ghafir and Declan walked behind Rav, each man carrying an axe, with their eyes fixed on the plume. Although it did not eat the sky the way it had the day before, tendrils of smoke continued to flow from beneath the mountains. The clouds had dissipated, leaving only a pristine late-winter sky. A light frost crunched beneath their boots. The odor of rotting eggs remained on the air. 
 “You feel ’em, last night?” Rav asked without turning around. 
 “Aye,” said Ghafir. “The vibrations that follow can last for days, and some can be brutal.” 
 Rav continually scanned the horizon as they walked, watching for hunter clans or ambushes. They had encountered neither since leaving the outskirts of Eliz at dawn. It was as if the people had hunkered down, hoping the earth would not break open and swallow them whole. 
 “I’ve not felt the earth move this way before,” said Declan. 
 “Then you haven’t had yourself a plump lady,” Rav said. He took a swig from his flask between short bits of laughter. “You get pounding on one and you’ll feel the earth shake.” 
 Ghafir looked at Declan and smiled. 
 “We probably won’t go to the source of the smoke.” Rav’s tone turned serious, and he abandoned the jokes about sexual encounters with large women. 
 “But I thought we were doing this to let Jonah know what happened, so he could make a decision?” Declan asked. 
 “We will. But we won’t have to go all the way to the mountains to do that. Besides, you feel that burning in your throat?” 
 Ghafir looked at Declan again, this time without a grin. 
 “Right,” Rav said, without turning around or waiting for a reply. “You have. Whatever shite be coming from that plume won’t be something we want to get close to. You been smelling it a day’s hike away. Imagine what that’ll feel like in your chest, all up close. Nope, I’ll stick to my flask for a burn in my chest, thank you very much.” 
 He held the flask in the air but neither Ghafir nor Declan reached for it. 
 “Fine. Can’t promise they’ll be much left on the return.” 
 “So what are we going to say to Jon—” 
 The sudden and immediate shift of the ground interrupted Declan’s question. The force threw the men to their right, each crashing to the ground as if they had been picked up and dropped by an unseen hand. A low, steady rumble approached from the western horizon. The sound rippled the soil and tore through the sky like thunder. 
 Declan fell upon Ghafir, while Rav had tumbled several yards to the right of them. Rav sat up, his face white and his palms down on the dead, frosted grass. He looked at the plume, which appeared unchanged in the sky. However, the horizon vibrated and his teeth rattled in his head. 
 “Here comes another,” Ghafir said. 
 “What do we do?” Declan asked. 
 “Hold on and send your prayers to whatever gods you believe in,” Rav shouted. 
 A single, sharp crack snapped their attention toward the horizon. The grasses on the plains waved back and forth despite the lack of wind. Rav waited, his eyes locked on the horizon. He was the first to see it. 
 “Holy fuck.” 
 A dark, jagged line appeared beneath the mountain and it came at them like spilled ink. Lines broke from the main trunk, black cracks cutting through the ground. The land south of the mountains pitched upward, tossing Rav backward. A black line ran between him and the other men, appearing instantaneously and with a deafening roar. Declan and Ghafir tumbled to the north side of the crevice, a thirty-foot gap in the earth now separating them from Rav. 
 The ground vibrated for another thirty or forty seconds while the men stared at each other across the newly formed chasm. And then it stopped. 
 Rav laid his head back on the cold earth. His ears rang, and he felt as though he were adrift on water, despite the dirt beneath him. He sat up and looked across the gap at Declan and Ghafir. A black canyon separated them. Dirt and debris continued to slide into the hole, which now spanned ninety feet across. Rav used his heels to push himself back and away from the edge. 
 “Stay where you are,” he shouted to Ghafir and Declan. “It might not be done.” 
 Declan reached down to touch the earth, as if to prove to himself it was still there. Ghafir stood and took a step toward the edge. 
 “Don’t,” Rav said. “It ain’t stable.” 
 Rav stood and his legs wobbled. The ground on his side of the earth’s gaping wound pitched down at a steep angle. He kept his arms out for balance and leaned back against the rock. The ground on Declan and Ghafir’s side angled up and Ghafir leaned into it to remain upright like he would in a fierce wind. Declan remained sitting, his eyes darting back and forth from the plume on the horizon to the hole in the earth. 
 “What do we do now?” Ghafir asked. 
 As if to answer his question, the earth growled and the ground beneath split again. Rav watched clumps of earth and grass instantly disappear. He reached out and grabbed a handful of grass but the dead, frozen roots came up without a protest and did not slow his slide toward the crevice. Ghafir stumbled back from the edge on the opposite side while Declan leapt toward it. 
 “Hold on,” Declan said, trying to shout above the sound of the earth ripping in two. 
 Rav rolled from his back to his stomach, his feet heading right for the chasm. He threw his arms out to his sides, clutching at whatever still remained in the soil, hoping to slow his descent. Rav’s tattered clothes fluttered and flapped like the wings of a dying bird. 
 Declan ripped the pack from his back while maintaining his balance on the precipice. The space between the two sides kept expanding. The earth on each side formed massive cliffs. Declan grabbed a coiled rope and tossed the end to Ghafir. 
 “Tie this around your waist.” 
 Ghafir did so and Declan also tied it around his own. Declan pulled Ghafir to the edge, where they stood shoulder to shoulder and looked across the chasm at Rav, whose feet now dangled over the edge. The man’s rapid descent into the void had slowed but not stopped. Huge hunks of dirt and rock slid by him, falling soundlessly into the hole. 
 “Catch this,” Declan shouted as he tossed the other end of the rope to Rav. 
 Rav rolled to his back and used his heels to dig into the crumbling earth. He nodded and stared, wide-eyed, at Declan. “Well toss the damn thing already, boy!” 
 Declan held the coil in his right hand and glanced at Ghafir. “Here it comes,” Declan called. 
 He threw the coiled rope across the chasm. The coils loosened as they flew through the air, landing in a clump to Rav’s left. The man reached out and grabbed it before another shake lifted the earth on both sides of the crevasse. The force knocked Declan and Ghafir backward. They tumbled over each other and rolled down the pitched ground. The rope tightened around their waists and it became taut where it stretched up and over the edge of the cliff, now at such a sharp angle that they would not be able to climb it or see over it to the other side. 
 “Do you think he has hold?” Ghafir asked. 
 Declan tugged at the rope, feeling tension but unable to make a visual confirmation either way. 
 “Of the rope,” Declan said with a smirk, “or his flask?” 
 





Chapter 41
 
 Declan tugged at the rope again, and this time it went slack. He pulled harder and more rope came to him. He turned with his eyes wide and looked at Ghafir. 
 “I can’t feel anything on the other end,” Declan said. 
 The rope tensed with three short tugs. 
 “What’s taking so long?” Rav asked, his voice carrying up from the chasm as the shaking ceased. 
 Ghafir flipped Declan a grin. They both held the rope tight in their hands, neither knowing exactly what to do next. 
 “How much give you got on the end?” Declan asked Ghafir. 
 “Thirty, forty feet.” 
 Declan looked down at the coiled slack at their feet and used his chin to nod at a tree twenty feet behind them. It stood at a forty-five degree angle, roots pulled from the earth. 
 “Will it hold?” Ghafir asked. 
 “It should,” Declan said. “My fingers are getting numb. Take the end and tie it up while I dig in.” 
 Ghafir slowly dropped his hands from the rope and Rav’s weight yanked Declan up the earthen incline toward the chasm. He stumbled and pulled back hard. 
 “Hurry up.” 
 Ghafir ran the rope to the tree, circled it and tied the rope in a knot. Declan sighed and fell to his knees. He looked at the rope where it lay slack on the ground. 
 “Rav?” Declan asked, yanking at the rope and feeling no tension. 
 He crawled on all fours up the wall of pitched earth. When he got to the top, Declan followed the rope down into the crevasse. Rav stood on a solid rock outcrop, a hunk of granite that was too stubborn to be shaken loose by the earthquake. He had his back to the wall of earth and looked up at Declan. 
 “What are you waiting for, boy? Get me the hell off this thing!” 
 Declan turned and yelled at Ghafir. “On three,” he said. 
 Rav checked the rope, now tied around his waist, and grabbed it with both hands. He winked at Declan. 
 “One, two, three.” 
 Ghafir and Declan pulled at the same time. The rope slid down the embankment and Rav came up the chasm wall. He clawed at the dirt with his hands to quicken his ascent. They pulled the rope in rhythmic, measured movements, and within moments, Rav was able to swing his leg over the edge of the crevasse. 
 “Fuck,” Rav said, lying down and gasping for air. “Let’s get off this damn thing.” 
 Declan slid down the embankment on his rear end, and Rav followed. Ghafir untied the rope from the tree and the three of them walked in silence for several minutes until the earth began to flatten and the embankment they were on looked like a new mountain lording over them. 
 “At least we’re on the right side,” said Ghafir. 
 “What do you mean?” Declan asked. 
 “Eliz side. Depending on how wide and how far that new canyon now stretches, ain’t nobody going north or west.” 
 Rav rubbed a hand through his beard. He reached into his rags, his hands fumbling across his body and his face going white. 
 “My flask,” he said in a whisper. 
 “I have some water,” Ghafir said. 
 “Fuck water,” Rav said. He turned and looked at the rift in the earth. “Goddamn thief! You stole my rye!” 
 While Rav threatened the earth, Declan climbed a nearby tree, this one’s roots still firmly planted. He pulled himself up, one branch at a time, and in a matter of moments was forty feet in the air. 
 Declan stared across the plains toward the mountain where the plume remained, pulsing and shifting on the horizon. The clouds hung low and gray, and a steady breeze blew over the land. A dozen jagged black lines cut through the earth, stretching all the way to the hills. Declan looked down at the one that had tried to swallow them all. It was at least ninety feet wide, and as he gazed outward, Declan realized that the shell of the earth in the lands of Eliz had cracked like an egg. The lines crossed each other and, in some places, steam escaped from the bowels of the earth. 
 “Not good,” Declan said, tossing his words down to his friends below. “Looks like there are chasms running to the horizon, both to the north and to the west.” 
 “Jonah needs to know,” Ghafir said to Rav. “We’ll be heading west, soon. At least we should have been.” 
 Declan turned east and saw the flat tops of the ruins at Eliz. They looked like hunks of slate sitting atop the trees. He stared hard and then realized why they caught his eye. 
 “There’s something else.” 
 “Quit being coy, little fella,” said Rav. “What do you see up there?” 
 “It’s Eliz,” Declan said, turning his face down to Ghafir and Rav. “I remember the outline of the ruins, the shape of it on the horizon, when we first came here. Some of the ruins that used to be there, are, well…gone.” 
 





Chapter 42
 
 Ghafir tucked a handful of pine leaves into the bottom of the fire pit. Rav watched as Declan used his teeth to rip into a hunk of salted squirrel. 
 “That shit’s gonna smoke. Make my eyes water,” Rav said. 
 “It’ll help mask the boy’s breath.” 
 Rav chuckled at Ghafir’s joke as Declan continued chewing, uninterested in defending himself. 
 “Won’t be his breath we’ll have to contend with in the morning,” said Ghafir. 
 Rav smiled at the man. There was something about the hunter that Rav found endearing. He had a dry sense of humor that was just beginning to surface. Rav couldn’t imagine what could have led to Ghafir becoming nameless. He was a nomadic wanderer, in both the physical world and in terms of his identity. He didn’t believe Ghafir would ever tell him the whole story, and Rav decided he didn’t care all that much. Ghafir was a good man, and despite his penchant for grotesque squirrel burps, so was Declan. 
 “Eliz,” Declan said, swallowing a huge strip of meat. “Will it stand?” 
 “Everything will fall, eventually,” said Rav. “It always does.” 
 Ghafir leaned back as the pine kindling caught alight. The needles snapped and popped, releasing their tart fragrance into the cool night air. The ground rumbled and the men looked at each other in silence until it passed. 
 “I think we should—” 
 “Settle down there, you romper,” Rav said, interrupting Declan. “I’ve had a long day, and I’ve lost my flask. They’ll be plenty of time for shoulds in the morning. Tonight, I want to kick back at the fire and pretend I’ve still got my fire water.” 
 “Here,” Ghafir said. 
 He handed Rav a flask. It was dented and marred with black streaks with a lid that sat crookedly on top. Rav raised an eyebrow and took it from Ghafir’s hand. 
 “Damn. I sure hope it tastes better than it looks.” 
 Ghafir snatched it back from Rav, his hand flashing through the air. “You shouldn’t lower your standards.” 

Cheeky bastard , Rav thought. “What standards?” he asked, taking the flask back from Ghafir. 
 Rav flipped the top off of it and took a swig. The liquid burned his tongue and it smelled like old gasoline salvaged from the carts. 
 “God damn,” said Rav. He wiped his mouth with his right forearm. “Tastes like shit.” 
 “Since when does the taste of a flask matter?” Ghafir asked. 
 Declan leaned back and grinned. 
 Rav shook his head, took another swig and tossed the flask back to Ghafir. 
 Something in the darkness snapped and all three men turned their heads. Declan stared, while Ghafir and Rav both grasped their axes from the ground beside them. They waited, holding their breath and their eyes searching the night but seeing nothing. 
 “An animal?” Declan asked. 
 Rav shook his head at the kid. In all of his years guarding the pass at the summit, Rav had developed an ability that he was not comfortable talking about. Sounds and smells would trigger a biological response and tune him into whatever human was attempting to approach without notice. Rav couldn’t explain it and his comrades tried hard to learn from him, but there was no technique—no strategy. Once Rav felt the presence of a threat, his mind became singularly focused until it materialized or drifted away. 
 He looked at Ghafir and read the man’s eyes. 

Someone’s been tracking us. We’re being watched.

 “Break camp,” Rav said, his eyes never leaving the darkness. 
 “But we—“ 
 “Now, Declan.” 
 Ghafir had already tied up his bedroll and slid one of his pack’s straps over his left shoulder. Rav spat into the dirt and growled before rolling up his bedroll as well. “Fucking shit.” 
 Another snap, and now Rav and Ghafir were on their feet with Declan scrambling for his axe. 
 “They’re coming. Let’s go. We’ll follow the crevasse back to the plains.” 
 Neither man argued, and so Rav jogged out of the camp, leaving their fire to burn itself out. He pushed through the high grass and identified the tops of the tallest ruins in Eliz. Rav knew they’d have to walk through most of the night and the next day, and he hoped whoever had been tracking them was doing recon and not setting up an ambush. Rav wanted to confront the unknown enemy, and demand an explanation, but he knew it would be too risky. They needed to get out of their vulnerable position as soon as possible. 
 “You lead,” Ghafir said. 
 Rav hopped over a downed tree and headed southwest. The split earth would pose a challenge in the daylight and yet they were going to attempt to navigate around it at night. Rav considered the alternative and decided the risk was worth it. They needed to get back and tell Jonah about everything—the threat from beneath the earth and the one watching them from the darkness. 
* * *
 The three men ran in silence for most of the night. Rav stopped several times to allow Ghafir and Declan to drink. Each time they stopped, Rav stared back into the black void. He had felt pursuers in the dead of the night, but as they approached dawn, and reached within a half-day’s hike of the plains surrounding Eliz, Rav felt their presence slip away with the cool night air. He pushed Ghafir and Declan anyway, not wanting to risk another surprise. 
 They continued for several more hours until they recognized members of the Elk on the plains. A ravine—not nearly as wide or as deep as the one that had tried to kill Rav—ran all the way across the plains and headed toward Eliz like lines of a cracked mirror. Children played in the rift, hopping over it and pulling worms from the soil. 
 Rav led them into the camp, where Jonah stood with elders from the Council surrounding him. All of the men shouted at each other, waving and gesturing with their hands. Rav approached, and when Jonah turned, he saw lines of worry on the leader’s face. 
 “The plume?” Jonah asked, without a greeting or salutation. 
 “Never made it,” said Rav. “The earth. What you see here is nothing compared to the rift out there.” 
 Declan and Ghafir stepped up on each side of Rav, standing silently as if to support the man and his declaration. 
 “Have you seen what’s happened here?” Jonah asked. 
 The elders stopped bickering and all eyes turned to Rav. “I see disturbances in the earth, but they are not—” 
 “No,” said Jonah. “Not right here. Eliz. Have you seen what’s happened there?” 
 Rav shook his head and his hand went to the pocket that used to hold his flask. 

My goddamn fucking flask , he thought. 
 “They’re coming, Rav. All of them.” 
 Rav recalled the presence in the forest and his mind began to race with dire, dark possibilities. 
 “Who is coming?” he asked. 
 “All of Eliz,” said Jonah. “The ruins have been shaken and some are coming down. The refugees are coming, and we’re directly in their path.” 
 





Chapter 43
 
 Keana moved through the camp, heading quickly for the far end where the row of carts backed toward the open plains to the west, away from the river. In her hands she carried a bundle of dried sticks gathered from further downstream. She frowned as she passed the center of the camp where Jonah was standing, talking to his inner group—the “inner circle,” Leta called it—but Keana didn’t wait to overhear what they were talking about. 
 Whatever it was, Jonah didn’t look pleased. 
 She moved through the throng of busy people with purpose, focused on reaching the spot that Leta called home. It was, in Keana’s opinion, the nicest spot in the entire camp, even though it had been moved outward three times already. First it had been next to the river, but as new folks joined the Elk and moved into the camp, swelling their numbers almost every day, the camp had to grow to accommodate. And so she had helped Leta move first twenty yards from the river, then forty, and now, finally—and Leta insisted it was final—they had snuck it back toward the river and only ten yards from the running water. 
 Keana found the older woman where she expected her to be, at the back of her cart, but today Leta seemed busy, and Keana frowned as she watched the woman covering the inside of the outer metal panel with rags of cloth. 
 “What are you doing?” Keana asked, and she cringed when the older woman jumped. 
 “Girl, you nearly drew me out of my skin,” Leta snapped, but then she smiled. She enjoyed the younger woman’s company, and she was glad to have her around to help. “I’m putting extra covers between the outside and my stuff. With all this talk of refugees coming this way, we could end up with hundreds of them camped out near here, and I’m not getting robbed by some little squirt with hands tiny enough to reach through the gaps.” 
 Keana frowned. “You think there will be that many?” 
 “Hundreds,” said Leta. “Maybe thousands, if the rumors are correct. They will leave in droves, now that the ruins aren’t safe, and they all have the skitters.” 
 Keana shook her head. “I don’t understand. So a couple of older buildings went down. It’s not like the whole city has fallen, and there’s not many buildings still standing there, anyway.” 
 “They’ll have felt it as though the worst of the rumble was under the very city itself,” said Leta. “It’s put the skitters up all of them, and as soon as a few start to leave, the rest will panic and follow.” 
 “You think that?” Keana asked. “Crazy.” 
 “You mark me, child,” Leta said. “There will be a thousand or more of them out here soon, and they’ll want to know why the hell the Elk weren’t in the city. Some will even think that the Elk knew it was coming.” 
 “What does that mean for us?” Keana asked, perching on the back of the cart and watching Leta as she tied more rags to the back of the metal panel that protected the outside of the cart. 
 “It means keep your knife with you and stay in the camp,” Leta said. “It means possible trouble.” 
 “You think there’ll be a fight?” Keana asked, her eyes worried. 
 “Possibly,” said Leta. “But you don’t have to worry about that. Have you seen how big this clan has grown, these last few months?” 
 Keana looked across the camp from the back of the cart and realized that she could only just make out the carts at the far end. And there were so many faces that were only just becoming familiar. 
 “It’s grown to triple, maybe more, of what we walked into Eliz with, three months ago,” Leta said. “Must be five hundred Elk now, and at least three hundred of those are warriors—more, maybe. Your pa has been clever. Those coming in and joining us are becoming Elk, not just allied to the Six Clans. There’s nearly no clan on the whole of the eastern coast or the forest that could stand against the Elk, with any hope to beat them, now.” 
 Keana shook her head. She hadn’t really considered the clan’s growth since it took up place on the plains instead of going into the city. The result of which, it seemed, was the rapid swallowing of countless small hunter-gatherer families and smaller clans. Word of what happened with the Bluestone, Harpeth and the Valley clans had spread fast. 
 “I heard a rumor yesterday,” Leta said, her voice low so as to not alert anyone nearby. “That the Wytheville elders asked Jonah to stand as Chief of All and that he didn’t say yes or no.” 
 Keana frowned. “I don’t know that term,” she said. 
 “It’s a T’yun term. It was the name of the leader of all the T’yun clans, and it hasn’t been used since the T’yun went to civil war and collapsed.” 
 “But my dad wouldn’t want to bring that back,” said Keana. “Would he?” 
 “Want or not, he’ll probably consider it,” said Leta. “Best way to secure the safety of your family—and the clan— is to be the biggest and the most dangerous. And your father seems to have landed him the ability to attract followers like he was a fresh pile of dung for the flies. You need to arm yourself, girl.” 
 “Why?” Keana asked. “I have my knife.” 
 “Because you’re the only daughter of the most powerful clan leader in Eliz. Someone will either want your hand in marriage or they could try worse, try taking you off.” 
 Keana looked troubled at this remark. 
 “Don’t make yourself sick with worry over it. You just stick with me,” said Leta. “I’ll keep an eye out for you. We’ll look out for each other, eh?” 
 





Chapter 44
 
 The bitter cold winter breeze blew through the clearing, buffeting The Brother and the other wolves as they crouched near the tree line. 
 They were all hungry. It had been too long since they filled their bellies, and the Walking Ones no longer stayed in the forest. 
 The Brother was thankful that they had lost none of their number, but the weariness was still heavy upon them. 
 Sensing the mood of his kin, The Brother stood from his shelter, nearest to the trees, and sniffed at the air, feeling the cold wind rushing through his fur. 

There it is
, that scent again , he thought, the scent that is unfamiliar. It was a smell of the Walking Ones, but like none he had ever sensed before. These ones were of a different kind, from a different place. But now this group was close. 
 And there was another smell on the wind, masked by their strangeness, but it was one he was familiar with—the smell of blood. One of the Walking Ones was wounded. 
 The Brother moved through the glade, leaving the safe warmness of the pack, and stopped at the far side of the clearing, where the slope began. He looked down over the trees, and into the valley below, and then further down to where the ruins of the ancient Walking One buildings were. 

They move down there, he thought. 
 A sharp shout cut through the air, drifting up from the valley below. 

Yes. Definitely Walking Ones,  The Brother thought. He turned back to the pack, now even greater in number since the newborn had grown over the last few months. 

More mouths to feed.

 He turned again and looked down into the valley, where the voices came from, thinking that it was definitely the strangers again, and he did not enjoy the risk of attacking Walking Ones. 

But it’s necessary , he thought. 
 Decided, he barked almost silently, but loud enough for his pack to hear, and many of them rose from the ground, stretching. The adults—the stronger males and the females that were not with cub—would follow. They started to move from the clearing, heading over to where The Brother waited. 
 He turned once more and looked back down into the valley, and then, without another thought, he leapt into the undergrowth. 
* * *
 The injured Cygoa took a deep breath and hauled himself forward, one inch at a time. 

Just a few more yards , he thought, is all you would need to make the tree line. But the arrow was so painful, and it was so difficult to move. He lay there for a moment, his chest heaving. 

If you lie
 here any longer, there may be another rumble, and the land underneath you could fall into the chasm.  That would be it for him, then, just as it had been for his fellow clansmen that had fallen into the darkness below. They were all gone—apart from the ones that had gone around the side of the building. If they lived, still, they could be stuck on the other side. 
 If they had made it that far. They could already be in the depths below, having fallen when the ground opened up and swallowed his brothers. 
 There was a loud crack from a few feet away, and he turned his head, grimacing with the pain in his chest, but managing to stare up to see yet another arrow, a third one, stuck into the tree just a few feet away. 
 They were playing with him, he thought. And somehow it also confirmed that his brothers must not have made it to the building. The ones that had gone south, to attack more silently, must either still be this side of the new valley or they had fallen. 

You could be alone here, he thought. 
 There was laughter from the building on the other side of the chasm. Damn hunters were showing no worry of being noisy now that they believed they had watched their pursuers die. He hoped, as he tried to haul himself forward just a bit more, that his clansmen had made it across and would soon attack. 

If they have survived they must be hiding in the tree line farther
 down from the ruined building, he thought. And maybe they were recovering, shocked at the ground opening up, but they will regain their confidence soon, and the attack will happen anyway. He pulled at the earth, reaching for the vines at the bottom of the tree, finally grasping them and almost screaming with pain as he pulled himself into the shade before dragging himself a few more feet beyond the tree line. 

No more arrows , he thought and turned onto his side. He lay there, breathing deeply, before looking down at the shaft sticking out from his chest. He tried to judge how deep it was—would it have to come out the front? Or must he put it all the way through? It was stuck deep. 

All the way through
,
 then , he thought, and he reached forward to grab at the shaft 

You must do this , he thought. If you wish to live,
 the arrow must be removed, and then you can try to think about getting up and heading back to the camp. He grasped the arrow, took one more deep breath, and pushed. 
* * *
 The scent of blood was strong. The Brother could sense its rich, cloying smell invading his nostrils. But they were getting ever closer to the great hole that opened up in the ground, and that he was fearful of. The pack moved swiftly through the trees, and The Brother could see the chasm off to the left, its great widening mouth opening up and swallowing anything and everything, drawing it down into the earth. 
 He would not become a victim of the earth, would not be eaten by the very land. 
 The Brother moved at the head of the pack, leading them through the trees until they came upon the Walking One in the clearing. 

This was where the scent had come from, this one. In the clearing ahead he saw the body of the Walking One. He slowed until he came to the line of bushes at the side of the open ground. The Walking One lay three full lengths away, and The Brother saw the cause of the injury. The Walking One, it seemed, had been struck by one of the Flying Claws that they used to hunt. 
 This pleased the Brother. He thought it just. 
 This Walking One would be his prey, taken down by a Flying Claw. The other wolves of his pack gathered around him, and then, without a command or a noise, they moved forward as one, surging into the clearing. The Brother reached the Walking One first, and the creature turned to see the flood of wolves, a wall of fur and teeth, rushing at him. He had time for his eyes to go wide with terror before The Brother clamped his teeth around the Walking One's neck and bit down hard. 
* * *
 Briar stopped laughing, as did the others, as the screams began. They moved quickly to the entrance and peered across the chasm, looking into the trees. There was movement over there—a lot of it—but it wasn’t his pursuers. No. He saw fur and flashes of bright eyes and teeth, and the screaming. The man they had been toying with as target practice, just as a little fun, was now becoming a feast for the wild. 
 Briar’s stomach churned and a trickle of cold sweat ran down his back as he heard the long drawn out screams muffled into silence. 
 





Chapter 45
 
 Gaston leafed through the book before snapping it shut, the pages pushing air filled with dust into his face. He paused and let loose a sneeze. He wiped bloody mucous away with the back of his hand. He looked down at the fine droplets of red on the book’s weathered cover. 

Leave it , he thought. How fitting to now have a Book of Blood.

 Gaston heard a rustle and looked over his right shoulder. A woman stumbled around the base of White Citadel. She walked as if intoxicated and yet she had no flask in her hand. He watched, listening to the infection gurgle in her chest as she wheezed. Gaston could smell disease coming from her, a stink like an animal rotting in the sun. She walked past, her feet slapping the worn ground at the base of the tower. Gaston let her go, not bothering to ask how she was or where she was headed. 
 He turned and faced the summit and the black ribbon of ancient asphalt that brought them into the valley, to the chosen land of White Citadel. Gaston smiled, remembering the excitement in Roke’s voice when they first saw the beautiful peak of the tower. 
 The sun had risen enough to chase the night chill away. Clouds hovered above, a slight wind pushing them gently westward. 

No birds , he thought. Nothing here is alive. Not even us.

 The long winter had continued into what had to be spring. Gaston sensed the change in his bones and yet the land felt stunted. Buds formed on the tree branches but they did not open. The clan had given up on hunting moons ago, and all of the deer trails had long since gone cold. 

Seren.

 The thought of roasted venison and a full belly reminded him of Seren. She who could hunt better than any. Where was she? Who was she with? The girl was alive. He had no doubt. Gaston knew she was not dead. He felt her. 
 “It is time, sir.” 
 Gaston shook the daydreams from his head and turned to face the man standing before him. He couldn’t remember his name but, then again, it didn’t really matter. 
 “We are gathered. The women have made wheat stew and the children have collected kindling.” 
 “Good, good,” Gaston said, his tone betraying his words. “Let’s begin the celebration.” 
 It had been a long winter, and Gaston was thankful the book had got him through it. Without it, without faith, he’d be like Seren—adrift in a sea of trees. 
 “The twins. Are they ready, too?” Gaston asked. 
 “They have been practicing their song for days. I think you will enjoy the celebration. We all will.” 
 Gaston clapped the man on the shoulder, eliciting a long series of dry, barking coughs. He waited for the man to finish. “Today is our day. Today we give praise to White Citadel.” 
 “Our sacred place,” the man said through the last grumbles of a cough. 
 “Yes, our sacred place,” Gaston said, repeating the mantra as they had throughout the winter. “Please gather everyone so we can begin the festivities.” 
 The man nodded and stumbled away from the base of the tower and into the camp. Another fit of coughs gripped the man’s chest, and Gaston watched as he stumbled into the tree trunks, trying to breathe and keep his balance at the same time. Moments later, his people gathered before him at the tower’s base. 
 “Today is the day of rebirth. The day when the sun turns its life-giving light to White Citadel. Let us give thanks.” 
 Those standing before their leader bowed and touched their fingers to their lips before raising them to the tower. 
 “We will celebrate. Feast. Laugh. Sing.” 
 Gaston looked upon their faces, trying to ignore the festering sores. The woman closest to him smiled and he saw the black film on her loose gums, nothing but holes where teeth used to be. He felt a cramp in his stomach and turned a retch into a cough. He continued. 
 “Let us give thanks,” he said again, this time raising his arms out and palms up toward the sky. “White Citadel, our savior and our future.” 
 “Our peace and our forever,” they said to Gaston, the words thin and worn. 
 Gaston nodded and the people meandered and mingled, some sharing pieces of hardened bread while others ladled weak soup into bowls. He wanted to read from the book or scream, anything to break the silence. Before he could do so, the twins began to sing. 
 Two girls, neither of whom had seen their first blood, stood on a cart. They appeared to be mirror images of each other, twins in both birth and appearance. One child wore a sore on her left cheek and the other had one below her right eye. If it were not for the disease, Gaston would not know one from the other. Each had long, scraggly blond hair that lay in tangles on their shoulders. He saw bright, bare spots of skin where clumps of hair had already fallen out. 
 He listened as they sang, their voices soft and sorrowful like mourning doves. Gaston felt tears welling up and decided to let them fall upon his face. He would not wipe them away or hide his emotions from his clan. 

Strong leaders are not afraid of who they are , he thought. Or who they’ve become.

 The girls sang, their eyes closed and their hands clasped around each other’s. The people sipped from soup bowls or flasks, but most stood motionless before the cart. 
 Gaston then closed his eyes and felt the tears burning lines down his face. He coughed and gripped the book to his chest. The girls finished their song but nothing filled the void to replace it until a woman coughed. 
 “Praise be to White Citadel,” he said. 
 “Praise be to the tower,” they said back. 

This has to be done.

 “We gather to celebrate one of our own, one who has left us for green fields and bountiful harvests.” 
 The people of the clan dropped their heads. 
 “It is not up to us to question our path, the one given by the book.” 
 Out of the corner of his eye he saw the twins had stepped down from the cart. Their mother ushered them away from it, their father’s diseased corpse rotting in a shallow grave. Gaston pushed the memory of plague from his mind and continued. 
 “We are of the fortunate few to have reached White Citadel, and so we give thanks to the book. Praise be to White Citadel.” 
 “Praise be to the tower,” they said, this time with the energy of a soft breeze. 
 Gaston decided it was no longer possible—or desirable—to delay the inevitable. It had to be done. “And praise be to our brother who we send off this day.” 
 He grabbed the shovel from where it was leaning against the tower and used it to scoop a spadeful of dirt. He tossed it on the body, wrapped in a thin cloth, lying in a shallow, cold grave. 
 





Chapter 46
 
 The skies opened, dropping a cold rain upon the land. Massive storm clouds twisted within each other and lightning flashed over Eliz. Jonah closed his eyes, stuck his tongue out to taste the bitter water, and shivered. He faced east, counting the tops of the ruins and noting there were less than there had been only days ago. The storm-filled sky mingled with the ancient dust. The winds pushed the wall of fine debris west and toward the plain where the Elk had lived through the winter. 
 “Now what?” Gunney asked. He stood behind Jonah, his arms folded and his teeth chattering inside of his skull like cracked marbles. “How bad is it?” 
 Jonah shook his head and sighed. “Could be thousands. None of the hunter clans know how many have taken refuge in Eliz. They haven’t been to the ruins in years.” 
 He saw movement on the horizon. Jonah watched as the cloud, pregnant with spring chill and dust, roiled near the surface. There had been rumbles coming from deep within the earth that had kept them awake for days. But this felt different. 

They’re coming , Jonah thought. 
 Gunney stepped up to speak to Jonah but the cloud changed again. 
 Near the surface, and still a few miles in the distance, Jonah watched as what appeared to be insects crawled from the cloud. Within a few moments, however, he knew they were refugees. And they were coming west. Toward the plains. Right at his clan. 
 “Holy fuck. Is that—” 
 “Clans. Many people. Yes, Gunney,” said Jonah. 
 Gunney’s eyes fluttered, and Jonah stared hard at the movement, the scene almost too much for him to comprehend. Shapes fell forward from the cloud, moving fast and coming right at them. Jonah calculated the distance in his head and realized the human flood would consume them in twenty minutes or less. He stood, paralyzed, watching the cloud of humanity on the ground seep from Eliz as the storm cloud above came with them. They were still too far away, but it was as if the dust had covered hundreds of corpses and had reanimated them. Jonah swallowed hard, and he jumped when Gunney’s hand seized his elbow. 
 “There are so many.” 
 Ghafir appeared on the opposite side of Jonah and spoke without invitation. “They will be armed and expecting a fight.” 
 “And so will we,” said Jonah. He turned to face his strongest warriors, who were standing shoulder to shoulder behind him. “Get your axes up,” Jonah said. 
 He turned back to the ruins of Eliz and saw that the human cloud had grown and moved closer. The desperate and frightened inhabitants of the forgotten city spilled forth, as if from a breached levy. Minutes passed and yet he struggled. 

We will die here.

 “Step up and engage the first man. He will be the chief of the strongest clan,” Ghafir suggested. 
 Jonah nodded at Ghafir, trusting the man’s judgment after living for so long in the shadow of Eliz. 
 The human cloud came closer, and Jonah began to see faces. The warriors ran west, weapons raised, and their white eyes pierced through a dust-coated skin the color of the dead ocean. Some had used charcoal to draw war-lines on their faces. The sound of their shouts gathered and arrived like a slow wave of thunder. 
 Jonah identified the first man and noticed the gap between him and the rest of the warriors. 
 “Him,” Ghafir said, using a blade to point at the attacker. “Meet him first.” 
 Jonah blocked out the screams of the women and children of the Elk, who had nowhere to hide from the onrushing horde. Their tents and rickety shelters would protect nothing and nobody from the onslaught. He pushed thoughts of Sasha and the children from his mind. 
 The leader was now only a few hundred feet from him, and Jonah had less than a minute to decide which move to use first. Jonah decided he would attack and take a power position. He started jogging toward the man, his axe held high. They made eye contact, and the warrior raised his weapon, too. He circled the club in the air, as if to spur on his frightened army. 
 Jonah ran, his heart beating in his ears. He no longer heard the cries of the Elk, the storm, or the shouts of the warriors on either side. He was now less than twenty yards from his attacker. Jonah’s mind took a snapshot of the man’s face, a mixture of dust, war-paint and fear. He held the image in place while his legs propelled his body forward. 
 Ten yards separated the warriors when the leader of the other tribe stopped. He raised his free hand, and the warband behind him also stopped. 
 Jonah kept a tight grip on his axe. 
 “We are Nikkt, supreme clan of Eliz. We have the right to these lands.” 
 “What is happening to Eliz?” Jonah asked, deciding in the moment to not resist or capitulate. 
 “The earth-mother. She is not happy,” the man said. 
 Jonah felt a moment of opportunity, a sliver of safe space within an imminent explosion. “We felt it. My scouts have reported giant fissures in her, some large enough to swallow—” 
 “Entire buildings,” the man interrupted. 
 Jonah looked past the man to Eliz, and he could have sworn one less ruin stood beneath the stormy sky. He turned to see Elk warriors behind him, their weapons raised and fear smeared across their faces. 
 “Lower your weapons,” Jonah said. He turned back to the man. “This is the Elk. I am Jonah.” 
 “You have no right to my name,” the man said, although Jonah sensed the edge had left the man’s voice. 
 “We are leaving soon. You are welcome to the plains.” 
 The man turned to face his warriors. At least a hundred men stopped when the man gave them two series of flustered hand signals. Jonah noted the long faces of so many now deprived of their bloodlust. 
 “You’ve spent the cold season?” 
 “Yes,” Jonah said. “But now, I am not sure what we will do.” 
 “You won’t stay,” the Nikkt leader said with a tone that implied it was a statement and not a question. 
 “My scouts tell me that the earth has split in many places. Roads and paths we once used are worthless.” 
 Rav grunted, as if to confirm what Jonah said. Jonah smiled at the man before turning back to face the Nikkt leader. 
 The nameless leader turned to his men. “Flank the camp and check the northern plains. Weapons down but at the ready.” 
 The Nikkt warband dispersed. Some men waved their weapons at the Elk, while others sat down in the dirt to watch. Jonah looked into their eyes, noting that many stared back and through him. 
 “We are also a large clan,” Jonah said, hoping the man would understand the warning there. 
 “You are,” said the man. 
 Jonah shifted to one leg, tossing a quick glance to where Gunney, Solomon, Rav and Ghafir had gathered. They spoke to each other, telling jokes and laughing, but their eyes never left Jonah and the Nikkt leader. 
 “Do you have fire water?” the man asked Jonah. 
 “At my tent.” 
 Jonah nodded at his Right Hands as he walked past and toward the center of camp. The Nikkt warriors moved around outside the camp but did not try to enter. The leader followed Jonah, who waved a hand at Sasha, telling her to leave them to talk. 
 “We’re heading west. And north. I was not entirely sure we would remain at Eliz, and now I know we cannot. I will gather the clans soon and go.” 
 Jonah’s admission seemed to calm the Nikkt leader. He took a tobacco pouch from beneath his garments, packed a pipe and handed it to Jonah. “There are several clans wishing to leave Eliz. Small hunter clans. I will send them to you tomorrow.” 
 Jonah nodded with gratitude, although he was not entirely sure the man deserved his thanks. “Why?” 
 “They can help you. Probably thirty hunters—strong, good men. I see you’ve gathered many others during the winter.” 
 Jonah scanned the horizon, noticing Ghafir chatting with a Nikkt warrior. The scene reminded Jonah that this was not his native land, and yet, the Elk numbers had grown. They might continue to grow. 
 “You did not attack us as you fled the ruins. I was expecting trouble.” 
 The Nikkt leader looked at Jonah and smiled, exhaling blue smoke with a slow, steady breath. 
 “We are not fleeing,” he said, suppressing a slight chuckle. “Tis another Cycle, is all.” 
 Jonah turned his head sideways and furrowed his eyebrows. “What do you mean?” 
 “I believe some call them ‘grumbles.’ Yes, those are part of the Cycle. And she is just beginning again.” 
 “I don’t understand,” Jonah said. 
 “No, you don’t. And your death won’t bloody my hands, so I’ll explain it to you.” 
 





Chapter 47
 
 Seren trudged up the hill through the snow, heading toward the old house concealed in the forest. The deer that she and Sorcha had caught was heavy. 

This is a big one, she thought. Much bigger than the last. That one had kept them going for over two weeks after she had cooked and stored meat in packed snow. The house’s cellar was still intact, and it was freezing cold under the ground, even when she lit a roaring fire in the only remaining room, above, on ground level. The cellar was perfect for storing food and keeping it safely away from any wandering animals that lived in the woods. 
 Seren shifted the weight of the large branch that she had tied the deer to from her left shoulder to her right, and then leaned forward, pulling hard as she headed up the slope until she reached the flat area of ground surrounding the house. 
 Sorcha, the wolf, was like an orbiting moon, dancing and playing in the snow, circling around Seren as they made their way back. The wolf was still young, though no longer a cub. Seren had noticed that during the weeks they had stayed in the house, gradually accepting each other and then becoming friends, that Sorcha was growing, rapidly. 

Lots of deer meat, she thought. 
 They reached the house and Sorcha ambled over to the front door, where an overhang protected the entrance and kept it clear of snow. The young wolf sat and watched Seren first retrieve her knife and then begin to skin the deer. 
 This was the bit Seren didn’t like—the messy part. It made her stomach churn, but it was necessary, and she had done it many times after her father died. It was something she had grown used to. 

We were lucky, she thought. She was lucky. They had found this house in the worst of the weather, and even if it was almost crumbling, the downstairs room—what would have been a living room—was still protected from the elements, and when she lit a fire in the hearth it warmed up quickly. Luckily, there was an abundance of wood. 
 Seren had found an old and rusty axe in the house, which was still good to use, and she cut down or collected thick branches and smaller trees over the weeks and stored them in the back of the room in a pile so that they could dry. 
 Seren looked up from the task of skinning the deer and sighed. She liked her cabin in the woods, and given time, she thought she could repair some of the crumbling bits, even though she was no skilled builder. She would miss it. 

You can’t stay here forever, she thought, as she hung the skin of the deer on a wooden post at the back of the house. The skin would weather there, and in a few days she could dry it, scrape it clean, and wash it in the river. For now, and until she left the house in the woods, it would hang with the other four skins that decorated the walls of her temporary home. 
 The ground was wetter than usual, and Seren noticed dripping water running down the back of the house. It wasn’t something that she’d thought about over the weeks she had stayed there. She had grown accustomed to her life in the forest, and she wasn’t alone. She had Sorcha, her new and unexpected friend. 

The snow is thawing, she thought. Soon spring would come, and she would make her way back to Wytheville to wait for the return of the Elk and the other clans. Maybe even her brother, Roke, would return with Gaston and the others. Maybe they would realize—or have come to learn of—the foolishness of traveling south. She hoped they would. She hoped that Roke was okay. 
 She looked across the clearing at the excited wolf. But what of her? she thought. What of her precious Sorcha? Could she really go back to the Elk with a wolf? What if they didn’t allow the wolf to travel with them? Seren knew whom she would choose if forced to. Sorcha was her family now. 
 Sorcha barked and trotted over to where Seren kneeled by the deer. Seren realized that she had been staring into open space, not doing what needed to be done. The wolf sniffed the deer, and kicked up some of the snow, then bounded off toward the woods, before skidding, nearly falling over, and running back toward Seren. 
 She grinned. The wolf was playful. She had never had a dog. They were a rarity, and those few she had encountered were wild and dangerous, but she had seen people who owned dogs in Wytheville, and in Eliz, and also among the hunter clans, and now she understood why people chose to keep such companions. But a wolf? She had not tamed Sorcha, merely left food out for her, and she hadn’t done it to make friends initially, just to keep the wolf from attacking her. But the more she left food out, the closer she got to the wolf until they could sit together and eat. Then, one very cold night, she found Sorcha sleeping near the outside door, trying to find warmth from the fire inside, and she had let her in. 

How things change in such a short time,  she thought. 
 Sorcha almost crashed into her as the wolf bolted back toward the house. She wanted to play but was probably also hungry. 
 “Okay! Okay!” Seren said, and she hoisted the carcass of the deer up on the long branch of wood that she’d carried it on. She leaned the branch against the side of the house and tied the attached ropes that hung from it to the rafter that stuck out from the wall. 
 In an hour or so, she could take it down, and cook it, and then they would feast. But for now… Sorcha bolted off once more across the flat ground, and Seren bent down, grabbed two handfuls of snow and squashed them into a ball. 
 “Okay, you asked for it,” she said. 
 





Chapter 48
 
 The large, metal door that led into the chamber swung open and slammed into the wall, metal hinges screeching in protest. A gust of wind swept into the room, and a tall figure paced through the entrance. It was dimly lit; the few torches hanging from alcoves along two of the walls cast eerie shadows across the floor. 
 A dozen figures were gathered in the center of the room, most of them with their heads bowed, but one of the number, a man half a foot shorter than the rest, turned to see Morlan, leader of the Cygoa, enter the room. Genris, witch doctor to the Cygoa, and master of the Coven, smiled as the tall leader approached the group. 
 “The rumbling in the hills.” Morlan spoke with no introduction and no niceties. “What causes it?” 
 There was silence among the Coven, but then Genris nodded, turned, and walked over to a raised dais in the center of the large chamber. Morlan squinted, struggling to focus in the dim light. There were no windows in the chamber that Genris had chosen for his coven, and this unnerved Morlan. Why they would not wish daylight? It made no sense to him, but the Coven preferred darkness to daylight. 
 Genris stopped at the dais and leaned over the object that lay there. Morlan couldn’t make out what it was, though he saw bleached white bones and fur among the pile. 

An animal,  he thought, and a wasted one at that. The Coven had practices that made his stomach churn, but waste of food was inexcusable. Morlan didn’t know what the creature had once been, and he preferred to keep it that way. 
 Genris lifted his arm and poked the remains of the dead thing with the stick he normally used to assist him with walking. The man was deep in thought, and Morlan began to feel impatience creeping in. He was about to speak again when Genris raised his hand to command silence. Morlan felt his cheeks flush, and he was relieved that none of his men were in the room. 

Old man, he thought. I would love to bash in your skull. No one commands me. But they did, didn’t they? The Coven held sway over all of the Cygoa by fear and superstition, and because of that they held him too. He believed little in their foolish and old-fashioned, narrow-minded ways—sacrificing animals, chanting rituals. Nonsense, all of it.

 Genris turned and walked away from the carcass, once more smiling at him with that slimy, weasel grin. “It is a sign,” he said. 
 A sign. Everything was a sign. Morlan cursed in his mind. “What do you mean, a sign?” 
 Genris frowned and turned away from the tall leader, walking toward one of the walls where the torchlight was brighter. He spread his arms. “It is time for us to travel south, to the land that was promised!” The witch doctor gestured forward with his hands. 
 Morlan shook his head. If only the old fool knew that he was gesturing north, he thought. Unfortunately, the man is an imbecile.

 “Take heed,” Genris continued. “The promised land is in the south, as we foretold. We have stayed here, as you wished, for our people to survive the winter. But now we must continue on. We must head farther south, as was foretold, to the land that is always green.” 
 Morlan shifted, annoyed. “What’s wrong with these lands? The forests are free of blight, and this town is fortified, built for us already. The lands around will provide well for us when the winter has passed. Healthy forests. Not like those from the north.” He turned his back to the Coven, looking out of the double doors. “The mountain streams are clean, unlike the lakes. What is wrong with this land?” 
 Genris walked to stand next to him. “This is not the promised land,” he said, his expression incredulous, as though Morlan were stupid. 

One day, thought Morlan. One day that smile will leave your face. But he would have to wait. He would have to somehow discredit this coven before he could remove them. They had been there long before he was born—centuries, probably forever—and so, for now, he would humor them and listen to their bleats. For now, he would follow their whims, but he would not continue south so easily. 
 “I will send a scout party,” he said. “They will search for these green lands.” 
 The witch doctor shook his head. “You have such little faith,” he said. 
 “I have our people to watch over,” Morlan said. “I need more than your babble to convince me.” 
 “And you don’t think that we watch over the people?” Genris asked. “You don’t think that their lives are important to us?” 
 Morlan stopped himself from saying what he really thought. “Of course you do,” he said, smiling “I will see to it that scouts are sent.” 
 Genris was about to speak again, but Morlan turned and paced from the room. The tall leader heard a sigh from the old man as he left without closing the door. 
 Morlan paced down the main walkway through the fortress that had once held the Five Clans of Wytheville. He wondered what kind of resistance he would face when the clans who lived here returned. If they even came back. His scouts brought him much information. The clans left these lands every year and then returned when the weather was warmer, and that was a concern for him. But he would face that as it came. For now, it was time to placate the Coven. 
 He continued down the walkway and spotted Carlossa, his lieutenant, waiting at the end of the corridor. Morlan signaled him closer. 
 “Any news?” Carlossa asked. 
 “Not much,” said Morlan. “They are about as useful as rat shit. Ask a simple question and you are given riddles and nonsense.” 
 “I see,” said Carlossa. “I have sent scouts to the mountains, and further east, to speak to our brothers who hunt in the forests. There are enough of us spread across the east and the mountains to at least have some idea of what is happening out there.” 
 “Good move,” Morlan said. “But now we also have to look to the south, to the tainted lands.” 
 “I thought…” Carlossa began. 
 “Yes,” said Morlan. “Yes, I know. Why travel through the tainted lands when these lands are perfectly good? I agree. But that is what they,” Morlan gestured toward the doors, and the chamber behind that, with a thumb, “insist. It’s time to go south.” 
 Carlossa nodded his understanding. “So we send scouts south,” he said. “I can see to that.” 
 “Do it,” said Morlan. “But tell them to be wary of the taint and to report back. They are not to cross the grey, tainted lands. I’ll not lose a full warband for the whim of some old bastards.” 
 Carlossa nodded, turned, and left in a hurry. 
 Morlan sighed deeply. He hoped that the warband Carlossa sent south would be led by someone sensible enough to know the signs and not lead their brothers into death. He also wondered about one who had travelled ahead of the Cygoa, the one the Coven said was their prophet. Had he taken the route south as promised? Was he already there, waiting for them in this so-called Green Land? Well, maybe we'll find out, Morlan thought. Or we’ll find his corpse. 
 





Chapter 49
 
 “The Old Ones say it began after The End. Those memories and times have faded but that’s what they all say.” 
 Jonah stared through the flames of the campfire and into the Nikkt leader’s face. The man had still not offered his name, and Jonah didn’t ask for it again. The rest of the Nikkt warriors, and the other clans escaping the problem in the ruins, had set up their own camps on the east side of the plain. It seemed as though none of the Nikkt wanted to return to Eliz. 
 “Grumbles?” Jonah asked. 
 “One of many things,” said the man. “The ghosts of the ancients still inhabit the ruins. Any of my men will tell you that. The shaking ground beneath our feet? Ghosts, too.” 
 Jonah was used to the folklore shared around the fire. The Elk told their own destruction stories about how the old ways ended. None of those tales ever quite explained the world as it was now, and Jonah hated that. The past sat like a dull pain in a part of his mind he could not ignore. 
 “The spirits are unhappy?” 
 “Yes, Elk Chief. But there is more. The spirits are restless. The men of long ago days built entire camps beneath the surface, burrowing deep into the bowels of earth-mother. They dug long tunnels extending to different parts of the ruins, each one with a series of carts that would transport people through them.” 
 Jonah closed his eyes and tried to imagine what that might look like, but the reality of such transportation was beyond his comprehension. 
 “I can see that,” he said, although he could not. 
 “The carts ran by themselves. No horses—no teams to pull them. The tunnels ran beneath Eliz, crisscrossing and intersecting in various places. We know because we’ve been in some. At least we were until we discovered what else was inside of them.” 
 “What?” Jonah asked. 
 “Valks. The creatures of the darkness. Once we breached the sealed tunnels and got inside, it let them out. And now, when they’re angry, they shake the tunnels and bring down ruins.” 
 The man stopped, as if that explained everything. Jonah’s mind could not grapple with the idea. He wanted to ask so many questions and yet his tongue felt wooden, tacked to the top of his mouth. 
 “Are they evil?” he asked. 
 “Valks just are,” said the Nikkt leader. “We let them out and now our sons will forever have to deal with them.” 
 “Jonah. It is Corrun.” 
 Jonah looked up to see Declan standing several feet behind the fire ring. He had both hands wrapped around his axe and his eyes flitted back and forth between the chieftains. 
 “What of him?” Jonah asked. 
 “He is sick. He has requested your presence.” 
 The Nikkt leader smiled at Jonah and waved his hand, as if to signal he understood the burden of leadership. 
 “I would like to talk again of the Valks,” Jonah said to the man. 
 “I would not,” said the Nikkt leader. “But will do so if you so desire. It is good to speak to another chief and not have to play stupid games of power.” 
 Jonah stood and nodded at the Nikkt leader before following Declan through the camp to Corrun’s tent. Solomon and Gunney stood guard outside it. 
 “What is it?” Jonah asked the men. 
 They both shrugged and shook their heads. Declan pulled the flap of the tent back and the reek of rot hit Jonah in the face. He opened his mouth to breathe, trying to avoid the smell of maggots and piss. 
 “Jonah?” 
 Corrun lay beneath a mass of fouled rags. His carrier wrung out a wet cloth and placed it on the old man’s forehead. Jonah saw a Reed warrior standing in the corner with a wrap around his face. 
 “Hello, Corrun. The Council sends its well-wishes.” 
 Corrun rolled his eyes, knowing it did no such thing. 
 “What is wrong with him?” Jonah asked the carrier. 
 “His ears are fine,” said Corrun. 
 Jonah smiled, despite the wretched odors and condition of the old man. “Can you make it back to Wytheville?” 
 “Maybe, but it will have to be on a stretcher, my lord,” said the carrier. “He cannot walk that far.” 
 “Bah,” Corrun said, waving his hand and releasing a new stench into the air—the cloying smell of body odor and shit. “I’ll sit at the head of the Council at Wytheville if that’s what you need.” 
 “The earth-mother. She grumbles,” said Jonah. 
 As if on cue, the ground shook. The aftershock rolled through the tent, and the Reed guard put his arms out, as if to keep the tent from collapsing. 
 When it passed, Corrun laughed. It turned into a rancid cough and, once he recovered, he spoke to Jonah again. “She’s shaken for many generations. No harm to us or the clans.” 
 Jonah thought back to his conversation with the Nikkt leader and the mysterious Valk. He shivered. “We will be leaving the plains of Eliz for Wytheville soon.” 
 “Fleeing back home early to avoid the angry clans of Eliz now that their city is falling down?” 
 The guard in the corner flinched. Jonah looked at him and then at Corrun’s carrier. “Leave us.” 
 They exited the tent and Jonah swallowed the brief respite of fresh air. 
 “Do not trust the clans of Eliz, Jonah. They are power-hungry, conniving. They can and will use any means to keep you at bay. They see what you’ve done with the Elk—the other clans that have joined you. They are threatened and using the grumbles as a way to keep you out.” 
 “Rav scouted the mountains to the west. The earth is fractured. Split. The lands here are not safe.” 
 “No lands are safe. Don’t be foolish.” Corrun coughed again, this time spitting green phlegm on to the ground at Jonah’s feet. “Do not trust the Nikkt. They are a crude, superstitious people.” 
 Jonah thrust his hands beneath his cloak and looked down at the floor of the tent. He thought he saw a black line forming, the possible beginnings of another gaping wound in the earth. Jonah shook his head and the black line disappeared. 
 “Jonah. Do not. Trust. Nikkt.” 
 Jonah stepped aside as Corrun’s carrier reentered the tent. Jonah listened as shouts rose from the camp, the grumbles shaking loose more ruins as well as the confidence of the tribal leaders. Solomon and Declan stood on the other side of the flap, waiting for Jonah. 
 “Find me the Nikkt chief,” Jonah said. “Please hurry.” 
 





Chapter 50
 
 “He’ll drown in his own fluid. I wouldn’t move him,” the Nikkt leader said. 
 Corrun groaned and turned on the cot. 
 Jonah looked at the man’s carrier and then back to the Nikkt leader. “I tend to agree. With the earth splitting, and a flood of refugees coming out of Eliz, there’s no way we could guarantee his safety on the road.” 
 The carrier stood silently, knowing better than to question the clan’s chief. The Nikkt leader bent down low and put his face to Corrun’s. He shivered as the old man exhaled the odor of rotten meat into the cramped confines of the tent. 
 “He’s has gut rot. I would not move him.” 
 “Fuck all,” Corrun said, his eyelids fluttering and dark green snot running from his nostrils. “Since when do you let an animal make decisions for the Elk?” 
 The Nikkt leader stood and took a step back from Corrun. He nodded at Jonah as if the old crank was an insolent child who needed a reprimand. 
 “He’ll be fine. The old man is hardy,” Jonah said. 
 “We could hide him in an abandoned tunnel until he heals.” 
 Corrun’s eyes flashed, his mouth hanging open. Jonah tilted his head and looked at the carrier but the man remained still and silent. 
 “We could,” Jonah said. 
 “With those creatures? Are you out of your mind?” Corrun asked. 
 “I don’t know what else to do,” said Jonah. 
 “There is another option,” said the Nikkt leader. He stepped in front of Corrun’s cot and whispered to Jonah. “But it would require a risk.” 
 Jonah stared into the man’s eyes, hoping to detect a flicker or spasm that might indicate he was lying. He saw none. “And what would that be?” Jonah asked. 
 “White mushrooms. We’ve used them before to cure infected wounds, which have gone beyond washing, when warriors were wounded in battle. It hasn’t been needed for a few years, but I know where it grows. It’s strong stuff, and will knock him out cold, but it works to remove sickness like this.” 
 Jonah waited. 
 “But it’s at the end of the line,” the Nikkt leader said. 
 “What is that?” Jonah asked. 
 “What the old ones used to call it. The place where the tunnels came to an end. There is one not far from here.” 
 “No,” Corrun said through a series of barking coughs that sounded wet and chunky. 
 “Isn’t that where these Valk things live? You want us to go there?” Jonah said. 
 “We can be in and out quickly. The Valks are already leaving Eliz. They may not be there. Their tunnels go much further out, and I would imagine they will have moved away from the collapses.” 
 “Don’t, Jonah,” said Corrun. “He’s setting you up for an ambush. Don’t trust him.” 
 “How far?” Jonah asked, as he ignored Corrun’s concern. “And how many men would we need?” 
 “A few miles from here—an hour by the sun’s shadow. I can gather three or four men and you should do the same.” 
 Jonah looked to the top of the tent, where the hides had been tied to the main support beam. His mind drifted, thinking of the thousands of times the council leader’s tent had been set up and broken down and how many conversations had floated beneath it. 
 “Jonah,” Corrun said, snapping him from his thoughts. “No.” 
 “We have a temporary truce with the Valk clan near that tunnel. I can promise your safe return.” 
 “He can do nothing of the sort,” Corrun said. 
 “Shut up,” Jonah said, snapping his head around to glare at Corrun. “Let me think.” 
 The carrier’s eyes floated down to his feet, and the Nikkt leader stared hard at Jonah. 
 “My men are busy readying the clan for the return trip to Wytheville. I cannot spare a single one.” 
 The Nikkt leader smiled and waved his hand at the flap of the tent. “Then I shall provide the search party in deference to your noble councilman.” 
 Corrun growled and Jonah cut him off with a scowl. 
 “Why do this for us?” asked Jonah. 
 “Because you have the best camping spot on the plains, near the water. The sooner you go, the sooner we get this camp.” 
 Jonah nodded, understanding now what Corrun had said. “I will join you and your men. Let’s go.” 
 Before Corrun could protest again, Jonah brushed past the carrier and through the tent flap into the chaotic energy of the camp. The members of the Elk, and the clans they had incorporated over the past few months, scurried to tie down carts. Every so often, a man would stop and point at the horizon, where another column of smoke would appear above Eliz. 
 The flow of refugees had slowed to a steady stream of people, most covered in white dust despite the constant rain. Many kept their heads down, and their shoulders were slumped beneath heavy packs. He noticed that most ignored the Nikkt leader, which Jonah believed to be a sign that Eliz had been occupied by a large number of diverse clans. He stood in silent awe at the idea that so many people could live in such a confined space and yet be alien to each other. Jonah knew the Elk, and they knew most clans in their home region—many by name. But here, the Nikkt leader stood unrecognized as hundreds of people streamed by without so much as a glance in his direction. 
 When Jonah turned around he saw the Nikkt leader along with six warriors. “We are ready,” said the man. 
 Ghafir stood ten yards away, helping an elderly man tie a tattered tarp over a bundle of goods. Jonah nodded at Ghafir and the man looked back. Although the people on the plains of Eliz spoke few words, Jonah believed Ghafir understood his message. 

Take note of me and who I am with.

 “Let’s go get Corrun’s cure,” Jonah said. 
 The Nikkt leader turned and walked down the road toward Eliz. A handful of warriors followed, and Jonah jumped in the pack with them. People continued past in the opposite direction, spilling onto the plains and beyond. Most wore blank faces and empty eyes, while others gave them incredulous stares, as if only mad men would be moving toward Eliz, not away from it. 
 “Don’t worry. We won’t be going all the way to the center of the settlement.” 
 “I don’t worry about much, anymore,” Jonah said to the Nikkt leader. 
 The man huffed and then smiled at Jonah, as if he understood that lie well. Leaders of men worried more than most but to show it would be weakness. 
 “How far?” 
 “A mile, maybe two. You’ll see it on your right—nothing but a stack of debris covering the entrance to the tunnel.” 
 Jonah ignored the refugees coming out of Eliz and instead focused on the horizon. The Nikkt leader had sped up so that he was walking shoulder to shoulder with Jonah while the rest of the warriors dropped back a few yards to allow the men to converse privately. 
 “Will the Valk be there?” 
 “I do not know,” said the Nikkt leader. “In normal times, maybe. But now…I think they will be hiding somewhere that isn’t collapsing...” He trailed off while waving his hand at the ruins in the distance. 
 A pack of refugees brushed past them, and one man made eye contact with the Nikkt leader. The man shook his head and then turned a scowl to Jonah. 
 “Do they blame us?” Jonah asked. 
 “They don’t know who you are. They know they will be less safe on the plains, and therefore they show you that inevitable pain on their faces.” 
 Before Jonah could ask another question, a mound of debris caught his eye. It sat a few yards off the road and looked like most rubbish heaps they had seen on their long journey south. 
 “Is that it?” 
 “Aye.” 
 The Nikkt warriors caught up and fanned out in a semi-circle around the front of the debris pile. Their leader turned to face Jonah. “Ready? I will lead you in.” 
 Jonah thought about Corrun. The old man was ornery and stubborn, but he had been around a long time—had seen many things on the Council. Jonah felt a dull pain in his stomach and his tongue turned to dry fabric. 
 “How far?” he asked through parched lips. 
 “Hard to say. It is dark, and we have not been in the tunnel for years. I can’t remember.” 
 Jonah sighed and spun to look back at the plains where refugees dotted the landscape like slow-moving insects. “The Valk—” 
 “You will have to trust me,” the Nikkt leader said, interrupting Jonah. “Are we going in or not?” 
 





Chapter 51
 
 “Wait here,” the Nikkt leader said to his men standing by the ruin that concealed the tunnel. “We will go in.” 
 “But they might still be in there. You need protection,” said one of the warriors. 
 The Nikkt leader nodded at the warrior who spoke. “We need you out here in case the earth shakes. We may call on you to dig us out.” 
 Jonah looked at the pile of rubble and then at the haze hovering over Eliz. He had lost count of the number of structures that had disappeared. The dust and smoke mingled with the storm clouds, turning the daylight into an ashen gray. The refugees continued to flee the crumbling ruins, all of them with their meager possessions on their backs and despair in their eyes. 
 “We can handle it inside,” Jonah said. 
 The Nikkt leader bowed to him and pointed to the edge of the road. “Remain there,” he said to the Nikkt warriors. 
 He led Jonah through a jumble of steel and concrete to a black hole the size of a cart. Without comment or turning back, the Nikkt leader slid one leg into the void, ducked, and pulled the rest of his body through. Jonah watched as the mouth of the tunnel swallowed the man. He exhaled and followed the Nikkt leader. 
 The air changed as soon as Jonah stepped into the tunnel, becoming cool and wet. Jonah heard water dripping in the distance, and he tasted acrid fumes in the air. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. The Nikkt leader stood a few yards ahead, a dull glow putting him into a dark silhouette. 
 “It is not far from here,” he said to Jonah. 
 Jonah’s eyes focused, and at first he thought the roots of the trees had burst through the soil and now dangled in the open space of the tunnel in search of nutrients. But, as his vision improved, he saw they were not roots at all. Long lines of cable hung from the ceiling, tentacles of a society long-since vanished. Some swayed back and forth, while others remained fixed in the air. Jonah followed the Nikkt leader deeper into the tunnel as the man swatted at the cables as if they were spider webs. 
 “The Valk are fleeing the inner tunnels. They are still dangerous, of course, but now they have other objectives. We are not likely to see them this far from Eliz. We are at what they used to call ‘the end of the line.’” 
 Jonah nodded, although the Nikkt leader would not have seen him do so in the low light. 
 They came to an intersection where the tunnel split into two. The ceiling opened up, and although the wires still licked at the air like serpent tongues, Jonah could sense the immensity of the space. The sound changed, their movements coming back to them as dying reverberations. Shafts of weak light penetrated the walls in places, and Jonah was no longer sure how deep into earth they had traveled. The Nikkt leader had not led him down a flight of steps but they had gradually descended. Jonah froze when he caught movement to his right. 
 “What is that?” he asked. 
 “It is them,” said the Nikkt leader. 
 Jonah felt the blood flush from his face. He gripped his axe handle with one hand while the other turned into a fist and went to his chest in the most primitive defensive motion. The air hissed and several of the hanging cables swung as Valks brushed by in silence. Jonah closed his eyes and had the sensation of being underwater, dipping beneath the surface of a lake at night. He opened his eyes, shifted his feet, and turned his head quickly left to right, catching only glimpses of motion. The Nikkt leader inhaled but did not speak. Jonah opened his eyes and saw the man had grasped his weapon as well. 
 “They are circling us. Be ready to stand your ground. They will not fight if you show you are stronger than they are.” 
 Jonah thought of Corrun, and that angered him. If he was about to die, he wanted Sasha and the children in his mind, not the old cranky bastard who had told him this would happen. 
 The movements slowed, and Jonah saw two Valks to his right. They stood behind a mass of broken concrete, concealing them from the waist down. Jonah stared and noticed that they appeared more human than he would have thought, although they looked more like dead people than live ones. He assumed them to be men with small eyes and heads without hair. They appeared to be painted in black soot with their white skin showing through in long streaks where the charcoal had rubbed off. Jonah saw the glimmer of a blade in each of their hands and he heard a growl emanate from where they stood, a sound like two dogs standing over one hunk of flesh. 
 “Put your back against mine,” said the Nikkt leader. 
 Jonah did as the man said as the Valk crawled from the darkness, their growls increasing in intensity and volume. 
 The pack closed around them; at least ten creatures Jonah could see. Black body-paint was smeared over their exposed skin and shaved heads so that their eyes appeared to float the in darkness. Jonah saw the desperation in those eyes; tiny slivers of black pupils that would not survive the brilliant burst of daylight. 
 “I am Nikkt. We have a peace. We come for the mushrooms. That is all.” 
 Jonah listened to see if the Valk would respond to the Nikkt leader. He did not think they would. 

I love you, Sasha,  Jonah thought. Take care of our children and get them back to Wytheville.

 The Valk came in tighter, and now Jonah could smell their unwashed bodies. He heaved and then sneezed, attempting to dispel the rank odor of feces and exertion rolling off the creatures. Jonah counted ten in his field of vision and assumed ten more created a semi-circle in front of the Nikkt leader. 

Twenty to two , he thought. 
 The Nikkt leader took a breath and was about to speak when the tunnel groaned. The Valks froze, and the vibrations shook the wires hanging from the ceiling. Dust and debris came down and the gritty mixture coated Jonah’s lips. He coughed and spread his feet at shoulder-distance apart as the ground shook. 
 “More grumbles,” he said to the Nikkt leader, although he was sure the Valk understood as well. 
 Before the Nikkt leader could respond, the Valk turned and fled. Some ran past Jonah and toward the hole where the Nikkt warriors waited, while others turned and stumbled deeper into the recess of the underground tube. After just several seconds, Jonah and the Nikkt leader stood alone inside the man-made cavern. 
 Jonah turned and, with his eyes now fully adjusted to the darkness, he saw a large patch of ground covered with small white mushrooms that seemed to possess a light of their own. 
 “Is that it?” he asked. 
 The Nikkt leader spun off of Jonah’s back and stood at his right side. “Yes. Quickly, grab some before the earth seals this tunnel forever. It has happened in Eliz and taken souls with it.” 
 Jonah moved swiftly to the mushroom patch and used his knife to cut a few handfuls away, stuffing them into a rag tied to his waist. Then the two men hurried back out of the tunnel, hoping they would not meet the Valk on the way back. 
 Outside, back in the sun, Jonah took a deep breath and sighed, relieved. Why the hell he was risking his neck, for the old man, he didn’t know, but it would keep the council happy if Corrun survived. It would keep the other clans happy, too. 
 “Thank you,” Jonah said, turning to the Nikkt and extending his hand. 
 The Nikkt leader shook it. “Make sure the old man eats a dozen of them, even if they do taste foul. Another dozen tomorrow. That should do the trick.” 
 Jonah watched as the Nikkt leader turned and leapt over debris, rejoining his men. 
 “I consider you a friend of the Elk, even though you will not tell me your name,” Jonah called after him. 
 “You may have earned the opportunity to hear it, although that will not happen today. We will meet again, friend.” said the Nikkt leader. 
 Jonah smiled, and the man turned, jogging away without giving him an opportunity to reply. 
 “Will we?” Jonah asked the open plains. 
 





Chapter 52
 
 Jonah hurried back along the road as more refugees slid by on each side. With his back hunched, and the lines of worry etched on his face, he could have been mistaken for one of them. 
 “Jonah.” 
 He turned to his left, looking around, finally spotting Corrun’s carrier, his arm waving. 
 “How is the old man?” Jonah asked. 
 “Stable. Is this the medicine?” 
 Jonah handed the rag sack to the carrier and turned toward Corrun’s tent. “I should go talk to him.” 
 The carrier disappeared in the flow of refugees while Jonah pulled back the flap of Corrun’s tent. 
 “It’s a miracle they didn’t rob and stab you.” 
 “Shut the fuck up, old man. Listen to me.” 
 Corrun’s eyes flickered, and he shivered. His lips moved but no words came out. 
 “I know you’re sick and old. Those things loosen men’s lips. But I will not have you questioning my leadership, whether that be in public or private. I just crawled from the belly of the earth, where ghostly men live, in order to get you a cure that would keep you alive to Wytheville. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? We’ll find a cart that your carrier can lie you on, and then it’s up to him to drag you all the way back.” 
 Corrun nodded and Jonah continued. 
 “Quit your complaining. I’m leading the Six Clans out of here, and I will not tolerate your bullshit along with it.” 
 Corrun coughed and his mouth curled. The cough turned into a wheezy giggle that then gave way to laughter. “Aye, Jonah. I reckon I’ve been somewhat of a pain in your ass.” 
 “You have,” Jonah said, a smile creeping upon his face. He looked at Corrun’s scars and the way the man’s knuckles knotted from decades of hand-to-hand combat. “You’ve earned the right to be a pain in the ass but not mine any longer. Save it for Solomon and Gunney,” Jonah said with a wink. 
 The carrier thrust his head inside the tent. “Jonah. Declan is here. He wants to see you.” 
 Jonah put a hand on Corrun’s shoulder and the old man wiped a tear from his eye. 
 “Go,” said Corrun. “Lead the people. Your people.” 
 Jonah’s hand clapped twice on his shoulder before he walked through the flap to where Declan waited for him. 
 “They just keep coming. How many lived in Eliz?” 
 “I don’t know, Declan. But we must go. Soon.” 
 “The refugees are not stopping to talk or trade. They just keep walking.” 
 “I know,” said Jonah. “I wonder if they know where they’re going.” 
 Declan shrugged and looked at the road leading out of Eliz. Refugees dotted the crumbling asphalt for as far they could see in each direction. 
 “Send word that the Elk is leaving the plains of Eliz. The other clans are coming with us.” 
 Declan nodded and turned toward camp. Ghafir pushed through a clump of refugees to cross the road and approach Corrun’s tent. 
 “You could stay,” he said to Jonah. 
 “I understand why your people would, but we cannot. I’ve seen the Valks…” 
 Declan looked at Jonah, his eyes wide. Ghafir waved at the air with his right hand. “The Nikkt are weak. They are scared of their own shadow.” 
 Jonah saw the eyes floating in the darkness of the tunnel and felt a shiver run up his back. “It doesn’t matter whether the Nikkt are weak or not. The Elk and the other clans are leaving. It’s time for us to head home.” 
 “Please reconsider, Jonah. Once the refugees pass, the earth will settle and then we will all have more space.” 
 “You don’t know if the earth will settle or if there will be anything left on which to live. No, I cannot risk the Elk. We’re heading back to Wytheville, and there I will decide what to do next.” 
 “But Jonah—” 
 “You heard him,” Declan said, interrupting Ghafir. “We’re leaving.” 
 “Do not get angry so much, young one.” Ghafir said with a grin. “I merely attempt to keep you all here.” 
 “I know, but we must move now. There is too much to do and not enough time,” Jonah said, turning to Declan. “Take a warband. Lead them back to the ravine. Take notes of where the earth has split and where it is passable. I need to know if there is a safe crossing to get back to the road to Wytheville. Go now.” 
 Declan looked at Ghafir and then bowed to Jonah. Once the boy was off on his errand, Jonah turned to Ghafir. “He is young,” Jonah said. 
 “And he has a temper that could lead to his death,” said Ghafir. “You must calm it somewhat or teach him to keep it for battle.” 
 “Understood,” Jonah said, carefully stepping around the man’s wounded pride. “I will speak to him.” 
 “I will need to speak to my brothers, but the plains have always been our home. I do not know if they will want to leave to come with you.” 
 “As much as I’d hoped you would, I didn’t think you would come with us. But at the same time, you realize why we must go,” Jonah said. 
 “Do you really think you can safely get back to Wytheville? Do you think the road will still be passable?” 
 Jonah shook his head and smiled at Ghafir. “If not, we will be competing for the same game on these plains.” 
 Ghafir nodded. “Whether my kin will travel with you or not, I will go with your scouting party and see if the way is still clear. Maybe stop the boy from getting himself killed.” 
 





Chapter 53
 
 Seren ducked under the limbs of the oak tree standing at the edge of the road. It’d been two days since she had caught the deer, and on both mornings, after she awoke, she’d noticed more of the snow had thawed. There had also been no snowfall during that time. 
 That morning, when she stood outside breathing in the cold air, she’d noticed a thin stream of water running across the gentle slope in front of the house, heading toward the steeper slope at the edge of the clearing. 

It’s not as cold, she’d thought. There was not so much of a chill any more. 
 She’d heard a familiar sniffing noise from behind her, and she turned to see Sorcha at the corner of the building. 
 Seren smiled. “It’ll be time to leave soon,” she said, and Sorcha replied with another sniff. “The snow is thawing. The weather will become warm again, soon.” 
 That had been two hours before, and now the pair stood at the edge of the road, having followed the path all the way up the hill and through the forest. Seren was surprised how long it had taken to climb the hill. She didn’t recall it being that long a journey down through the forest path, when she first discovered the house, but it had taken nearly an hour to finally reach the road. 
 They stood underneath the tree, watching the water dripping from its branches, and Seren saw that the road itself was becoming more visible, the snow melting in large chunks. 
 “Maybe we leave it a few more days,” Seren said and turned to where Sorcha sat at her side. The wolf seemed like she was about to answer, but then her head whipped to one side, and she crouched low, a quiet but deep growl in her throat. 
 Seren’s eyes went wide with surprise, and she stepped back, finding cover behind the tree. 
 “What is it?” she asked, and Sorcha answered with another growl as she backed into the tree line to hide behind a bush. Seren followed, crouching low, half of her covered by the bushes and the other by the lower ground. 
 She saw them as they first appeared through the mist, maybe five hundred yards away. The entire area south of where they hid was misted and foggy, but it was gradually clearing, and the first of the warband appeared through the fog, jogging along the road at a pace that Seren thought she would not be able to keep for long, but as she watched, a dozen other figures appeared through the mist, all of them together. Within two minutes they had passed Seren and Sorcha’s hiding place, and Seren was relieved that none of the figures noticed her. 
 But these newcomers confused her. She had never seen anyone dressed the way they were. 

Are
 they warriors from the F
ive C
lans? she wondered. No, she had seen all of the Wytheville clans over the years, and many of the people of the forest clans and this side of the mountains. None of them had appeared like these. 
 These were strangers. They wore long coats, which swung out behind them, and thick, dark fur of a kind that she had not seen. Or had she? Maybe it was bear fur? She had once seen a bear in the forest. It had been at a great distance, but she had seen it clearly enough to think that maybe the fur the warriors wore was the same color. 
 But bears were rare and all of these warriors wore the same dark colored fur. 
 And the masks? What were they? Large round eyes staring out of them like pools of dark water. There was one of those masks hanging on the wall of the chieftain’s hut, back at the home village in the forest, wasn’t there? A decoration. An ornament of the ancient world. It looked the same, with its strange, round, protruding nose. 
 But most of these warriors wore them. 
 Then the warband passed out of sight, heading south. 

South , she thought. In the direction that Gaston and Roke had gone. 
 “I think we should probably stick to traveling in the woods, not far from the road’s edge,” she said quietly to Sorcha. The wolf huffed in response, and Seren took that to be a yes. 
 





Chapter 54
 
 Keana followed the old woman past the worried mothers tying weathered packs to the carts. She stepped over smoldering camp-fires and past the pits of animal bones and human waste. She wasn’t sure exactly what was happening, but her mother and father had been adamant that she gather her things and prepare to leave the lands of Eliz. 

All of the time and hardship to get here and now we must leave again.

 A child thin enough to be whisked away by a gentle wind looked at Keana, his face covered in grime streaked clean by tears. 
 “Hurry, girl,” Leta said from several yards ahead. “I want to see what’s coming out of the ruins.” 
 Keana left the boy in the dirt and skipped ahead until she was walking next to the old woman. “The ground keeps shaking. When will it stop?” 
 “How should I know?” Leta responded with her own question. “I want to see what there will be left to scavenge once the refugees abandon Eliz. Oh, the treasures…” 
 Keana smirked and looked at Leta’s hands as they walked. She saw the wrinkled years on the woman and the black lines beneath her fingernails. 
 They walked another fifteen yards until they came to the outer edges of the Elk camp, where the clansfolk had lined the perimeter with carts. Men and women, some with children on their backs, walked past on the other side. Some looked into the Elk’s camp but most kept their heads down and their feet moving. 
 Leta sighed and smiled at those brave enough to make eye contact with her. Keana noticed the woman’s gesture and it caused her to smile as well. 
 “Do you know them?” she asked Leta. 
 “Know them? I was them, child. Until your father brought me into the Elk, I was staggering through ruins like them. A part of nothing. Empty. Your father is a special man.” 
 Keana rolled her eyes and then her face flushed red. She was of the age where she both admired her father and was embarrassed by her parents, often in the same moment. 
 As they stood watching the people leaving Eliz, walking past the walls of the camp, a child approached. Like the Elk boy Keana had just seen inside the walls, this boy was nothing but a wisp. His eyes fixed on hers, and she saw the gaunt draw of hunger on his face. Keana reached beneath her cloak and felt a hunk of dried squirrel she had been saving for later. She took it out and held it over the cart wall so the boy could reach it. 
 “Here,” she said as he approached. 
 Keana felt a crisp burn on her wrist and she dropped the dried meat to the ground. She heard the smack before her brain had understood someone had slapped the food from her hand. 
 A woman stood before her, hair thin and eyes wide. She pulled the boy to her hip and swung him so that her body was now between them. “Do not touch my child.” 
 Keana took two gulps of air and shook her head, one hand rubbing the red skin on the other where the woman had slapped her. She bent down and picked up the piece of meat and shoved it back beneath her cloak. 
 “He looked hungry. I wanted to—” 
 “You brought this to us,” the woman said, interrupting Keana. “Your cursed people brought the grumbles, and now Eliz is falling. I hope the Valks eat your face.” 
 “The girl meant no harm,” Leta said. “She just offered your child a morsel to eat.” 
 The woman’s face softened and she did not push the child away when he swung his body back around to smile at Keana. 
 “Please let him have it,” Keana said to the mother. “He looks so hungry.” 
 The woman’s shoulders dropped, and she closed her eyes. Without another word, she nodded. 
 Keana held out the meat to the boy. He took it and shoved the dried squirrel into the corner of his mouth, tearing at it with his rear molars. 
 “Why are you leaving?” Leta asked. 
 Keana thought that seemed like a stupid question, and she expected the woman to explode again. She looked around and noticed that the stream of refugees passing now were almost entirely women and children. Some paused to look at the conversation on the wall, but most kept moving on the road out of Eliz. 
 “The earth is angry. It shakes. And when it does, the ruins come down and the Valk rise up.” 
 Keana felt a pit form in her stomach, and the sight of the boy gnawing on the squirrel made her nauseous. 
 “Tell me,” Leta said to the woman. 
 “Eliz has always had them, much like the rats that scurry below ground during thunderstorms. The Valk usually stay hidden in the shadows of the old tunnels.” 
 Leta leaned forward, and Keana forgot about the boy and the dried squirrel meat. 
 “But when the grumbles come, the Valk are shaken from their nests.” 
 “What are they?” Keana asked. “Are they monsters?” 
 “I don’t know,” said the woman. 
 Leta looked around at the other women and children gawking at their meeting. 
 “Tell us what happened. Please,” Keana said. 
 The woman looked at Jonah’s daughter and the woman’s initial fear gave way to sorrow. “The Valk. They took the men. Our warriors.” 
 “How?” Keana asked. She imagined her father being attacked by the creatures, and she could not imagine him surrendering. “Where did they take them?” 
 “Into the earth. Down below.” 
 Leta bristled at the thought and then reached over the wall to put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. 
 “Please stay. This is Keana,” Leta said, nodding at Keana. “She is the Elk chief’s daughter.” 
 The woman smiled but Keana could tell from her facial expression that she did not know who her father was or how important he could be. 
 “He won’t protect a decimated clan without warriors. We wouldn’t, if the situation was reversed.” 
 “When he returns to camp, I will talk to my father,” said Keana. “He is a fair man.” 
 The woman pulled her son to her and looked back at the road toward Eliz as another ruin fell to the ground. 
 





Chapter 55
 
 As Gaston continued to shovel dirt on Roke’s grave, his mind drifted to Seren. Was she lying dead as well, her body left exposed to rot? Gaston wiped his brow with the back of his forearm. The sweat broke on his skin, despite the chill biting through his cloaks. Some of the people stayed and stumbled around the site. Others walked back to their tents in silent tears. 

We have to leave. I have to leave.

 The thought chased the memory of Seren from his mind and distracted him from the loss of Roke. He had begun to like the boy, even though he was only as smart as a turkey vulture. Gaston flipped it over, examining the thought without giving in to his grief. There had been the time when a sickness came, when he had been but a child, that left his village in ruin. Then, like now, he had not contracted the sickness. His chest ached as he remembered walking amongst the dead, their eyes open and tongues hanging out. Gaston ignored the rise to anger with White Citadel, the fact that he had put all of his faith in the book and that he would have to leave this place. The memory of that summer pushed those thoughts aside, and Gaston found himself back in the body of the young boy he was so long ago. 

“You have to leave, boy,” said the woman. 


Gaston looked into her eyes. This woman had become like a second mother to him, taking him in after the loss of his clan
—
the loss of his own parents at the hands of T’yun.


He shook his head
,
 and his long bangs dangled before his eyes. He left them there so they would hide the tears. “I will stay with you.”


 “No,” she said with a hacking cough. “You must leave. There is nothing left here but death and sickness. It is the blight. It has come to take us. But you, my dear Gaston, you are different. It lets you live.” 


 He took the moist rag and wiped the woman’s face. Her lips moved as if she were about to speak again. But instead, the skin on them cracked and blood dribbled down her chin. Gaston looked at the sores on her neck and arms, and although he resisted the morbid fascination to check, he knew they covered the rest of her body as well. He saw them on all of the corpses. 


When the blight first arrived, the clan’s elders prescribed the same course of action
:
 treat the sick, read the b
ook and wait for the gods to take the undeserving. The e
lders had often used the sickness as an excuse to grab plots of land or influence from the most powerful among the clan. It would pass
,
 and those surviving would be left stronger, both physically and politically.


But then the e
lders died. The affluence that had protected them in the past was ineffective. Even the b
ook—dare he think it—did not spare the powerful, the righteous
,
 or the weak. Gaston had watched the bodies pile up in the center of the village
,
 where men would drag them to be tossed on
to
 the fire. And when the men died, the bodies remained where they fell and became food for the carrion
 that circl
ed
 the dark skies above.


“That is why I shall stay,” he said to the woman. “The sickness. It can’t get me.”


The woman smiled
,
 which brought more blood from her cracked lips. She coughed and spat
 up bloody phlegm. Gaston used the rag to wipe it off her face.


“It is because the b
ook has other plans for you. It will call you to duty someday
,
 and you must not ignore it. This is the contract you now have with the universe.”


Young Gaston nodded
,
 although he did not understand what the woman was saying
. Gaston had questions. He wanted to know if the woman knew the answer. But when he looked back into her eyes, the boy saw the hazy film of death.


“No, don’t leave me. Please, don’t.”

 The book, Gaston. 

The boy in the memory shivered
; the woman’s voice echoed in his head and yet he could not understand how.

 The book, Gaston. 
 “The book, Gaston.” 
 He looked up at the man now standing at the foot of Roke’s grave. The woman’s face hovered over the man’s and then dissipated like oily smoke. 
 “What?” 
 “The book. What does it say?” 
 “It says we must leave.” Gaston heard the words flap off his lips before he could stop them. “We must return to Wytheville.” 
 Another man appeared. Then another. Most of the remnants of the Elk who followed Gaston to White Citadel had already succumbed to the blight. But those who had clung to life now gathered before him. The men stumbled in close, stepping on Roke’s fresh grave without hesitation. 
 “That is lunacy,” said one man. 
 “You fucking killed us,” said another. 
 Gaston raised the shovel and turned it across his chest, right hand near the spade. He jabbed it at the closing gap between them. 
 “You led us here. You killed us all.” 
 The men reached out, their eyes on fire and mouths open in toothless grins. Gaston took a step back until he felt the cold bark of an oak tree snag his cloak. 
 “You see that I am without sickness.” 
 The statement gave them pause. The men stopped and fanned out around Gaston, the tree holding him up. 
 “Why is that?” one of the men asked. 
 “Because I have this.” 
 Gaston reached beneath his cloak and pulled out a glass vial on a leather string. He held it out in front of his face and the men gasped. The dull light glittered off the glass and clear liquid shook inside. The men gazed and none spoke. 
 “I purchased this in Wytheville from a medicine woman. She said it is tears of the gods and that any who keep it close to their heart will not succumb to the blight. It is protection.” 
 He rolled with the lie as it slid from his tongue. He hoped they would not question the lunacy, demand he cite a passage from the book, or beat an explanation out of his tired body. 
 They did none of those things. 
 “How much did it cost you?” a man asked. 
 “A day’s rations. But I know the woman, and I’m sure I can negotiate with her. I can get you all a vial.” 
 The nearest man snickered and turned away from Gaston to face the others. “I say we just take it from the son of a bitch. Let him die here, the same way he sentenced the rest of us to death.” 
 The men moved in closer, and Gaston could smell the rot, an aroma like moldy leaves and earthworms. 
 “There isn’t enough for all of you,” he said. “You each need your own vial.” 
 The men stopped again. A crow flew overhead and cried out, a rare sign of life in the shadow of White Citadel. 
 “We trusted you to bring us here, and now look.” 
 Gaston smiled, happy they would not question the book or his interpretation of his passage. He put his hand on the vial and remembered the village girl who had given it to him ten years prior. It had been nothing more than a trinket, created by a little girl, and now the powerless piece of glass would save his life. 

Powerless no more , he thought. 
 “Come with me, back to Wytheville. I can get vials and keep us all safe.” 
 Gaston looked at their faces. Sores festered and oozed. He was not sure if they would make it even half way back, but the road was a dangerous place and Gaston knew his odds would be much better traveling with them, even just a few. Let the vagabonds prey on the sickest.

 “I promise you will not die of the sickness if you follow me...” 
 





Chapter 56
 
 Briar moved through the bushes cautiously, using the trees as cover. His group of ragged, tired hunters had followed a long trail over the last two days, and he now wondered if the world had been split in two. The ravine seemed to go on for miles, the extent of the damage far greater than he had expected. He turned to look back over the tired men that followed him, wishing that they could move faster, but Loner’s wound was still healing and he could see the man—now at the back of the group—was struggling but keeping up. He’d examined the wound that morning, and had been relieved that it wasn’t showing any signs of infection, but it would be a while before his best archer would completely heal. 
 For that last half a day they had travelled another ten miles along the path of the ravine, keeping a good distance from the edge of the seemingly-endless drop. He tried to keep their bearing southerly, but the weather wasn’t helping his judgement much, and they were forced sometimes to change direction when the path of the ravine changed. 
 South to the river was what he wanted, but it seemed he would be at the mercy of the ravine, which seemed to cut and meander in random directions, cutting off their path at the most inconvenient moments. 
 He cursed. Thirty-five miles of trailing alongside the massive maw in the earth and still no sign of an end to the wide crack. 

Mother nature is pissed, he thought. Seriously pissed. He had heard grumblings before, and he remembered back to when he was young and they lived on the far peaks to the north, where the weather was always colder. There had always been grumblings up that way, and sometimes a section of the land would collapse, but never anything like this—never had such a huge gaping wound been inflicted upon the land. 
 He stopped and wiped the sweat from his brow. It will be time to find a place to camp soon, he thought. It wasn’t dark, yet, but they would need to set up and find a good hiding place to avoid wolves and other people. This was their way, and it would take a couple of hours. He thought this area of the forest was denser and easier to hide in, but still they would need the time. 
 Thankfully they were no longer pursued. 
 Briar climbed the ridge, glancing back as he heaved himself up the last few feet of rock, and saw that Loner was walking slightly quicker now. Good, he thought. The wound must be sealing up, the muscles stiffening, but Loner was as tough as an old grizzly bear and would push past the aching and stiffness. 
 He turned back to face south and then frowned. They had crossed the open grasslands an hour before, a belt of treeless land that had never allowed the forest to creep over it, and he remembered this area of the woods very clearly, for they had hunted there many times. The river was not far. It ran diagonally across the land and he had been expecting to come across the bridge by now. 

Your judgement is getting worse , he thought. You’re getting old. 
 He wondered what mess he would find, but whatever ideas he had in his head, it wasn’t what he saw when he finally crested the last rise and saw the bridge below, in the valley. The bridge was still intact, and the river ran down the slope to it, as it always had, but the water stopped flowing underneath the bridge and cascaded down into the massive ravine, which by some fluke of chance now passed directly under where the bridge stood. 
 The bridge itself was a massive wrought-iron affair, rusted to hell, that carried the wide blacktop road over the fast-running river and was easily long enough to transverse the ravine. 
 But there were two things about the scene below that bothered him—two things that he saw immediately that weren’t right. 
 Both spelled trouble. 
 The first was that the river was cascading into the ravine, vanishing into the darkened depths of the earth, and the other side, where the river had once continued along into the planes, was now a drying riverbed. 

Those plains will never see the river again, he thought. Those plains will die and with them the herds that feed there.

 But that wasn’t what worried him the most. 
 What worried him the most was the gathering of warriors on either side of the bridge. 
 He watched them, not moving from his hidden perch among the trees and bushes lining the top of the rise. 

They looked like the ones that chased us through the forest for days, he thought. But surely not? Those ones died back at the ruin, falling to their deaths or eaten by the pack of wolves. But these looked just the same. The same dress, the same bright, white war-paint covered by masks. He was sure of it. 
 “More of the bastards,” said the voice of Loner. The man had made his way up the slope and now crouched behind him. “Where the hell did they all come from?” 
 Loner spat into the dirt, and Briar turned back to look at the group across the bridge. There were how many? Fifty? Maybe more. On his side maybe a dozen. Far too many for his group to confront. 
 “Yes,” he said. “More of them. Another clan, maybe, or just a second warband. It must be a large clan to have so many warriors.” 
 Loner nodded. “Never seen folks dressed like that before,” he said. 
 Briar had no answer for that but shook his head. He didn’t know who these people were, but he sure would have liked to. Why were they here? It was unusual for large groups to take land that was lived on by others. It didn’t make sense. That was how wars and slaughters started. It never ended well. 
 And now they were blocking both sides of the only bridge for miles. As he crouched there behind the bushes, watching, he made out some form of barricade being built on the other side of the bridge. Torn-down trees, and rocks pulled up from the side of the blacktop road, were being piled and lashed together to make a rudimentary wall. 
 They were blocking the other side of the bridge. 
 “Damn it,” he said aloud. 
 “What?” asked Loner. 
 “They’re blocking the road,” he said. 
 “Oh?” 
 “Blocking the road on the other side of the bridge,” he said. “They don’t want anyone crossing.” 
 Loner frowned. “But why?” 

This bridge must be the only way across , Briar thought. How far does the ravine go? Another ten, fifty, a hundred miles? It could be the only way back to the deeper forests and not just for his group of hunters. 
 Soon, he knew, when the weather turned and the thaw began, the clans of Wytheville would need this bridge to get back to their city, the place where he traded what his hunters caught. And what of the forest clans? They too would be heading this way in the coming weeks, also heading back to Wytheville and then north or east up into the forests. All of these people would need to cross this bridge, and now it seemed that some strangers from who knew where were trying to stop that from happening. 
 “Because they want the land,” he said. 
 He watched for a while, troubled. 
 “We need to tell people of this,” said Briar. 
 





Chapter 57
 
 “Did you hide the body?” Gerth asked, his voice low. He and Shykar leaned close to each other over the cart, their speech almost in whispers. It wouldn’t bode well for them if the passing refugees, also fleeing from the collapsing ruins in Eliz, overheard talk of killings. There were bound to be “accidents” during the confusion of the city’s exodus, but if someone found a friend missing later on, and remembered his face, it could mean trouble. 
 “Of course,” Shykar said. “Got that well covered.” 
 “Really?” Gerth asked, not really trusting his lieutenant’s abilities. 
 “Laid it with a couple of others that died in that building fall,” Shykar said. “Even shoved a few extra rocks on top of him.” The man laughed. 
 Gerth nodded. That will have to do, he thought, hoping that no one would be able to tell that the man had been murdered before the building started to collapse. It wasn’t as though people would be going back there in a hurry. Not with that mess and the damn things from under the city busting out like that. 
 Then Gerth grinned. With any luck those things from the tunnels might even take the bodies away, and then the evidence would be someone else’s problem. He stood up and pushed the cart farther toward the Elk encampment, still keeping among the other refugees and staying a good distance from eyes that may recognize him. 
 He had no reason to suspect that anyone in the Elk camp would know who he was; so far he’d had no contact with them. But still his ingrained caution prevailed. 
 As he watched, leaning on the cart and peering through the entrance to the camp, he caught a brief glimpse of the object of his desire near the gate, speaking to one of the guards, before she headed back into the camp. 
 “Is it me or are there less of them in the camp, now?” Shykar blurted. Gerth hushed him and stood watching, while still trying to make it look as though he was sorting through the crap in the cart. They had stolen it from the old man they murdered, and there really was little of use in it, but it worked as cover, and as long as he pushed it, people would believe he was a peddler—and that meant he could get into places. 

He’s right, thought Gerth. There were less warriors in the camp. Though the Elk had swelled vastly in number since their arrival in Eliz, and he had been forced to watch from a distance, angry at his inability to make a move, he had to admit his lieutenant had spotted something interesting. 
 Where was that damn leader of theirs? That husband of the woman he wanted to take? If he’d gone out somewhere, on a raid or some other errand that took a lot of warriors, then maybe… 
 “Where they gone, you think?” he asked aloud. 
 “I dunno,” said Shykar. 
 “I wasn’t asking you, you idiot,” said Gerth. “Just thinking out loud.” 
 Shykar looked away. 
 “We’ll take a path around back of the camp, where those other traders are. See if we can scope it out.” 
 Shykar nodded and began pushing once more, mumbling to himself. 
 “Just shut it and push,” Gerth said. 
 





Chapter 58
 
 Declan trudged ahead of the others, his pace slightly quicker even though it forced him to stop every mile or so to let Rav, Ghafir, and the dozen warriors that Jonah had sent with them, catch up. He was impatient. Having to make the journey a second time in a week irritated him, but he knew it was necessary. The road to the forest lands was important to the people of the Elk and the other clans that would soon be traveling back to Wytheville and beyond. 
 He remembered the conversation with Jonah three days earlier, in the camp. Rav insisted that there was no way the ravine could go all the way down into the valley where the bridge stood. It was miles and miles, he’d said, but Jonah had insisted that they went back to secure the bridge. It was too important, and other scouts had come back with word of dust clouds and grumbles further up in the mountains and down into the valley. 
 “If the ravine has split all the way up there, it could also be as far as the flatland and the bridge,” Jonah had said. “We have to know before we get there.” 
 Rav had cursed, saying that he would not go, but Ghafir had finally persuaded him, insisting they needed his skills at sensing trouble if they were to make the journey. The gruff old man had finally given in. 
 Now, as they crested the first rise that would lead them uphill toward the river and the bridge, Declan wondered if those that had trailed them—the ones Rav had sensed before—were real, or just a figment of the man’s imagination. 
 As if in answer, he reached the top of the rise and looked down the slope to where the old blacktop road led, and saw half a dozen figures heading toward them. They were three, maybe four, miles away but clearly visible. He stopped, squinting in the bright sun to clear his vision, to make sure that he wasn’t seeing ghosts, but the group was still there. 
 Declan waved his arm at those behind him, and moments later Ghafir arrived at his side. 
 “I didn’t think anyone would be out this way,” Declan said, pointing at the approaching group. 
 Ghafir frowned. “No, not usually,” he said. “The lands and forests further up the slopes tend to be empty of prey until the thaw has come and the animals travel once more.” 
 “Do you recognize them?” Declan asked. 
 “No,” said Ghafir. “They’re not plains folk. Too heavily dressed for the cold.” 
 “Refugees from the city, maybe,” Rav stated, and Declan noticed the man was standing behind him. A few yards behind him the other Elk warriors gathered. “Maybe they left Eliz before us, but after the grumbles and the collapse.” 
 Declan nodded. “Maybe, but then why are they coming back this way?” 
 Ghafir took his bow from his shoulder and notched an arrow. “Maybe we should find out,” he said and began to stride along the road toward the approaching group. 
* * *
 Briar stopped the hunter group in the middle of the road, raising his arm and signaling the approaching warriors. 
 Loner stopped a dozen feet behind Briar, and he looked to the side of the road. There was no cover for several hundred yards. “What we do?” he asked. 
 “We speak to them,” Briar said. “They come from the direction of Eliz, so they are probably not our enemies.” 
 “You hope,” said Loner. 
 Briar smiled and gripped his bow tighter. “If they want trouble, they’ll not get close without losing half their number.” 
 The warriors from Eliz approached, slowly and cautiously, and Briar could see several of them also carried bows. He raised his hand in parlay, indicating that he wished only to speak to them. 
 “You come from the city?” he called. 
 Declan nodded. “Yes,” he said. “You?” 
 “We’re hunters from the North Mountains,” said Briar. “Are you of Eliz or a migrating clan?” 
 Declan shifted uncomfortably, unsure of how much to tell the stranger. 
 “We come from the North Forest,” Rav said. “Past the wide hill.” 
 “Then you will want to know that we think these lands behind us,” Briar lifted his hand and gestured toward the forest in the distance, “and toward the west, are being occupied.” 
 “By who?” Declan asked. 
 “Strange folk,” said Briar. “We haven’t met them before. Also there has been a sundering of the land not far from here, half a day’s travel, maybe. The land is split.” 
 “You mean the great breach that splits the land further up in the hills?” Rav asked 
 Briar turned to older man, appearing surprised. “You already know, yes. But it’s worse than that. The breach, as you call it, comes all the way down here to the river and the bridge, and it passes under the bridge and continues right out into the southlands for as far as I could see. Thirty miles, at least.” 
 Rav looked at Declan, concerned. “This could be shitty for us,” he said. 
 “We have travelled for three days down the mountain,” Briar continued. “And over fifty miles now, and still there is no sign of the end to the breach. 
 Declan cursed, but Ghafir stepped forward. “Does the bridge stand?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” said Briar. “It has not fallen into the void. But that is not our only problem. My clan comes from the North Mountain, east of where your Elk and clans of Wytheville are. We live higher up. For four days before the grumble we were pursued by strangers across the mountainside and into the woods. Most of them died when the ground broke open, either fallen into the hole or killed by wolves. But then we travelled along the ravine, southward until the blacktop, and when we reached the bridge we found another warband there.” 
 “More of them?” said Declan. “There shouldn’t be any large clans left up there. Everyone’s at Eliz.” 
 “They are, I think, of the same people as the ones who chased us. They wear the same strange garb that I did not recognize. And this second group were blocking the other side of the bridge.” 
 “You didn’t recognize them,?” asked Declan. 
 “No,” said Briar. “I’ve not seen their kind before.” 
 “Cygoa?” Rav suggested 
 Briar looked puzzled and shook his head. “I do not know that word.” 
 “They’re from the far, far north,” said Rav “and we’ve had little contact with them for over a decade or more. Only the northernmost forest clans have seen any signs of them for a long time. But the Elk encountered a warband of theirs a few months ago.” 
 “They wear long coats and dark fur, with masks that hid their faces,” said Briar. “They also carry strange weapons.” 
 Rav turned pale. “Yes, that’s them,” he said. “Damn it.” He looked sick. 
 “Who are the Cygoa?” Declan asked. “No one explained that to me when we fought them.” 
 “That’s a long story,” said Rav. “Let’s just say they come from the far north, and that they aren’t our friends. They have a history with most of the forest and Eliz tribes. I’ll tell you more about them when we have time.” 
 “We need to go check out the bridge and see what they are up to,” Declan said. 
 “Yes,” Rav agreed, “but if the Cygoa have come south, then our troubles are far greater than a mere split in the land or the collapse of buildings in Eliz.” 
 





Chapter 59
 
 Gaston looked back several times in the first few hours after leaving White Citadel. He gazed through the low, hazy clouds of late winter and above the bare trees scratching at the sky. The air tasted moist and sour, as if the coming rain would drench the land but not initiate the change of seasons. 
 The men walked. There were only men left now; the last woman succumbed to the sickness that morning. The clan kept moving. Gaston never paused to reflect or read a passage from the book. They walked on, leaving the last woman’s body at the side of the road. 
 Gaston had sensed a forced patience in them. They believed him, and they wanted a vial of their own; a magical concoction that would halt or prevent the blight. They knew they needed it to live and yet the travels might kill them first. Gaston eventually stopped looking back at White Citadel and began scanning the horizon for signs of an ambush. He had spent most of his life on the ancient brittle roads of the old world, and he understood how tantalizing a tiny band of stumbling, weak men would look to thieves. His men were too sick to defend themselves. Gaston knew if the fight came, he would die defending himself. He had lied about the vial in order to get them to walk to Wytheville, in hopes the numbers alone would be enough to deter a potential attack. 
 A branch snapped fifteen yards to Gaston’s left. He saw the other men look up and turn their tired eyes toward the noise. 
 “Someone is following us,” one of the men said. 
 Gaston raised his hand and placed a forefinger against his lips. He stared hard into the forest, where the twisted spines of trees dangled above the edge of the road. They had not seen any signs of life for hours, and Gaston knew why. The sickness, the blight, had crept outward from its invisible source at White Citadel. It killed all with a silent, deadly hand. 
 “There is nothing alive in these lands. Not even us.” 
 Gaston stared at the man who spoke and realized they had moved beyond fear. They were the walking dead, while he still clung to the hope of a new life in Wytheville or beyond. 
 Another sound came from the trees, a rustle amongst dead leaves on the ground. Gaston squinted and saw the chunky, thick body of a groundhog. It reared up on its hind legs and stared at Gaston. 

It fears no man because it has never seen one.

 “Something lives,” Gaston said, ending his weak dictate of silence. “Do we have a bow?” 
 He saw a split second image of Seren in his mind before another man spoke and pulled Gaston’s attention from both the groundhog and Seren’s bow. 
 “Look.” 
 Gaston turned left and saw the man pointing at the horizon, where the road unfurled to Wytheville. Barely visible in the late-afternoon daylight was a dark grey line, crawling up into the sky. At first, Gaston believed it to be an optical illusion, like the shimmering air that hovered above the old road during mid-summer days. But as he let his eyes adjust to the light and distance, he saw that it was real. Spires of dark smoke rose from beneath the edge of the earth—from Wytheville. 
 “What is it?” another man asked. 
 “The gods burn the wicked to the ground,” came the reply from another. “I will walk no more.” 
 Gaston heard the men grunt and then the roadway became silent with the absence of their footfalls. 
 “We must keep moving,” he said to the clan. “Those are settlement fires—camps. We need to get to Wytheville. For the vials. For you.” 
 Gaston waited while the men looked at each other. Several coughed bloody phlegm while others scratched sores until they bled. 
 “Death is behind us, in front of us, and also standing on the road with a vial around his neck.” 
 Gaston reached beneath his cloak and felt the worn, familiar leather of the book. He removed it and flipped through the pages. The musky smell of the paper masked the men’s aromatic decay. 
 “Here,” he said, moving his finger down the page to a passage marked with a crudely-drawn star. “This is what you must hear.” 
 A man groaned, and Gaston looked up, unable to tell if the suggestion of a reading caused it or if it was the blight eating the man from the inside out. Nevertheless, Gaston looked down again. He drew a deep breath and let his eyes focus on the words that had been blurred by decades of handling. 
 “I shall fear no man or beast as I walk the road of the gods. I will grip my weapon and raise my head, unafraid of that which the universe puts in my path. For those who step forth to take their destiny will own it, while those who succumb to weakness will indeed fall. For so it is written, and so it shall be.” 
 Gaston snapped the book shut and a puff of dust rose from the pages, making his eyes water. He shoved the tome back beneath his cloak and looked at the men standing before him on the road. Gaston counted ten; twenty eyes glazed over and bloodshot from seeing their inevitable death at the hand of the sickness. He began to wonder if the passage had any meaning to them at all. Gaston felt for the short dagger tucked inside his shirt. They would most likely kill him, but he wouldn’t die without a fight. As he felt the sweat break on his forehead, the man closest to him spoke. 
 “We have followed you this far. We die on the road or we die at Wytheville if you lie. Either way, we have nothing more to lose, nothing to risk. But you, great chieftain, you seem unaffected by the sickness and therefore that smoke over Wytheville could be your undoing.” 
 He couldn’t have known. The man had no way of knowing what had caused the smoke on the horizon. He could not have read Gaston’s mind and known the fear he contained around the thoughts of the Cygoa and that clan pushing south. Gaston decided it was impossible. The man spoke based solely on what he saw; he had no special powers of perception or prediction. 
 “It is your only chance to survive. I care not for my own safe—” 
 “Shut your lying fucking mouth and walk,” the man said to Gaston. “And if that settlement still stands, and there are no vials, you will not survive either.” 
 Gaston started walking again, ignoring the man’s threat and focusing on the smoke spreading into the sky like oily water. 

Could it be Cygoa? Are
 they here already?

 He decided it would not matter. He could not stop or turn back. In a half-day’s travel, the smoke would no longer be a mystery. Gaston hoped the men would die on the road before they reached Wytheville and the false promise of their salvation. 
 





Chapter 60
 
 The smoke pillars above Wytheville could no longer be mistaken for anything but the evidence of occupants. The orange bursts of the setting sun cut through the low-hanging clouds and the wind blew from the west, pushing at Gaston’s back. He pulled his collar tight and looked around at the remnants of the Elk clan who had turned their back on Jonah to follow him to White Citadel. 
 Gaston counted eight. He could not remember losing two more men on the road, and he was not entirely sure if he had. They had remained silent while keeping their feet moving, plodding toward Wytheville and what they believed to be their only hope. Gaston felt the glass vial on his chest. He would have to face the lie soon, and Gaston hoped the men would be too weak to rage against him. 
 “How long?” The question broke the silence, the first words spoken in the past few hours. 
 “You can see it like I can. Judge for yourself,” said Gaston. 
 The man groaned, and others hissed at Gaston’s curt reply. A branch snapped and the men turned to face the forest creeping up to the edge of the road. They had walked all day, but Gaston was not surprised that they would start to see other signs of life again, the blight’s reach lessening the farther they got from White Citadel. 
 “If it is another hog, it is mine,” said one man. 
 Another branch snapped, and this time the men froze, recognizing the harsh brittle sound of dead wood beneath a boot. Gaston turned to face the forest, the waning light casting long shadows on the cracked pavement. He peered into the woods, his eyes shifting back and forth. The sounds of footfalls on dead leaves came, the invaders no longer concerned about cloaking their movements. 
 “Don’t move.” The command came from the woods and Gaston stopped. The other men did the same. 
 At first, it appeared as though the tree trunks had opened and dispensed creatures from within. The shapes stepped from the shadows, their long cloaks behind them like black wings. Gaston looked hard, and his eyes saw the first details of the masks on the invader’s faces. The ancient, worn coverings had been adorned with gems and strange markings, and some were lined with human hair. One mask had glass lenses over the eyes while another used thin bone slivers to cover the opening over the mouth. 

Cygoa.

 Gaston shivered and took a step back toward White Citadel, almost hoping the blight would creep up and take him on the spot. The Cygoa warriors emerged from the trees, a scouting party of fifteen or twenty men. They wore ceremonial war masks and carried weapons scavenged from the ruins. Gaston smelled tobacco and animal hides on them as they circled his band of survivors. All of the men stood still, the Cygoa surrounding them. 
 “We have nothing of value. These men have the blight. They need wares sold at Wytheville to save them.” 
 The Cygoa warrior closest to Gaston laughed, the sound muffled and wet beneath his mask. He turned his head toward Gaston, revealing a worn, black leather mask with a zipper up the left side of his face. A star had been burnt into the forehead and what appeared to be human teeth dangled from a rawhide string attached to the right side of it. 
 “Who are you?” 
 Gaston looked down. He realized someone would recognize him soon enough, and it didn’t much matter if it was this scouting party or the Cygoa force now at Wytheville. There would be members of the Cygoa who would remember Gaston as one of their own, banished all of those years ago. 
 “Speak up or we’ll kill all of you right now. Tis the way of the road, as I’m sure you know.” 
 Gaston held his tongue, unsure what to say and how much to share. He had wanted to use the dying men to get to Wytheville, but they provided as much protection as the fading daylight. Now, he was close enough to see the smoke pillars from the camps but there was no doubt the settlement was occupied by Cygoa. 
 Gaston felt paralyzed, as if he no longer had control of his own fate. For a moment, he thought about attacking the Cygoa scouting party—accepting his death as he would eventually have to. But then he thought of Jonah, the Elk, and their eternal struggle with the Cygoa, and in that moment Gaston decided it was an opening worth exploiting. 
 “My name is Gaston.” 
 Two of the dying men collapsed to the ground, no longer having the strength to stand or the momentum to keep moving forward on the road. The others looked at Gaston and then at the Cygoa warriors. 
 “The preacher from the North Lake?” the Cygoa leader asked. 
 Gaston nodded. 
 The wind hurled leaves down the road and the last vestiges of sunlight slid from the sky. The Cygoa warriors stood their ground, silhouetted like the massive, dead trees behind them. 
 “Are these Elk?” 
 “No,” said Gaston immediately. “The Elk abandoned them—abandoned us. We are our own clan, and we are sworn enemies of the Elk.” 
 Gaston had never quite been that explicit in his explanation of the fracture of the Elk clan, and he knew his decision to split from Jonah was not as dramatic as he made it sound, but he continued anyway. “We just want to walk the road to Wytheville.” 
 “This is our road,” said the Cygoa leader. 
 Gaston felt the circle of men tighten as the Cygoa scouting party closed in without a verbal command from their leader. The sick men looked at Gaston, and he could feel their hatred even though it was too dark to see it on their faces. 
 “You’re coming to Wytheville, that is certain,” said the Cygoa leader. “Leadership will then make its decisions.” 
 “Then what happens?” Gaston asked. 
 “How should I know?” the warrior asked in return. “Maybe the answer is in that fucking book you’ve been carrying around all this time, preacher.” 
 





Chapter 61
 
 Morlan stood upon the highest battlement, facing east and watching the snow slowly retreat from the fortress. From his vantage point, some eighty feet from the ground, there wasn’t much he couldn’t see. Below the ruins, the remains of Wytheville spread out for a mile or so before being swallowed by nature. Up until that morning all of that nature had been covered with a blanket of thick white snow, but now gaps were appearing. 
 The Thaw had finally come. 
 The Thaw. The beginning of the new cycle. Everything begins with The Thaw and ends with The Freeze, he thought; except this cycle was different. Every year until this one he had stood on the hill behind their town, staring out across the great lake and watching as the ice began to break, revealing the waters that would provide fish. 
 There was no lake here. 

Our hunters will have to learn to catch more game instead of fish, he thought, looking across the vast forest. So many trees, so many places for game to live. He had heard tales, and remembered some fact from his youth, about the abundance of the forests to the south. But the T’yun had lived there and no one went there. 
 Until now. 

I’ve come full circle, he thought.  Swore vengeance on them for all these years. Killed and out-maneuvered, just to get here. Years of fighting to unite the Cygoa clans, all to this end. To get us here. 


And now I rule over all the Cygoa.


 And soon the clans of the T’yun will start to return to their forests, looking for game, looking for the homes that were once theirs, expecting to return like they had
 every year after their damned migration.
And now those places are mine. He smiled, knowing the fear that would come to the T’yun when they discovered their lands taken. 

Then maybe we will hunt them like they hunted our fathers, thought Morlan. 
 Only the Coven and the ridiculous expedition to the south stood in his way. It had served his purpose to move the Cygoa south, but now he was here, they needed to be removed like every other obstacle he had faced. 

How to get rid of both? he wondered.  How to rid myself of those foolish pixies that seem to instill fear in almost everyone. The south is sick. I know that. Everyone knows that. If I do as they demand ,
 and lead the Cygoa south
,
 I lose this chance to punish the T’yun, and I will be walking my people to their deaths.

 A cough behind Morlan startled him. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Carlossa. “But you wanted to know when we received word from any of the scouts.” 
 Morlan turned and regarded the young man standing next to Carlossa. The scout looked exhausted but was still alert enough to marvel at the view from the top of the tower. 
 “What goes?” Morlan asked. 
 The scout nodded. “My lord. I’ve been out to the east and back, ten days there and ten back, all the way out to where the rumbling in the mountains was.” 
 “And what is it that disturbs the forests and the mountains?” 
 The scout took a deep breath and continued. “There has been a great rumbling in the earth,” he said. “And the land has been sundered, split in two.” 
 Morlan frowned. “What do you mean? A quake?” 
 The Scout was nodding again. “Yes, my lord. A quake. The ground has split from high in the mountains, all the way down into the plains. A hundred miles long, at least. Other scouts are looking at the breach right now, heading along it to find the end, but I stood upon the low hills and saw that it went out into the southern flats and carried on for miles.” 
 “I see,” said Morlan. A natural breach. A ravine. “How big? How wide?” 
 “At least thirty yards.” 
 “Not big enough for any standing bridges to cross it?” Morlan asked, scratching his beard. This could change things, he thought. 
 The scout shook his head. “Only one bridge stands,” he said. “Well, only one we have found, and there are no other natural crossings.” 
 Morlan began to pace the width of the tower. “There’s only one way to cross it? A bridge, you say?” 
 “Yes, lord,” said the eager scout. “It’s one of the old blacktop bridges, the big metal ones. It fell, but now spans the gap. Looks stable enough.” 
 Morlan turned to Carlossa. “How many warbands are on the way there?” he said, knowing his lieutenant would have already acted upon the news. 
 “Two. One from the Newar clan, which is camped north of the Wythe, and one of the Echa clan. Both are loyal to you.” 
 Morlan grinned. Yes. Both clans would follow him before they would listen to the Coven. “As always, you are wise beyond your years, my friend.” 
 Carlossa nodded. 
 “But I need this handled with absolute integrity,” Morlan said. “If it is the only way across this breach, then the T’yun will want to control it, and we can’t let that happen. Can you go yourself?” 
 Carlossa was surprised; his leader was asking him rather than commanding him. 
 “I don’t like sending you, my friend, and think I need you here, but this could be important,” Morlan said. “I can trust you to make sure it’s dealt with. Two more warbands should go with you. Loyal ones.” 
 Carlossa didn’t miss the insinuation behind the words loyal ones.

 “Of course,” said Carlossa. “I will leave today.” 
 “No,” said Morlan. “Leave in the morning.” He now stared southward along the road that led out of the Wythe and into the southern lands. Something in that direction had grabbed his attention; a group returned along the road. It was the warband he had sent south, to investigate the White Citadel. But why were they returning? Surely they couldn’t have reached it and returned so soon? 
 Then he noticed that they had other people with them. Captives. 
 “Go in the morning,” Morlan said. “I suspect that something interesting comes to us today.” 
 





Chapter 62
 
 “Where were you?” Jonah asked. 
 “With Leta. Near the wall,” Keana said. “The refugees look so sad.” 
 “I don’t want you near that. The people leaving Eliz—they are desperate.” 
 Keana looked at her father as his hands moved in a blurred motion over the rawhide strings keeping his axe head attached to the handle. She smiled at Jonah but he kept his eyes on the task at hand. 
 “Leta and I. We met someone. A woman.” 
 Jonah stopped and looked up at his daughter. He shook his head and set the axe on the table. Keana turned her head sideways as a stiff wind blew the flap of the tent open. She heard the sounds of the Elk preparing to leave the plains of Eliz. Men shouted and women called out the names of children. The aroma of roasted venison brought with it a rumble to her stomach. 

We are always leaving somewhere , she thought. 
 “I’m being primed,” Jonah said through a smile reserved only for a man’s daughter. 
 “Her name is Neave. I think you should talk to her. She can help us.” 
 “You get a sense of subtle nuance from your mother.” 
 Keana continued, not sensing her father’s sarcasm. “She was in Eliz.” 
 “All of the refugees were in Eliz, Keana. We can’t take them all in.” 
 “Neave’s people are without men. They are just women and children, with no knowledge of warfare or weapons. Out there on the road…” She let her comment trail, knowing her father understood the unspoken implication. 
 “We’re busy getting the Elk in motion. We have many more people now and therefore it takes longer. We simply cannot take a flood of refugees into our clan.” 
 “She has a child. A boy. The other women have children, too.” Keana waited as Jonah leaned back in his chair and exhaled. The tent shook with another late-winter gust, and the activity in the camp seemed to escalate along with the coming storm. “At least speak to her, Father. Please.” 
 “You are not to bring her into camp,” Jonah said. “Go with Leta and Declan to the wall and tell her to wait for me. I will give her five minutes. That is all.” 
 Keana blushed and dropped her chin to her chest. 
 “Oh, girl. You are such a spirited child. I swear, I don’t know what to do with you,” Jonah said. Then he smiled. “She’s already here, isn’t she?” 
 The tent flap opened again, and this time Keana saw Neave standing off to the side. 
 “Yes, Father. She’s outside the tent. I’m sorry.” 
 Jonah growled. He stood up and walked over to Keana and gave her a hug. The odor of dried sweat and meat clung to his cloak. 
 “You stay here. It is best you begin to learn how to deal with those outside of your clan.” 

I am the one that brought her here , Keana thought. I know more than you think. 
 “Come in,” Jonah said. 
 Neave approached, and Keana held her breath. There was something magnetic about this woman, a slight pull and aura of safety surrounding her. Keana had felt it when Neave had stepped between them to protect her son. It felt motherly in a way that was uncommon. She promised herself she would spend more time with Neave if her father allowed them to stay. 
 “I apologize if I have offended you—” 
 “Sit,” Jonah said. “We don’t have time for pleasantries.” 
 Keana stared at the dirt floor. She raised her eyes and quickly caught Neave’s attention, and the woman flashed her a momentary smile before turning her attention back to Jonah. 
 “My daughter says you are a clan without men.” 
 “We tan skins and trade them,” said Neave, ignoring Jonah’s statement. “At least we did before Eliz fell.” 
 Keana waited for her father to banish her from the tent, to clear the conversation for the adults. When he did not, she sat up a bit straighter in her chair. Maybe he’s starting to understand that I’m not a kid anymore.

 “And now you walk with the other refugees.” 
 “Yes, Jonah. That is true, along with everything else your daughter has told you about us. But there is more, something I did not share with her.” 
 Keana looked from her father to Neave. Her eyes narrowed and she waited to hear what the woman had hidden from her when they spoke at the wall. 
 “She told me you have no men in your clan.” 
 “There is more,” said Neave. “Much more I did not feel comfortable sharing with her. But you are the leader of the Elk. You have brought clans together. They speak your name even on the streets of Eliz, a half-day hike from the plains.” 
 She watched her father’s chest swell. He nodded at Neave. “I don’t need trappers or tanners,” he said. “What I need right now are people who can help with the carts. They need to be secured down and then pulled. It is grueling and we lose cart pullers every time we’re on the road.” 
 Keana felt the wind kick up, as if the spirits could feel the tension. Neave had something to tell her father and yet Jonah was not listening. 
 “That is fine. We will pull carts in exchange for your protection. But why have you not asked me about it?” 
 “About what?” Jonah asked. 
 “Our men. You have not asked me what has happened to our men.” 
 “It is not my concern,” Jonah said. “They are not here. You are. We can’t afford to live in the past. Not even for a day.” 
 “And the Valk? Are they in the past as well?” 
 Keana saw the color fall from her father’s face. Jonah stepped toward Neave, his eyes wide and a whisper caressing his lips. “What of them?” he asked. 
 “I promise that we will pull carts. And once we are safely on the road, with our children in tow, I will tell you what I know of the Valk and how they stole the menfolk of our clan.” 
 Jonah nodded, and Keana grabbed Neave by the arm and pulled the woman out of the tent before her father could change his mind. 
 





Chapter 63
 
 The Nikkt leader shook off the last vestiges of the tunnel, brushing the gray dust from his shoulder. The old passageways and the artifacts left by the Valk constantly reminded him of the other worlds that existed right up against his own. These people—these creatures—lived beneath the earth like white demons from another time. 
 The old truce between the Nikkt and the Valk had worn thin over the years, and a catastrophic event, like the one dropping Eliz to the ground, could bring it to a breaking point. He tried not to think of that scenario or what would happen if all of Eliz fell and the Valk decided it was their time to rise to the surface and come for the Nikkt. He had seen what they had done to other clans, snatching men and raping the women and children. His clan would not succumb to that barbarity. He would make sure of it. 
 He pushed a branch down far enough to see the Elk camp but not enough to reveal his position. The morning air felt cool and damp, and for a moment, the Nikkt leader believed he was still below ground, where the dead air always felt that way. The sun had not yet risen to a height where it could sufficiently warm the land but winter’s grip had relented. The fields would be treacherous and muddy with the coming rains, and the Nikkt leader thought of the thousands of refugees escaping Eliz. Getting bogged down on the plains would make them easy prey for the Valk. 
 Jonah’s wife and son stood behind the tribal leader as the man addressed his lieutenants. The Nikkt leader could not hear the conversation but understood just the same; they were leaving. He scanned their faces, and most held a grim certainty, as if this constant migration was something embedded deep into their cultural history. Unlike the Valk, who had burrowed into the subterranean remains of the lost people, Jonah and his clan had endlessly wandered like hungry spirits. 
 He would have eventually known the Elk were leaving, but acting on a hunch meant he would see it for himself. The Nikkt leader had sent a man to remain fifty yards behind Jonah as the leader of the Elk walked back to the camp. Word returned to him that Jonah had, in fact, commanded the clan to leave. 
 “He has a daughter. She is there, with the old woman.” 
 The Nikkt leader followed his warrior’s eyes to where a young girl, a middle aged woman, a child and an elderly crone stood not far from Jonah. The middle-aged woman had a face he recognized and it took the Nikkt leader only a moment to realize that she was one of the widowed, a woman left beaten and alone after the Valk captured the clan’s men. She had traded hides in Eliz and he thought he had once purchased a skin from her in the city’s ancient marketplace. 

Most likely buried beneath five feet of rubble now , he thought. 
 “Why are they here?” he asked his warrior. 
 “Who?” 
 “The clan is nothing but women and children,” said the Nikkt leader. “Are they going with the Elk to Wytheville?” 
 “It would appear that way.” 
 The Nikkt leader stared hard at the woman. He sensed a power in her—something subtle and yet unmistakable. 

Remember that face.

 “I want this camp,” he said. “As soon as their last cart is on the road, I want it. The filthy hunter clans will try to claim it. We should kill their leaders, if necessary.” 
 The warrior nodded at the Nikkt leader. 
 “I also want a scouting party on the Elk. On Jonah. Stay hidden and do not engage. But I want to know how far they travel each day until they are a week’s travel from these lands.” 
 Before the warrior could recognize his leader’s command, a rustling came from the heavy brush to their right. The Nikkt leader froze. He looked up at the sky, the mid-morning sun sliding toward midday. 

Daylight. Impossible. They would never venture out during the day, would they?

 Another Nikkt warrior heard the rustle and within three seconds, the tight band of warriors had their battle axes drawn and collapsed into a circle around their leader. 
 “They are here,” said a man. 
 The Nikkt leader scanned the empty woods behind them. He gazed through the thin, scraggly trees, all the way to the river the Elk had been using as their own. A flash of gray cut across the charcoal bark of the trees. 
 “They will not attack in daylight,” said the Nikkt leader. “They have been seen above ground during the day, but only moving in packs in order to ambush during the night.” 
 He said the words and yet they did nothing to comfort his own fears. The Nikkt leader had spent time fighting the Valk in the tunnels and coming up to Eliz always represented a relief, a sense of safety and an opportunity for the Nikkt to fight them again another day. But if the Valk had become more brazen, since the grumbles dropped Eliz, that would give the Nikkt no respite from the filthy, repugnant vultures. 
 “Seems as though the collapse of Eliz has changed things.” 
 The Nikkt leader snarled at his warrior but he knew the man was right. The scourge in the tunnels had now risen, determined to fight for whatever scraps of resources would be left whenever the earth stopped shaking. 
 A low, hissing sound rose up from the river and floated through the trees. The Elk continued their preparations for departure, seemingly unaware of the threat looming on the outskirts of their camp. The Nikkt warriors buzzed, their weapons out and their eyes scanning the trees in anticipation of an attack. The Nikkt leader sighed, ready for whatever chaos the Valk had been preparing. For a brief moment, he considered ordering a retreat. They could flee back toward Eliz and let the Valk feast on the Elk clan, but there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t split their force and take his warriors as well as the Elk’s. 
 As the Nikkt leader was about to speak, the hissing faded and the warriors saw the shadows of the Valk slither back into the confines of the deep woods. The Nikkt leader waited. 
 “Are they gone?” his warrior asked. 
 “They’re never gone,” the Nikkt leader said. “Only unseen.” 
 





Chapter 64
 
 Gaston stumbled forward but managed not to fall in the sludge. The snow was rapidly melting on the road, much faster than he had expected, and even the trees in the forest around them were filled with the quiet sounds of snow falling to the ground, as thick white crusts, which had sat upon the branches for weeks, now lost their grip and fell. It would do me no good to fall now, he thought. With his hands tied behind his back it would be difficult to stand again. 
 And he’d seen, but ten miles back, what the Cygoa scouts were willing to do to those who could go no further. The man had been close to death anyway, Gaston told himself. He’d been riddled with sickness and no medicine that he knew of could have cured him, even if they had reached Wytheville. 
 The cold had numbed one side of his face, and he could no longer feel his feet, but each step he took jarred the bones in his legs and reminded him that he was still standing—still alive—and still moving forward toward the inevitable. Would they kill him? The Coven would, if they had their way. There were few places that he was not exiled from, and the Coven had seen to it that the Cygoa lands were one of those places. But this was not his choice, now. 
 Gaston turned his head to the Cygoa scout who had pushed him, and, beating the urge to frown at him, merely smiled coldly. “There is no need for this,” he said. “We are coming willingly.” 
 The scout grunted and pushed him a second time, but noticeably less roughly, before stepping past him and heading toward the front of the group. The man glanced back once before speeding up, and Gaston saw disdain in that look. Some of these know me from when I was expelled, he thought. 
 Ahead of Gaston, the other survivors staggered through the snow, and he tried to ignore the moans that came as they struggled. There was what—twenty more miles?—to go before they would reach the outskirts of the city, and another two before they reached the fortified center. How many more would fall? 
 And did he care? He already had his answer to the danger of White Citadel. His goal had been accomplished, even if he secretly held great disappointment for it. Some of the Elk were people he would have liked to have known, even if most of them were a waste of space. No faith in any of them, though. Except for Roke. The boy had faith. Such a shame. They’d all had faith in him when they broke away from the Elk, but at the end only Roke. And what good had that done the boy, who now lay cold in a shallow grave, his frozen corpse waiting for the sun to thaw the snow before wild animals caught scent of it and dug it up. 
 He knew he should speak to the survivors, the ones who had followed him, and offer them some form of hope, but he couldn’t be bothered. They would probably be killed, anyway. 
 A few hours later, still stumbling, Gaston stepped onto the hard blacktop that lay almost intact underneath the overpass. He’d seen the concrete monstrosity from a great distance, gradually growing in size as they approached, and he had wondered if the darkness that he remembered would provide enough cover for him to rouse the survivors in revolt against their captors. But as they gradually approached, his willingness ebbed away until he sighed as he stepped out of the snow onto the flat ground. 
 It was dark for maybe fifty yards, and the weeds had not cracked the flat surface of the road. Even the snow and frost had kept their distance. It was rare to see such things in the world, things like an unbroken stretch of blacktop. The old diner up on the edge of Lake Eerie came to mind, where he had stayed for a while after the remainder of his clan had fled north to escape the slaughter that the T’yun brought to them. That place had been almost miraculous. Hundreds of years after it had been built, and on the edge of a vast body of water whose winds should have torn the place down, the diner had still stood almost intact, the sign still hanging out the front, the boards of the pier and the dock still withstanding the lapping of the water from the lake even though that water had changed color over the centuries. 
 His mind snapped out of its freeze-induced daze, and his attention swept the hidden, shadowed areas under the bridge. Something moved back there,  he thought. 
 To his left the ground was bare all the way up to the cracked concrete buttress that still, somehow, managed to hold up the bridge above. Nothing there. There are no places to hide, he thought. 
 But was that movement? 
 No, it wasn’t. Nothing moved in the shadows, but there was definitely someone watching them. Gaston glanced at the others around him, Cygoa scouts and Elk survivors both, but no one else had noticed the presence. He glanced to his right, into the murky shadow that lay beyond a ramshackle half-collapsed shanty house. The shack had been built a long time ago, he thought, and had been occupied many times, but it wasn’t inhabited now. They had passed it on the journey out to White Citadel and had already scoured it for anything useful, finding nothing. A few rusty and cracked cooking pots, the skeletal remains of someone long-dead, rags, and dirt. Nothing of value. 
 His gaze went beyond that, but he found the darkness toward the slope at the other end of the underpass too impenetrable to see through. Sun blindness, from the reflection of the sun on the snow, had made his vision blurry. 

There , he thought, looking away. In that darkness, something or someone watched them. 

Whoever you are, Gaston thought. You had better stay silent and hidden, or you will be joining us.

 





Chapter 65
 
 Gaston had been right, and he had even looked directly at her at one point, sending a sharp pang of fear down Seren’s back. Sorcha, thankfully, had remained silent, and Seren now believed that the wolf was becoming attuned to her thoughts. She knows we must hide, Seren thought, and then wondered how much of Sorcha’s short life had been spent hiding. The wolf had obviously been a runt, and was small in stature, even if her fangs were somehow too large. She remembered how the wolf had hidden when she had killed the large male wolf—hidden in fear, maybe. 
 They both sat, huddled together and hidden underneath the barely-standing wooden construction wedged in at the very back of the ruined shanty town under the bridge, crouched in the darkest spot she could find. Seren had wanted to see more, and wanted to check that her eyes had not been deceiving her as the Cygoa scout warband had travelled back past her with the bedraggled captives it now accompanied. She had spotted who she thought was Gaston, and several others that she recognized, but the one she thought was Roke was not her brother. 
 And the one they left one the side of the road, bleeding out into the snow, was not Roke either. She knew the man. He had been a young warrior that Jonah thought had much promise, but the corpse lying in the ditch had barely resembled the healthy, strong young warrior that she had even spoken to a few times. He had been thin, almost emaciated, and his skin was no longer ruddy brown but almost grey, and pale. Paler than death even before the blood left his body. 
 The night had been her ally, and Sorcha her guide, as they caught up and passed the Cygoa and their captives during the night. She had wanted a better look, to see who had been captured and was now being led back to Wytheville, but they had all been bedded down with no campfire, and the Cygoa posted four guards at a time. She hadn’t dared to get too close. 
 Then, as she had watched them sleep, from her distant but high point atop the hill that overlooked the valley the road led through, she had thought of the overpass. 
 Less than ten miles along the road would lead them further into the valley, and into regions that had once been populated. More road, more buildings. And the overpass she had searched when they had come this way on their journey out to White Citadel. The shanty huts at the back. If she hid there, and let her eyes adjust, she could watch as they came by. 

Less than a quarter of the number that had left, Seren thought as she watched the Cygoa lead the remainder of the White Citadel expedition under the bridge barely twenty yards from where she hid. There were less than a quarter of those that had been alive when she had turned back and left them a few months before. 
 So where were they? Where were the others? Where was Roke? That some of the Elk had returned was no surprise to her—but Gaston being with them was. And who were these people that had captured them? No folk that she knew of. The garb and weapons were alien to her. 
 Sorcha sniffed and dabbed her nose on Seren’s cheek. 
 “I know,” Seren said. “I know, they are dangerous. But I have to follow them.” 
 Sorcha whined quietly. 
 “When I see where they are going, we will leave for the east, I promise,” said Seren. “And meet my people again.” 
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