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  CHAPTER ONE: THE GENERAL

  
  




The wind at Thunder-Gap tasted of ozone and old iron. It was a sterile, metallic flavor that coated the back of the throat, sharper than the usual tang of salt from the distant sea. For the last seven days, it had been the only taste Kal had known.

Seven days without sleep turned the world into a watercolor painting left out in the rain. Colors bled at the edges. Sounds arrived a half-second late, as if filtering through thick glass. The exhaustion wasn’t just physical; it was a weight in the marrow, a persistent ache that pulsed in time with his heartbeat. But he didn’t have the luxury of rest. Not when the horizon was burning.

Kal stood on the battlements of the Southern Wall. Fifty feet of spell-forged obsidian dropped away beneath him, seamless and cold. Above, the sky was a bruised purple, heavy with clouds that refused to break. The silence was the worst part. A fortress preparing for a siege should have been loud—the ring of hammers, the shout of sergeants, the grinding of whetstones. But the preparations were done. Now there was only the waiting.

“You look like a corpse that forgot to fall down,” a voice said.

Kal didn’t turn. He knew the cadence of those boots, the faint scent of antiseptic and lavender that clung to the speaker even in the grime of war. “Morale is high, then.”

Rhian leaned against the crenellations beside him. She looked as tired as he felt. Dark circles bruised the skin under her eyes, and her healer’s robes were stained with mud and alchemic reagents. But her posture was straight, her gaze steady on the darkening north. “The men are terrified, Kal. They know what’s coming.”

“Fear keeps them awake,” Kal said. His voice rasped, dry as sandpaper. “Sleepy soldiers make mistakes.”

“Exhausted generals make bigger ones.” She reached out, her fingers brushing the stone near his hand but not quite touching him. It was a professional distance, maintained for the eyes of the sentries further down the wall. “Go to the command tent. Sleep for four hours. I’ll wake you if the sky falls.”

“The sky is already falling, Rhian.” Kal gestured with his chin towards the horizon. In the distance, a thin line of gold light shimmered against the dark earth. It wasn’t the sun. The sun had set hours ago. It was the glow of the Ashen Pyre’s vanguard, a legion of fire-aspected cultivators whose aura alone lit the night. “They’ll be in range of the trebuchets by dawn.”

“That’s six hours away.”

“Six hours to check the wards one last time. Six hours to walk the lines. Six hours to make sure every recruit knows which end of the spear goes into the enemy.”

Rhian sighed, a short, sharp sound. “You can’t save everyone, Kal. You can’t micro-manage a war.”

“I can try.”

He pushed off the wall, his joints protesting with a dull pop. The movement sent a fresh wave of dizziness through him, but he clamped down on it, forcing his body into submission. He was a Jade-tier cultivator now. His body could endure what would kill a normal man. But even jade cracks under enough pressure.

“Walk with me,” he said.

They moved along the ramparts. The fortress of Thunder-Gap was a masterpiece of the old eras, built when giants still walked the earth. It blocked the only pass through the Iron-Tooth Mountains, the sole gateway from the northern wastes to the fertile lands of the Coalition. If Thunder-Gap fell, the war was over. The Ashen Pyre would flood south, and there would be nothing to stop them until they reached the sea.

Every fifty yards, a sentry snapped to attention as they passed. Kal nodded to each one. He didn’t know all their names anymore. There were too many new faces, recruits rushed through basic training to fill the gaps left by the campaigns of the last year. Boys who should have been in school. Girls who held their spears with white-knuckled grips, their eyes too wide, too bright.

He stopped by a group of archers huddling around a small brazier. The magic-dampening fields of the fortress kept the air bitingly cold.

“Report,” Kal said.

The sergeant, a grizzled veteran with a scar running from his ear to his jaw, straightened. “Sector Four secure, General. No movement in the kill-zone.”

“Check your bowstrings,” Kal said. ” The damp is getting in. A snapped string means you’re useless for ten seconds. In ten seconds, an enemy Sprinter can cover a hundred yards and take your head off.”

“Checked ’em ten minutes ago, sir,” the sergeant said.

“Check them again.”

The sergeant didn’t argue. He barked an order, and the recruits scrambled to obey. Kal watched them, his gaze critical. They were slow. Clumsy. One boy fumbled with his bow, nearly dropping it over the edge.

Kal stepped forward. The boy froze, terror flashing across his face. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

“Easy,” Kal said. His voice was softer now, though still stripped of any warmth. “Your hands are shaking.”

“I… I’m sorry, General. It’s the cold.”

“It’s not the cold.” Kal took the bow from the boy’s hands. He inspected the string, running his thumb along the wax. It was tacky, well-maintained. “It’s the adrenaline. Your body is dumping energy because it thinks you’re about to die. It’s a waste.”

He handed the bow back. “Breathe. Four counts in. Hold for four. Four counts out. Do it.”

The boy inhaled, his chest hitching. He held it, then exhaled shakily.

“Again,” Kal ordered.

They stood there for a minute, the General and the recruit, breathing in sync. The other soldiers watched, silent. Slowly, the trembling in the boy’s hands subsided.

“Better,” Kal said. “Remember that. When the fighting starts, your mind will want to panic. Your body will want to run. Control the breath, control the body.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy whispered.

“What’s your name, soldier?”

“Toms, sir. From the River Districts.”

“Well, Toms. Don’t die tomorrow. That’s an order.”

Kal turned and walked away. He felt Rhian’s eyes on his back, heavy with unspoken words. When they were out of earshot, she spoke.

“That was kind.”

“It was practical,” Kal corrected. “A panicked archer hits nothing but his own friends. I need them functional.”

“You need them to survive.”

“Same thing.”

They reached the central keep, a massive block of stone that anchored the defenses. The banner of the Coalition hung limp from the highest tower—a broken shield on a field of grey. It was a fitting sigil. They were the broken ones. The leftovers. The stubborn few who refused to kneel to the Golden Empire.

Inside the strategy room, the air was warmer. A large map table dominated the center, covered in wooden markers and shifting projection crystals. Jaden Skycrest was there, leaning over the map, his long coat sweeping the floor. He looked up as Kal entered, his aristocratic face pinched with tension. In the corner, barely visible in the shadows, Lio—the Coalition’s stealth specialist—was reviewing intelligence reports, his presence so subtle that most people forgot he was there.

“The scouts report movement on the eastern ridge,” Jaden said without preamble. “Looks like they’re trying to flank us with a mountaineer unit.”

Kal approached the table. The projection showed a topographic render of the valley. Red lights—the enemy—were pooling at the northern mouth of the pass like blood collecting in a wound.

“They can’t flank us,” Kal said, studying the terrain. “The cliffs are shear. unless…” He narrowed his eyes. “Unless they have Earth-shapers cutting stairs into the rock.”

“Exactly what I thought,” Jaden said. “I’ve deployed unit Seven to intercept, but they’re light infantry. If the enemy sends a heavy assault squad…”

“Send the reserves,” Kal said.

” We don’t have reserves, Kal,” Jaden snapped. “Every able-bodied fighter is on the wall. If I pull men from the center, we leave the gate vulnerable.”

Kal stared at the map. The numbers were always the same. Too many enemies, too few allies. The math of defeat.

“I’ll go,” Kal said.

“You’re the General,” Jaden said. “You can’t be running off to skirmish in the rocks. You need to be here, coordinating the defense.”

“I need to be where I can make a difference. Unit Seven will be slaughtered if they run into an Earth-shaper squad. I can hold the ridge alone.”

“Kal…” Rhian started, a warning tone in her voice.

“I can hold it,” Kal repeated, his voice hard. “Topography favors me. Tight corridors. Lots of loose stone. It’s my playground.”

Jaden looked at him, then at the map. He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration he only showed in private. “Fine. But take a comms crystal. If the main assault starts, you pull back. Immediately.”

“Understood.”

Kal turned to leave, but Jaden caught his arm. The contact was brief, but firm.

“Kal,” Jaden said. “Don’t be a hero. Just be a soldier.”

“Heroes die,” Kal said, pulling his arm free. “Soldiers win.”

* * *

The climb to the eastern ridge was brutal. The wind howled through the crags, carrying sleet that stung exposed skin like needles. Kal moved with practiced efficiency, his boots finding purchase on the slick rock. He didn’t use mana to aid his ascent. He saved every drop for the fight.

He reached the overlook just as the moon broke through the clouds. Below him, a narrow goat track wound its way up the cliff face. And there, moving in silence, were the shadows of men.

Kal crouched behind a boulder, his breath slow and even. He counted them. Twenty. Thirty. Fifty. Heavy armor. No standard infantry. These were shock troopers, the elite vanguard of the Ashen Pyre.

He closed his eyes and reached out with his senses. Not sight or sound, but the deeper sense of the earth itself. He felt the vibrations of their boots on the stone. He felt the faint hum of the enchantments woven into their armor. He felt the fault lines in the cliff, the places where the rock was weak, waiting for a push.

He was a Jade-Tier Omni-Path. But Earth was his first love. His first weapon.

He waited until the lead element was directly below a heavy overhang of slate.

Now.

Kal didn’t shout. He didn’t gesture. He simply pushed his will into the stone. Break.

The cliff groaned. A deep, grinding sound that echoed through the pass like the growl of a waking beast. Then, with a crack that sounded like a cannon shot, a section of the rock face sheared away.

Tons of stone plummeted into the darkness.

Screams cut through the wind, sudden and terrible, then were silenced by the crash of the slide. Dust billowed up, choking the air.

Kal stood up on the ridge, silhouetted against the moonlight. He didn’t look down. He knew what he would see. Broken bodies. Crushed armor. The wet, red reality of war.

The survivors below were shouting in panic. Flashlights swept the cliffs, beams cutting through the dust.

“up there!” someone yelled. “It’s an ambush!”

Fireballs erupted from the darkness, streaking towards him. Kal didn’t move. He raised a hand, and a wall of granite surged up from the ground in front of him, intercepting the spells. The rock hissed and popped as the magical fire struck it, turning to slag, but it held.

Kal stepped out from behind his cover. He gathered the mana in his core, the dense, heavy power of the earth. He felt the mountain under his feet, vast and indifferent. He borrowed its weight.

“Go back,” he said. His voice was amplified by the stone, rolling down the cliff like thunder. “This path is closed.”

A figure stepped out from the dust below. A captain, judging by the gold trim on his armor. He pointed a sword at Kal.

“One man?” the captain shouted, his voice incredulous. “You think you can stop the Ashen Pyre with one man?”

Kal looked down at them. He felt the exhaustion again, the bone-deep weariness. But he pushed it down, burying it under layers of cold resolve.

“I am not a man,” Kal said. “I am the wall.”

He slammed his hands onto the rock.

The ridge shook. Cracks spiderwebbed out from his palms, racing down the cliff face. The ground under the enemy soldiers pitched and buckled. They fell, sliding and tumbling as the path itself turned against them.

It wasn’t a fight. It was an execution.

Kal watched them fall. He didn’t feel triumph. He didn’t feel joy. He felt only the cold, hard satisfaction of a job done. The flank was secure.

But as the dust settled, a sound cut through the night. A horn blast. Deep, resonant, and terrifyingly loud. It came from the north, from the main army camp.

Then another. And another.

The horns of the Ashen Pyre.

Kal looked up. The line of gold light on the horizon was moving. It was expanding, a tide of fire sweeping towards the fortress.

The siege had begun.

Kal turned and began the run back to the keep. He had bought them time, but not enough. It was never enough.

* * *

By the time he reached the walls, the first wave was already in sight. Siege towers, massive structures of iron and dark wood, rumbled forward on wheels the size of houses. Behind them marched legions of infantry, their armor gleaming under the strange, magical light of the enemy flares.

And in the center of the formation, towering over the rest, were the Siege Beasts. Creatures of flesh and alchemy, twisted into living battering rams.

Kal found Jaden and Rhian on the main gate tower. Jaden was shouting orders into a comms crystal, his face pale in the harsh light of the defensive wards. Rhian was already coordinating the medic squads, her hands glowing with healing light.

“They’re early,” Jaden said as Kal joined them. “They weren’t supposed to attack until dawn.”

“They know we’re tired,” Kal said. He gripped the cold stone of the parapet. “They want to catch us before we’re ready.”

“We are ready,” Jaden said, though he didn’t sound convinced.

“Are the oil cauldrons primed?” Kal asked.

“Yes.”

“The archers?”

“In position.”

“The mages?”

“Tapped into the ley-lines. But the mana flow is weak, Kal. If they keep up a sustained bombardment, the shields will fail in three hours.”

“Then we hold them with steel,” Kal said.

He looked out at the approaching army. It was a sea of enemies, a wave of destruction that threatened to swallow them whole. He felt the fear rising in his chest, the primal instinct to run, to hide.

He breathed. Four counts in. Four counts out.

He drew his sword. It was a simple blade, heavy and unadorned. No magical glowing runes. No legendary history. Just good, sharp steel.

“Sound the alert,” Kal said.

“Already done,” Jaden replied.

Kal looked at his friends. At Jaden, the noble who had lost everything but his pride. At Rhian, the healer who had seen too much death.

“If we die tonight,” Kal said.

“We won’t,” Rhian said fiercely.

“But if we do,” Kal continued, “make them pay for every inch.”

Jaden drew his own weapon, a rapier of elegant design. He managed a thin, reckless smile. “For the Coalition.”

“For the fallen,” Rhian whispered, a prayer on her lips.

Kal looked back at the darkness. The first siege tower was closing in. He could hear the chanting of the enemy war-priests, a low, rhythmic thrum that vibrated in his teeth.

He stepped onto the edge of the parapet, visible to every soldier on the wall. He raised his sword.

“Stand fast!” his voice roared out, amplified by his mana, carrying over the wind and the chanting. “They come with fire! They come with fear! But they do not know this rock! They do not know us!”

A cheer went up from the defenders, ragged and desperate, but loud.

“Let them come!” Kal shouted. “Let them break themselves against us! We are the thunder in the gap! We are the storm that does not yield!”

The enemy answered with a volley of fireballs that turned the night into day. The wards flared, purple light drinking the flames.

Kal didn’t flinch. He watched the fire rain down, his eyes reflecting the destruction.

The General was awake. And the war was here.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO: THE FIRST WAVE

  
  




Elara’s hands were shaking again. She hated them for it.

She gripped the haft of her spear until her knuckles turned the color of old bone, forcing the tremors to stop. It wasn’t the cold. The environmental wards on the battlements of Thunder-Gap kept the biting wind at a dull chill rather than a killing frost. It was the noise.

The drums had started.

Deep, rhythmic thuds that vibrated through the soles of her boots, echoing up through the granite skin of the fortress. They sounded like the heartbeat of something massive, something that had just woken up and was very, very hungry.

“Steady, El,” a voice whispered beside her.

She glanced to her left. Kaelin, her squad mate and the only person from her village who hadn’t washed out of basic training, offered her a tight, terrified grin. He was seventeen, a year older than her, but in the flickering light of the torches, he looked like a child wearing his father’s armor.

“I’m steady,” Elara lied. Her voice cracked, betraying her.

“You’re vibrating,” Kaelin said. “If you shake any harder, you’re going to rattle your armor off.”

“Shut up, Kaelin.”

“Just saying. If the General sees you…”

“The General isn’t looking at us,” Elara snapped, though her eyes darted towards the command tower. She couldn’t see him from here, but she knew he was there. Kal Stoneveil. The Hollow Knight. The man who had walked out of the ruins of the Old World with a god in his pocket.

She had joined the Coalition because of him. Everyone had. He was the proof that you didn’t need to be born with a silver spoon in your mouth or a Golden Core in your chest to matter. You could be nothing—a Hollow, a zero-mana wretch—and still rise.

But looking out into the darkness beyond the wall, Elara felt very small, and very hollow.

The darkness was moving.

“Contact!” a sentry screamed from the sector to their right.

A flare shot up, a streak of magnesium-white light that hung in the air, drifting slowly under a parachute. The world below was illuminated in stark, monochromatic relief.

Elara’s breath hitched. The valley floor was gone. In its place was a carpet of steel and flesh. Thousands of soldiers, their armor reflecting the flare light like a sea of jagged glass. But it wasn’t the infantry that froze her blood.

It was the beasts.

Lumbering through the ranks of soldiers were mountains of muscle and stitched leather. Siege Beasts. They were chimerae, twisted alchemic abominations the size of barns. Some had the tusks of boars and the armored plating of rhinos. Others were vaguely humanoid, hunched giants with arms that dragged on the ground, wielding tree trunks as clubs.

“Ancestors save us,” Kaelin whispered.

“Archers!” the Sector Sergeant bellowed. “Volley fire! Range four hundred! Loose!”

The air whistled as a cloud of arrows arced over the wall. The tips were enchanted with explosive runes, glowing with faint orange light. They fell into the enemy ranks like fiery rain.

Explosions blossomed in the front lines. Men screamed. Bodies were thrown into the air. But the Siege Beasts didn’t stop. The arrows bounced off their hides or detonated harmlessly against their thick plating.

One of the giants roared, a sound that cracked the air like a whip. It picked up speed, charging the wall with a thunderous gait that shook the stone under Elara’s feet.

“Brace!” the Sergeant shouted. “Spears up! Don’t let them crest!”

Elara leveled her spear over the crenellations. The tip wavered. The beast was getting closer. Three hundred yards. Two hundred. It was fast, impossibly fast for something that size.

“Mana-Cannons!”

The heavy turrets mounted on the towers swiveled. Beams of condensed mana, blue and searingly hot, slashed through the night. One beam caught the charging giant in the shoulder. Flesh vaporized. Bone shattered. The beast stumbled, roaring in pain, but it didn’t fall. It kept coming, driven by a rage that overrode survival instincts.

It reached the wall.

The impact threw Elara off her feet. She slammed into the stone floor, her helmet ringing against the pavers. Dust rained down from the mortar joints.

She scrambled up, gasping for air. “Kaelin?”

Kaelin was gone.

She looked over the edge. The beast had slammed into the wall directly below her position. It was clawing at the stone, digging massive furrows into the obsidian. And on its back, riding in a howdah strapped to its spine, were enemy shock troopers.

They were grappling up the wall.

“They’re breaching!” Elara screamed.

A soldier landed on the rampart next to her. He wore the black and gold armor of the Ashen Pyre, and his face was hidden behind a mask of stylized flame. He moved with a liquid grace, a sword appearing in his hand as if pulled from the air.

Elara thrust her spear. It was a clumsy strike, born of panic. The enemy soldier sidestepped it easily. He grabbed the shaft, yanked her forward, and drove a knee into her stomach.

The air left her lungs. She collapsed, retching.

The soldier raised his sword.

So this is it, Elara thought. I’m going to die. I didn’t even get to fight.

A body slammed into the soldier, tackling him to the ground. Kaelin. He had a dagger in his hand, stabbing wildly at the man’s armor.

“Run, El!” Kaelin shouted.

The enemy soldier roared and threw Kaelin off. He was stronger, faster, enhanced by mana that neither of them possessed. He rose, his sword glowing with heat.

“Filth,” the soldier spat.

He swung.

Kaelin tried to dodge, but he was too slow. The blade caught him in the neck.

It wasn’t like the stories. There were no last words. No dramatic pause. Kaelin just dropped, his eyes wide, his hands clutching at a throat that was no longer there.

“No!” Elara scrambled backward, her back hitting the stone of the tower. She looked around for a weapon, for help, for anything.

Her squad was dying.

All along the wall, the Ashen Pyre troops were pouring over the battlements. They were elites, trained killers facing terrified conscripts. It was a slaughter. Jenny, the girl who plaited her hair in the barracks, was being held over the edge by a massive warrior who laughed as he dropped her. Sgt. Miller was already dead, pinned to the wall by three black spears.

The soldier who had killed Kaelin turned to her. He stepped over Kaelin’s body without looking down.

“Your turn, little rat.”

Elara couldn’t breathe. Kaelin’s blood was pooling on the stones, dark and shiny in the flare light. She wanted to scream, to fight, to make him pay. But her limbs wouldn’t obey. The terror was a physical weight, pinning her to the ground.

The soldier raised his sword again.

Then the world turned green.

A sound like a breaking glacier tore through the chaos. The stone of the rampart between Elara and the soldier exploded upward. A jagged wall of emerald crystal shot out of the ground, separating them.

The soldier stumbled back, shielding his eyes from the sudden glare.

“Sector Four is failing,” a voice said. It was calm. Terrifyingly calm.

Elara looked up.

Kal Stoneveil stood on top of the tower above her. He wasn’t wearing a helmet. His hair whipped around his face in the wind, and the black veins that mapped his skin were pulsing with a sickly, dark light. He stepped off the ledge.

He didn’t fall. He drifted down, gravity seeming to lose its hold on him, landing silently on the rampart in front of Elara.

The enemy soldier recovered quickly. “Target confirmed! It’s the General! Kill him!”

Five more Ashen Pyre troops rushed forward, abandoning their slaughter of the recruits to focus on the prize. They attacked as one, a coordinated blur of blades and fire-magic.

Kal didn’t draw his sword. He didn’t even raise his hands.

He just walked forward.

“Kneel,” Kal said.

The gravity on the wall shifted. Elara felt it press her into the stone, heavy and suffocating. But for the enemy soldiers, it was crushing.

They slammed into the ground as if a giant hand had swatted them. Armor buckled. Bones snapped with the sound of dry twigs breaking. The soldier who had killed Kaelin tried to rise, screaming as his own weight crushed his ribs into his lungs.

Kal stopped in front of him. He looked down, his face devoid of anger, devoid of pity. It was the face of a statue.

“You are trespassing,” Kal said.

He stomped his foot.

Spikes of obsidian erupted from the floor, skewering the prone soldiers. All five of them died instantly.

Silence ripples outward from the General, a vacuum in the noise of the battle. For a moment, no one moved.

Kal turned to Elara.

He looked huge. The mana radiating off him distorted the air, making him blur at the edges. His eyes were glowing, two pools of cold green fire that burned into her soul.

“Get up,” he said.

Elara tried. Her legs felt like jelly. She managed to push herself to her knees, shaking violently.

“My… my squad,” she stammered. She looked at Kaelin’s body. At the others. “They’re all dead.”

“Yes,” Kal said. “They are.”

He reached down and grabbed her armor, hauling her to her feet with one hand. He pulled her close, until his face filled her vision.

“Look at me.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze. It was like looking into a storm.

“You are not dead,” Kal said. “Are you?”

“N-no, sir.”

“Then pick up your spear.”

“I can’t… I can’t fight them. They’re monsters.”

“They are men,” Kal said. “And men die when you put steel in them. Look.”

He pointed over the wall. The Siege Beast that had delivered the shock troops was climbing higher, its massive claws tearing at the battlements. It opened its maw, preparing to vomit a stream of alchemic fire onto the defenders.

“It’s just meat,” Kal said. “Break the anchor.”

“What?”

“The anchor. The rune-collar on its neck. It controls the beast. Break it, and the pain stops driving it.”

Elara looked. Through the chaos, she saw the iron collar glowing with red light around the beast’s thick throat.

“I… I can’t hit that. It’s moving too fast.”

“I will hold it,” Kal said. “You kill it.”

He didn’t wait for her to agree. He turned back to the beast and thrust his hand out.

Roots of the World.

Stone tendrils burst from the wall, wrapping around the beast’s limbs. It roared, thrashing against the restraint, but the stone held strong, binding it tight against the fortress.

“Now!” Kal shouted. “Throw!”

Elara gripped her spear. Her hands were still shaking. For Kaelin, she thought. For Jenny.

She drew her arm back. The training took over. Muscle memory overriding fear. She stepped into the throw, putting her hips into it, and hurled the spear.

It flew true.

The steel tip slammed into the glowing rune-collar. There was a flash of red light, and the collar shattered.

The beast went rigid. The rage drained from its eyes, replaced by confusion, and then pain. It stopped fighting the bindings. It slumped, its massive weight dragging it down. The claws slipped from the stone.

With a mournful groan, the beast fell backward. It crashed to the valley floor below, a mountain of meat that crushed a dozen enemy soldiers as it landed.

Elara stared at it, her chest heaving. She had done that. She had killed a Siege Beast.

“Good,” Kal said.

He was already moving, walking down the line towards the next breach. He didn’t look back at her. He didn’t offer comfort. He just kept moving, an unstoppable force of nature.

“Reload your weapon, soldier,” he called back over his shoulder. “The night is long.”

Elara looked at her empty hands. She looked at Kaelin’s body one last time. Tears blurred her vision, hot and stinging, but she wiped them away with a muddy gauntlet.

She bent down and picked up Kaelin’s spear from where it had fallen. The wood was slick with his blood.

She gripped it tight. The shaking had stopped.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered to the empty air.

She turned back to the darkness. The second wave was coming.














