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Neera always felt alone, even in a tribe of more than a hundred people. The tribe had wandered far from their hunting grounds in the southeast, after Chief Saal had ordered the migration many years ago. The land they had lived in had grown overcrowded, and the tribe needed new, fertile ground to settle.

Neera had never wanted to leave. She missed the open plains, the dense forests, and the warmth of her homeland. The mountains here in the north felt dark and brooding. There was too little color, she thought. At least the forests back home had flowers and green grass. 

The tribe had made camp at the foot of a mountain. As usual, they had moved a little way into the birch forest—something Neera deeply appreciated. They were used to staying long at each camp, usually rotating between only a few sites throughout the year. Here, however, conditions were different, and they had to move more often to find game.

Saal had decided they would stay only until the frost came. Then they would return to more familiar lands. There was no reason to remain once the snow set in—especially since none of them were used to the cold. 

Neera sat crouched by a small stream, washing her face in the cold water. Light brown eyes stared back at her from the rippling reflection. The sun stood high in the sky, warming the back of her neck. “Maybe this place isn’t so bad after all,” she thought. Her hair, long and dark, hung in tangles, and she reminded herself to ask her mother for help brushing it. 

Her mother and father were all Neera had left of close family. Her older brother had left to form a tribe of his own, but was quickly killed by a challenger for the chieftain’s role. She had also once had several younger siblings, but none of them lived anymore. Two had died before they could shape words, and one had been only five winters old when the cold-sickness settled in his chest. 

On her way back to the hut, which her mother and father were in the middle of setting up, she passed Chief Saal and the tribe’s new northerner. He had arrived only a few days ago. The man was pale-skinned, with a thick black beard covering most of his face. Over his ears, however, he had almost no hair at all. He looked frantic, while Chief Saal remained as calm as ever. 

“We must leave this place! It isn’t safe!” the man pleaded. He dropped to his knees and clutched Saal’s right leg. The chief pulled himself free and growled like an angry, old bear.

“Demons don’t exist, madman,” he rumbled in his deep voice. Like most chieftains, Saal was the biggest and strongest in the tribe. With a thin, dark beard hanging from his chin and upper lip, he looked both fearsome and powerful.

“They do, you must listen!” the northerner cried. “They come at night, and no one is safe. I’ve seen camps full of corpses and blood where there had been life and joy the day before. Some say they crawl out of cracks in the mountains, from the underworld itself, to devour our world!” The man was close to tears now, creeping slowly toward the chief, who backed away from him.

Neera saw the doubt flicker in the chief’s eyes as he weighed the northerner’s words. Could the gods have sent demons against the tribe? Was this a punishment for having wandered too far north? Neera shivered at the thought. 

“These demons—what do they look like?” Saal asked.

“They barely cover themselves with pelts, but their bodies are marked with black stripes of charcoal. They cannot be stopped, for they cannot be killed. Each day they move farther from the mountains, hunting for blood. It doesn’t matter whether it’s people or beasts—they see no difference. All they want is to kill. I beg you, go south now!” The man collapsed onto his stomach, gasping for breath.

Saal growled again, but this time the sound held a note of uncertainty.

“Many use charcoal as war paint. This is nothing we can’t overcome,” he said.

Suddenly, the northerner sat up and let out a nervous, unsettling laugh. Neera stared at him, and realized she was tilting her head unconsciously as she watched.

“War paint?” the man spat between laughs. “It’s not war paint. That’s how the demons came into being.” He stood, and Neera saw that he was as tall as Saal and perhaps even just as broad. “The demons are one thing, but they’re not the worst,” he went on. “Among them walks a beast said to kill men with a single glance. The tremors it causes with every step can make a man’s blood boil in his veins. The creature is nearly two men tall, with the body of a human—but it’s the head that strikes terror into anyone who sees it. The antlers of a moose rise high above it, for the thing is some sick crossing of man and beast. It snorts and stomps like a moose, but moves like a man.”

More members of the tribe gathered to hear the man’s tale, and Neera guessed that nearly everyone was present. A shiver ran down her spine as she imagined the beast standing among them. She glanced to the side and spotted her parents in an embrace, clearly terrified. 

“You may think this is enough to lose sleep over,” the northerner went on, “but you haven’t yet heard the worst. You haven’t heard about the chieftain. He would make even your mighty leader feel small.” 

Saal snorted and spat on the ground. The man wisely stepped back before continuing. 

“The demons’ chieftain is the worst thing the underworld has ever spat out. If you saw him in the woods, you’d never believe it—but the man is stronger than a hundred men combined. They say he can tear a man in two, and that the beast sleeps at his feet each night. Even the creature fears its master. A chieftain from a nearby tribe is said to have challenged him, but the demon punched a hole straight through his chest. Turn back now, if you wish to see another sunrise—for the demons come at night, and the sun will set again this evening.”

Neera heard the murmur of over a hundred voices speaking at once. The northerner left the gathering and began loading his belongings onto a sled. It seemed as if everyone else had frozen in place—even Chief Saal hadn’t moved.

“Tomorrow, we’ll find out if there’s truth in your words,” Saal finally said. He stepped over to the northerner and grabbed hold of him. “Until then, we stay.”

The crowd began to scatter, people retreating into their newly pitched huts, spread across a clearing. Neera counted over fifty huts as she wandered between them. The mountain loomed to the north and west, while the forest lay thick to the south and east. 

Directions were something Teego had taught his daughter early. During the day, they used the sun, and at night, the stars. Neera always knew where home was, just by looking up.

She walked over to her mother and father, who were busy sealing the last gaps in the hut. Wooden poles were propped against one another, tied together, and covered in animal hides. “It’s much harder than it looks,” she thought. 

In recent years, her father had pestered her about finding a man. Teego, as the others called him, wasn’t a large or intimidating man like some. He was thin and, in many ways, rather frail. Unlike most of the men in the tribe, Teego was not a hunter. He was a gatherer and spent his days searching for nuts, berries, mushrooms, and other things nearby.

He did this alongside his woman, Seeraba—Neera’s mother. Most fathers would have chosen a man for their daughter by now. After all, Neera had already seen seventeen summers. But Teego was not like most fathers. Though he never forced her, he made sure to bring it up as often as he could.

“Aren’t you going to find yourself a man soon?” he asked nearly every time they sat down to eat. Seeraba always laughed heartily at it, but Neera didn’t find it particularly funny.

A couple of summers ago, Neera had been asked if she wanted to become one of Chief Saal’s women. She felt he already had enough with the five he was tied to—but not long after, he found his sixth. Saal would have been a wise choice, but he wasn’t for Neera. Besides, he was far too old for her. He had already been chief when she was born, and Neera didn’t like the thought of being with him.

One day she would find the right one—someone she wanted for herself. Until then, all she could do was wait. Neera decided to help with the hut. Not long after she started working, she heard her father muttering the way he often did when he was thinking about what to say. 

“Did you see the new man who joined us a few days ago?” Teego asked as he struggled to tie two animal hides together. “Maybe he could be something?”

Seeraba laughed, as she always did at her husband’s constant attempts to find a man for their daughter. 

“Yes, I saw him... and heard him,” Neera replied. “But no, I’m not interested in a bearded northerner.”

“They are big and bearded, those northerners,” Seeraba added as she worked at a knot.

“Well, is that really so bad?” Teego wondered, tugging at the little bit of beard he had beneath his chin.

Mustaches and chin beards were common among the men of the southeastern tribes. Some had tufts at their jaws too, but none of them looked like the men from this region. The northerners Neera had met all had thick manes that covered nearly their entire faces. 

Neera wasn’t quite sure what she thought of it, but she did feel they could do more to tidy it up—perhaps trim it or braid it into knots. She had seen some men with similar facial hair not far from here. A tribe they had once met looked a bit like the people up north, but they braided and tied both hair and beard. They had also encountered a tribe that burned patterns into their skin and faces. She had no idea how they managed it. The world was full of all kinds of people—that much was certain. Maybe one day she would find someone who suited her.

“Do you think he was telling the truth?” Neera asked thoughtfully.

“No, I don’t,” Teego replied.

“Well, you never know with gods and demons,” Seeraba answered, a trace of unease in her voice. 

After all the years they had shared, Seeraba had in many ways become like her husband. Or perhaps it was he who had become like her? Neera didn’t know the answer. Seeraba was just as thin and frail, but she held more life and joy within her. When the hut was finished, they saw that the sun had already passed its highest point—it was time to honor the gods. 

“Which god do you wish to pray to today?” Seeraba asked, as she always did.

“Today I pray to Deb, god of wind and warmth, and I ask for a warm summer,” Neera replied. She had always preferred the gods of the sky and stars. The lie came surprisingly easy this time. True, she would pray to Deb—but not for warmth. Deb could also carry magical things on the wind, and today Neera prayed for something exciting to happen. The past few days had dragged on, and she hoped something might convince Chief Saal to turn back and return to the plains. Perhaps Deb could make him believe the demons were real—frighten him away from this place.

“I pray to Tib, master of the forest and the beasts,” Seeraba said. “Let’s hope all this talk of demons isn’t true. I also hope he keeps the wolves and lions away from us.”

Her mother often prayed to a god for protection. “After losing so many children, that wasn’t surprising,” Neera thought. Her father always prayed to a god of love, and that wasn’t surprising either.

“I pray to Gob, the god who brings people together,” said Teego. Seeraba laughed at her husband again, but he didn’t seem to mind.

Together, they went to the stream and washed nuts and animal bones clean. Then they walked into the forest, where they buried everything and offered quiet prayers to the gods, asking them to grant their wishes. 

Neera truly believed the gods could accomplish almost anything. Many times, they had granted her wishes—but it always came at a price. The greater the wish, the more the gods demanded in return. After Neera first discovered this, she had stopped asking for big things. The gods might be powerful, but they were just as—if not more—unfair. Some hated the gods for their misfortunes, but Neera held no grudge. Without the gods, the world would be a sad place to live in.  

As the sun sank behind the mountains in the northwest, the low murmur of the camp still filled the air. No one had forgotten, or finished discussing, what the northerner had said. Most seemed afraid, while others tried to dismiss it with words.

Neera stepped into the hut where her parents sat in an embrace. Furs had been laid out in the back of the hut, where all three of them would sleep—just as they always did. Her parents sat quietly, doing nothing and saying nothing, but Neera couldn’t hold back the silence.

“Do you think it could have been the death god, Shib?” she asked softly.

“You mean the demon chieftain?” her mother replied, after a pause.

“Demons are said to be evil gods, aren’t they?” Neera said.

“No, these are the gods of the mountain—not one of ours,” her father said firmly.

“What’s the name of the death god in the mountain, then?” Neera asked. She knew the mountain gods were different from those of the forest. They were often quite similar to the ones she knew, but they had different names.

“I’m not sure,” Teego and Seeraba answered in unison.

Neera looked out from the hut and saw that the sun had already set. Soon, darkness would settle over the forest. She sat with her parents in silence. All that could be heard was the hum of the camp and the sound of someone tending a fire.

Their hut lay at the very edge of the camp. The opening faced the woods, and Neera could see deep into the pale birches.

“Maybe the northerner knows?” Teego suggested suddenly.

“Maybe he does,” Neera replied, before stepping out of the hut—accompanied by Seeraba’s soft laughter. 

If she could just find the northerner, surely he would know which gods were worshipped in the mountains. She moved between the huts and heard the crackling of the newly lit campfire. There, Chief Saal sat on a large stone, deep in thought.   

Neera went to the spot where she had last seen the northerner, but he was gone. It looked as if he had packed his things and left. If Saal found out, the man would be in serious trouble.

Neera wandered through the camp, thinking about the gods. Maybe they weren’t different at all—just the same, under different names. Suddenly, she realized she had stopped walking and let her thoughts run wild. 

Two small children, no more than three summers old, stood staring at her. Neera giggled, realizing she must have been standing there a while, lost in thought. She scared them off with a playful roar, and they laughed loudly as they ran back to their parents.

Neera smiled and began walking back toward her hut. That’s when she spotted the northerner, sneaking through the forest. He dragged his sled through the grass and kept himself low to the ground. 

She followed him, making sure no one noticed. Along the way, she couldn’t help but observe how well-fed he was—almost to the point of being fat. Rarely in her life had she seen anyone so round and bulky. His former tribe must have been skilled hunters, but judging by his appearance, he hadn’t taken part in many hunts himself.

She crept closer from behind, and he jumped when he noticed her. It looked like he was heading around the forest and up toward the mountain in the north.

“Where are you going?” she asked anyway.

“Uh, I have to get out of here,” the man said. “Your chief won’t listen to reason, so I’m leaving.”

“Can you answer one question first?” Neera asked, grabbing his arm.

“No, I have to go,” the man replied and yanked himself free.

“Wait,” Neera said, grabbing him again. She had often been told she was beautiful, but had never used it to her advantage the way some of the other women in the tribe did. They often traded themselves for protection from a strong man. But this time, Neera was desperate—she had to know about the gods in the mountains. She let go of him and stepped back. “Please?” she asked, trying to appear as appealing as she could. She wasn’t sure if she was doing it right, but it didn’t matter. The man smiled, so she must have managed something. He took a step toward her, and she stepped back just as far.

“What do you want to know?” he asked, his gaze sharp. 

Neera saw the desire in his eyes. The warm days had left her lightly dressed—just a few hides over her chest, hips, and feet. She felt nearly naked as his eyes traveled over her body. In that moment, she regretted everything and took another step back. Still, she wanted answers.

“What is the name of the death god in the mountains?” she asked, her voice nearly breaking.

“Come here, and I’ll tell you,” the man said, a crooked smile playing on his lips.

As he stepped toward her, Neera felt a desperate urge to scream. But just as she opened her mouth, another woman’s scream rang out from the camp. Neera turned toward the sound. The screaming was quickly followed by shouts and roars. She tried to run toward the camp, but the northerner grabbed her. She felt the stench of his sweat hit her nose as his hands locked around her. The man’s stink was enough to make her gag. Beyond the flickering light of the campfire, she saw dark shapes moving down from the mountain. They rushed into the camp, and Neera recognized the heart-wrenching cries of people dying.

“Look now—maybe you’ll see the death god for yourself,” the man whispered. A foul stench poured from his mouth as he spoke. “As he likes to say: ‘The best prey is prey that knows it’s about to die.’”

Neera couldn’t see his face, but she was sure the man was smiling. She saw her parents running from the hut. In front of them stood a man, his body covered in black stripes of charcoal. Teego and Seeraba froze before him. Neera tried to scream, but the northerner’s hand clamped tightly over her mouth.

That was when she felt the tremors. The ground beneath her shook. Nearby, she saw it—the beast the northerner had spoken of. Even if Neera had stood on her own shoulders, she wouldn’t have reached the top of its massive antlers. The moose’s black eyes looked lifeless and hollow. In its hands, it held a giant club, decorated with bones and sharp stones jutting from its end. With one long, heavy swing, it sent Teego and Seeraba flying across the grass and heather. The blow must have shattered every bone in their frail bodies. 

Neera let out a scream that not even the northerner’s hand could hold back. The beast slowly turned its head toward her—then turned away again and stomped into the camp, the club sweeping wildly through the air. She saw bodies flung through the sky. Some crashed into trees; others tore through huts as they landed. One of the demons, marked with black stripes, ran around with a torch, setting fire to the remaining huts.

“Now you’re coming home with me,” the northerner whispered. “Maybe the beast will have its turn with you too.”

Neera lifted her legs and let herself fall to the ground. The man wasn’t quick enough—he lost his grip. She spun around and slammed her fist hard into his groin. He doubled over, and she grabbed the stone dagger he had strapped to his hip. With all her strength, she drove the blade deep into his throat—again and again.

She sat atop the bloody, lifeless northerner when she felt the tremors in the ground once more. Quickly, she lay down and pulled the heavy corpse over herself. She heard the beast stomping past. Thankfully, it didn’t see her. The screams from the camp faded into silence, but Neera remained still. Only when the sun began to rise did she dare to move.

She pushed the foul-smelling corpse off her and got to her feet. Carefully, she stepped into the ruined camp and took in the destruction left by the demons. Everything was broken or burned, and the bodies lay scattered across the clearing. “These weren’t demons—just ravaging savages. They were Ravages,” Neera thought. 

She spotted Chief Saal lying lifeless near the remains of what had been the campfire only the day before. With tears in her eyes, she looked over the devastation. After a while, she realized that among all the dead, there were no children. Suddenly, her gaze fell on Teego and Seeraba. They lay in an embrace among broken branches and the collapsed furs that had once been their hut. Neera gently touched their cold bodies and broke into tears.

She had only just managed to bury her mother and father before the wolves came. She fled westward, along the mountain’s edge, away from the scavengers. With her, she brought the sled the northerner had packed. For count-less days, Neera wandered alone through the forest. All she wanted was to go home—but she knew it was far, and that she would likely starve on the way.

She went a long time without food or water, until one day she came across a shallow but wide stream. The clear water brought her a rush of joy. She gathered it in both hands before finally dipping her face into the stream and drinking all she could.

Once her thirst was quenched, she caught sight of some-thing further downstream. At first, it looked like a wild boar had died there. Curious, she moved closer—and quickly realized it wasn’t a boar at all, but a man. 

He was large, blue, and cold as ice. She saw dried blood on the hides that lay untouched by the water. The man’s body was covered in bite marks, and Neera assumed he must have been attacked by wolves. Since she had never been able to bury the others, she decided she could at least bury this man.

After much struggle, she managed to drag the lifeless body to a nearby cave. The scavengers wouldn’t reach him there. She laid him down and decided to light a fire for the evening, planning to bury the man the next morning.

Once the cave had warmed, she heard strange sounds nearby. She stepped outside—but the sounds were coming from within. They sounded like groaning. With a gasp, she realized the dead man was alive. Quickly, she pulled him closer to the fire and rushed out to fetch water.

With a waterskin full, she poured it gently into the corner of his mouth. He drank, though he didn’t move. Neera cared for him for four days. She laid him on a soft hide so he wouldn’t have to lie on the cold, damp cave floor. 

It didn’t take long for her to realize this was no ordinary man. His wounds had somehow healed—miraculously. Could the gods have sent one of their own, as payment for all the lives the demons—or these “Ravages”—had taken?

One day, when she returned from the stream with water, she was met by the man, now sitting upright inside the cave. He was a northerner too, but young and hand-some—completely unlike the others she had met. The sight of him made her smile. She tried speaking to him, but he didn’t seem to understand. She waved her arms and pointed as she talked, but it was no use.

“Neera,” she said at last, pointing to herself.

“Thoke,” he replied.
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CHAPTER 2
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Thoke was hunting. A lone wild boar stood grazing in the forest. The trees were spaced wide apart, with few branches near the ground. There wasn’t much to hide behind. The forest floor was flat and dry, covered in pine needles and jutting roots. Still, Thoke wanted to see how close he could get before the animal noticed him. 

Silent as a mouse, he crept forward, crouched low to make himself as small as possible. Now and then he used the tree trunks for cover. The boar had no idea that danger was closing in. Only when Thoke was about five paces away did the creature catch the scent of man. Its broad snout sniffed the air in three quick bursts before it suddenly bolted. 

With a crooked smile on his lips, Thoke gave chase. The boar was quick and nimble, weaving between the trees. Thoke noticed a kind of grace in how it avoided every obstacle in its path. 

Unfortunately for the boar, it wasn’t nimble or fast enough. Thoke caught up to the snorting beast and hurled himself over it like a starving wolf. With brutal force, he drove his flint dagger into the animal’s skull. Death was instant—or at the very least, swift and without pain.

Pleased with the day’s work, Thoke decided to make camp on the spot. He never carried much on his travels and pitched a new camp each night. The trees offered natural shelter, and it was usually enough to rest against a trunk to stay dry if rain came. Fallen branches and small logs lay scattered across the ground—plenty for a fire. 

As night fell, Thoke lit the fire. A bit of bark and dry twigs caught easily. He struck a few sparks and placed a log on the dry ground. With a slender stick, he rubbed back and forth rapidly against the log. His flawless technique soon brought tiny flames to life. The small twigs burned well, so he added larger ones. It didn’t take long before he had a proper campfire. With great appetite, he began cutting up his evening meal.

Every part of the boar could be used, but Thoke didn’t need much. Tonight, he simply wanted to enjoy a good meal. In peace and quiet, he dressed the fresh kill. He had been alone ever since the snowstorm had torn his hunting party apart. Thoke sighed at the thought. 

Whenever he had a free moment, his thoughts drifted back to that terrible storm. One moment, the hunting party had been crossing a frozen lake— the next, he woke up naked and alone, buried in snow. 

Whenever he saw other people, he always did his best to avoid them. Something inside him no longer allowed him to belong to anyone. Five winters had passed since the snowstorm, and he kept telling himself he was better off alone.

Still, hope lingered—the hope that he might one day find his family again. That was why he kept moving, covering as much ground as he could. Thoke lived one day at a time, filling his life with walking and hunting.

Late into the night, Thoke sat alone and ate in silence. First, he took the liver—raw and full of the taste he loved. His thoughts wandered to his dreams. Now and then, flashes of what had truly happened that fateful day surfaced, but the memories remained hazy and unclear. All he remembered were movements, light, and a terrible noise. One thing was certain—Thoke had not been the same when he woke. Something had changed him into something else entirely. 

Even at night, the forest was full of life, and sounds echoed all around him. After the snowstorm, sound had been the first thing Thoke noticed. He couldn’t see anything through the snow, but he could hear the snow crystals melting around him. The noise had been unbearable—but it helped him find the strength to claw his way out of that frozen grave.

Over time, he learned to master his hearing, and could pick up most sounds from far away. Even so, it was sometimes nearly impossible to separate them—to judge distances or meaning. Thoke realized he still had much to learn. 

The sounds often became overwhelming. Some nights felt endless, with the forest’s many voices flooding his ears all at once. It was as if someone were screaming directly into his mind at full volume. The sensations were too many, far too much to sort through. In those moments, Thoke would run to the highest mountains, where only the whisper of the wind filled his ears. There, he could focus—just on the wind—and slowly regain control of his hearing.

Suddenly, the birdsong fell silent, and the forest grew unnaturally still. Something was coming. Thoke rose carefully and tried to sharpen his hearing, but it was no use. He scanned the trees until his gaze caught something deep within the woods. A squirrel darted past him, and he flinched backward. The sound of its tiny paws pattering over the forest floor thundered in his ears. The squirrel scrambled up the nearest tree. 

The little creature vanished into the leaves. Then Thoke saw it—two glowing eyes in the darkness. Then four. Behind him, another pair appeared. Wolves. They were all around him. More emerged from the shadows, until he had counted ten.

Thoke had to think fast. He wasn’t sure whether to run for his life or stand his ground. He knew the snowstorm had given him the speed to outrun them—but there were many, and he often lost balance when running at full tilt. If he fell, he’d be easy prey. 

Maybe they were just after the boar. Thoke weighed his chances of fighting them off, but it seemed hopeless against a pack that size.

They crept closer—at first in total silence. Then came the sounds: growling, snapping, bone-chilling howls. They moved cautiously between the trees. The howling bored into his ears and sent shivers through his entire body. His father used to say, “If you can hear the wolves, it’s already too late to run.” 

Thoke hesitated too long. Now there was no avoiding the confrontation. He had faced wolves before—but only one or two at a time, never a whole pack. A lone wolf could be scared off easily, but ten was something else. 

He rose slowly and reached for his spear. That was a mistake. A single moment of distraction was all it took. Before he could grab it, one of the wolves sank its teeth into his outstretched arm. Thoke’s skin was tough and thick, so the wolf didn’t break through right away. With a powerful jerk, he hurled the beast into a tree. It wouldn’t be getting up again.  

Before he could regain his footing, two more wolves charged. One clamped its jaws onto his thigh. The other bit into the same arm—and this time, it tasted blood. Thoke wanted to cry out in pain but clenched his teeth hard. The agony shot through his body, all the way to his fingertips. 

With his free arm, he managed to draw his dagger. The wolf clamped onto his right arm became his target. Thoke drove the flint blade straight into the creature’s left eye. It died instantly—just as swiftly as the boar earlier.

He tore himself free from the second wolf and grabbed its back hide. With a powerful twist, he swung the animal over his head and snapped its spine against his right knee. The wolf let out a weak whimper. Its front paws clawed at the ground in a last, desperate attempt to pull its body forward—but life drained from it quickly. 

Three wolves were already neutralized. This was going far better than he’d expected. His right arm was bleeding heavily at the elbow—one of the wolf’s fangs must have driven deep beneath the skin. 

Now it was Thoke’s turn to strike. He lunged forward, knocked a wolf over, and threw himself on top of it. With a large stone he had snatched from the ground, he crushed its skull. 

Two more wolves hurled themselves at him. One sank its teeth into his ankle, while the other clamped down on the wound in his right arm. Thoke considered using the same move as before—but his dagger was still stuck in the dead wolf’s eye. 

He hesitated for a moment—and a third wolf attacked, then a fourth, and a fifth. They were everywhere around him, snapping and lunging for whatever they could reach. Their growls filled the air, and Thoke could hear their teeth scraping against bone.

The wolves landed several powerful bites that broke through his skin. The largest one clamped onto his throat and shook violently. Thoke felt his mouth fill with blood. It sprayed across his face as he coughed and desperately tried to breathe. 

In pure desperation, he summoned all his strength and tore himself free. Limping, he fled into the forest and managed to put some distance between himself and the wolves. When he turned, he saw them standing with jaws wide, blood dripping from their teeth. His heartbeat throbbed through every wound on his body. Pain pulsed and spread as the blood ran down his skin. He staggered between the trees, but thankfully, the wolves had stopped chasing. They seemed content to feast on the rest of the boar. 

Thoke ran as fast as he could, but his body could take no more. His strength failed, and his legs gave out beneath him. He collapsed into a wide, shallow stream, where his blood flowed with the current. He gasped desperately for air, but still couldn’t breathe properly. At last, his body gave in. With his head resting on a stone, he lost consciousness. 

Thoke lay lifeless in the stream and dreamed of his family. He was back at the old campsite—the place they had lived before the snowstorm. A wave of happiness washed over him. His sister and mother sat beside each other. His sister held up a bone pendant, made from the entrails and rib bones of the first deer he had ever felled. 

He stood to receive it, but a bright light blinded him. Everything went black. He felt trapped, unable to move. Someone was near. He could smell them. He heard their breathing—there was more than one. 

Thoke tried to open his eyes, but another burst of light struck his face just as someone leaned over him. The figure was blurry at first, but soon he could see her clearly—a woman, radiant and beautiful. 

Thoke awoke on the ground inside a small, sunlit cave. He had no idea where he was or how he’d gotten there. Beneath him, he felt the soft texture of reindeer hide against his fingertips. He let his fingers drift over the damp, dark earth that covered the floor. Various tools were scattered about—it was clear someone had lived here for some time. 

Before he had time to rise, a woman entered the cave. It was her—the woman he had seen in his dream, or maybe by the stream? She spoke to him, but he only understood fragments of her words. She gestured eagerly, as if doing everything she could to be understood.

“Neera,” she said, dropping to one knee and pointing to herself. Thoke sat up, and pain surged through his body. 

“Thoke,” he replied. He quickly realized she must have found him in the stream and brought him here. 

He gasped as the memory of the wolf attack returned in a flash. His hand shot to his throat, expecting to feel blood pouring out—but there was none. The wound had closed, and all he found were crisscrossing scars. With swift hands, he checked the rest of his body and felt the same—scars, everywhere. Somehow, his wounds had healed. He wondered how long he had been lying there.

Neera looked at him with wide, curious eyes. She seemed both fascinated and afraid. Thoke could hardly tear his gaze away from her. She was so beautiful it made him feel shy and awkward. She looked about his age, but her skin was a little darker than his. 

His eyes kept drifting back to her. He guessed she was much shorter than him—perhaps only up to his shoulder. Cautiously, he stood, his legs creaking as they settled beneath him. The pain was sharp but oddly soothing. She stood as well, and Thoke saw he’d guessed right—she barely reached his shoulder. 

Her hair was long, unkempt, and coal-black, just like his own. She was thin—far too thin—and looked completely starved. “She must be close to starving,” Thoke thought. They stood there, staring at each other in silence. Her eyes—light brown and spellbinding—held his gaze captive.

Thoke shook himself out of the trance, stepped past her, and left the cave. He looked around, breathing in the crisp morning air and taking in the scents of the forest. It was clear now—Neera was alone here. No wonder she was starving. Thoke knew what he had to do. Without a word, he ran into the forest, the grass springing up behind him. 

Neera lifted her hands, as if to stop him. The tattered brown hides she wore barely covered her chest and hips, and she had to tug them back into place as they started to slip. Thoke glanced back and met her desperate gaze. She looked frightened. And very, very alone. He had to hurry. 

Around midday, Thoke returned with a young deer slung over his shoulder. Neera still sat by the cave, wilted in the warmth of the summer sun. When she saw him, her face lit up. Thoke knelt and laid the deer at her feet. 

Neera began skinning the deer right away. They both badly needed new hides, though this one wouldn’t be enough. With a sharp stone, she cut swiftly through the skin while Thoke prepared a fire. It was clear she knew exactly what she was doing. 

As he gathered dry sticks, Thoke took a moment to look himself over. Scars covered his pale chest and arms. He realized he was just as thin as Neera. Where solid muscle had once been, there was now only skin and bone. 

By the time dusk settled over the forest, the food was ready. They sat in silence as they ate, but afterward they tried to speak. Sitting by the fire outside the cave, they struggled to have a conversation. Their languages were different, though a few words were similar—like fire, good, and warm. After several failed attempts to talk, they both fell asleep beside the crackling flames.

Neera woke just after sunrise to the sight of Thoke, already preparing the first meal of the day. The meat from the day before was still good. He handed her the hide from the doe, which he had prepared as soon as he woke. 

Once he was full, Thoke stood and began walking into the forest. Neera quickly got to her feet and followed him. She would likely starve if left on her own. When Thoke noticed she was walking behind him, he slowed his pace. A bit of company might be a welcome change. After all, it was the least he could do—she had saved his life. She could stay with him for a while, at least until her strength returned.

A short while turned into more days than they could count. Before they even had time to consider going their separate ways, the entire summer had passed. Both had regained the glow and weight they had lost. They had grown used to each other’s company—and now spoke the same language. 

Neera’s laughter rang out lightly as they walked among the beautiful mountains to the east. The sound drew a smile to Thoke’s lips. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. In fact, he couldn’t even remember what he’d said that was so funny.

“You have no idea what you just said in my language!” Neera managed between breaths.

“What’s so funny about a rough dagger?” Thoke asked, puzzled.

“In my language it sounds like... well... something you’ve got between your legs!” Neera covered her mouth, but couldn’t keep the laughter in. 

“Oh, ha!” Thoke laughed and then burst into full laughter.

“Say it again!” Neera cried out louder than she had meant to. 

“‘You can rub my rough dagger if you want to practice,’” Thoke said—and they both collapsed in laughter.

They lay on the moss, gazing up at the partly clouded sky. 

“What I meant,” Thoke began, “is that a rough dagger is one that isn’t finished yet. You have to rub the handle until it fits well in your hand.” 

Neera and Thoke locked eyes—then burst into laughter again. Neera rolled across the moss, back and forth, until she ended up nestled close to Thoke. 

“That explanation didn’t really make it any better,” Thoke said.

“Haha, yes it did!” Neera protested. “I think it made it much better!” She lay close against him, her hand resting on his chest. 

“Should we make a fire?” Thoke asked as he stood quickly. “It’s getting dark.” 

For once, the fire crackled in silence. Neera decided to use the quiet to ask something she had been wondering about for a long time. She let her gaze rest on Thoke for a moment, as she often did.

“Are you a god?” she asked softly, looking away.

Thoke was so caught off guard that he paused mid-chew. He didn’t know how to answer a question like that. 

“What makes you think that?” he replied, letting his gaze fall to the piece of dark meat in his hand. 

“When I found you, your throat was torn open, and there couldn’t have been much blood left in your body. How are you so strong and fast?” Neera crawled closer and looked straight into his eyes—their noses nearly touched. The warmth of her body made the fire feel cold in comparison. “Somehow, you survive wounds no one else could. The way I see it, you must be a god who’s fallen from the sky. Only the gods possess such power. There are many stories about gods taking human form.” 

Thoke gently shook his head and lowered his gaze to the ground. He pulled back slightly to put a little space between them.

“I don’t know how I survived those wounds. Honestly, I have no idea. But I’m no god. One day I was like everyone else—and the next, I was like this. Something happened, but I can’t remember what. I’m pretty sure those damned gods you speak of had something to do with it.” 

“What really happened? I’m sure you can remember if you try hard enough. Have you met the gods? How did you get those wounds?” Neera leaned forward, nearly standing, her face close to his. 

“I was attacked by a pack of wolves. They probably wanted the boar I’d killed—and they got it in the end.” Thoke didn’t catch all of her questions, so he answered only the last one. 

“So, you survived an attack by an entire wolf pack?” Neera leaned even closer, almost nose to nose again. “No ordinary man could have done that. Why are you alone? Where is your family—your tribe?”

Thoke lifted his eyes to the star-filled night sky. Once again, he managed to answer only the last of her questions. 

“They’re all gone. I don’t know where they are, or if they’re even still alive.”

Neera realized they had something in common. She had never shared what had happened to her tribe—or to her mother and father. As the fire crackled and sent warmth into the night, she felt safe for the first time in a long while. She chose her words carefully.

“My tribe is gone too,” she said quietly, avoiding his gaze. “They were killed by ravaging wild men—I call them the Ravages—more than a full moon before I found you.” 

“How long was I in the cave?” Thoke asked quickly, eager to steer the conversation elsewhere. He noticed a tear forming at the corner of Neera’s eye.

“You were there for four days and four nights,” she replied, looking up again, almost relieved the topic had shifted. “I think you’d been in the stream for a while. Most of the blood had dried, and you were blue and cold as ice. I carried you to a nearby cave so no animals would get to your body. I planned to bury you afterward and was sure you were dead—but then you started to move and make sounds. I poured water into your mouth, and you drank. The next day, I cleaned your wounds—but they had already closed on their own.”

Silence settled between them as Thoke took it all in. He had always held deep respect for the dead, and this gesture meant a great deal to him. Even the best and the worst among people deserved a proper burial. 

“I guess I’m not so easy to kill,” Thoke said, picking up a piece of meat and tearing it gently apart. 

“Not even a whole pack of wolves could bring you down.” Neera smiled warmly at him, and he returned it with a shy smile of his own. Something shifted in the air between them—a new warmth. 

“What is it?” he asked, curious.

“If you’re not a god yourself, then the gods must have given you this strength. Only the gods have power like that. We should both be thankful.” She looked up and tried to meet his eyes—and with a smile, she succeeded. 

Thoke felt a pang of guilt for having ignored her earlier attempt to share her story. He could tell she valued their conversation, and he decided to give it another chance. 

“Ravaging wild men, you said? Who were they? Did they really take your whole tribe?”

Neera was surprised that he asked such questions. It hurt to talk about it, but she wanted him to know what had happened. 

“The Ravages attacked our camp just after sunset.”

“The Ravages?” Thoke repeated. 

“I call them that because of how they tore everything apart. Some people call them demons, but I don’t believe that. Still, they came like demons in the night—just like in the stories my grandfather used to tell. Everyone fell. Everyone but me.” Her voice cracked at the end, and she folded her arms before hiding her face. 

“How did you manage to get away?” 

“I hid behind some bushes when they attacked. Every-thing happened so fast—it was horrible. I still have night-mares about the beast. He was half man, with the head of a moose, and I’m certain he had hooves. He towered over the others with that massive rack of antlers. With his long, spiked club, he struck down anyone who came near.” 

She grew distant, stood up, and walked away, while Thoke watched her silently. Gently, he followed—wanting, in his quiet way, to comfort her. With a slow movement, he reached out and took her hand. She stopped, turned, and met his gaze with tear-filled eyes. 

Thoke carefully wiped her cheeks with both hands. The clumsy movements of his large fingers made her smile just a little.

“Sorry,” he said. “I just wanted to help.”

“You did,” Neera replied, and wrapped her arms around him. “Can you tell me how you became the way you are? Where you come from?”

“It all started when I was about to lead my very first hunting party. Come to the fire, and I’ll tell you the rest.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3
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The sky was a deep blue, and the sunlight barely managed to melt a few drops from the snow that blanketed the small valley. Towering, snow-covered mountains loomed over the landscape. This day was unusually warm, and some-thing strange seemed to linger in the air. 

A tribe had made camp at the bottom of the valley. The camp mostly consisted of small huts made from wooden poles leaned together and covered with animal hides. The huts were simple and quick to set up, as they didn’t plan to stay long. Along the valley slope, snow caves had been dug for those without a hut of their own. 

It was clear that this was no ordinary day. The whole tribe was tense—a new life was about to enter the world. Childbirth was dangerous for both mother and child, and that only deepened the unease. 

Outside one of the huts, the tall and broad-shouldered Thorkar paced in circles. As the tribe’s chief and leader, he was about to become a father for the second time. Most saw him as a born leader, and the entire tribe respected his authority. The men both feared and admired him. Thorkar never hesitated to keep the tribe in line and ensure order, but now, the usually brave and fearless man was shaking with worry. The other men tried to calm him down. 

“If you keep pacing like that, you’ll dig yourself so deep even the wolves won’t find you,” teased Helok, Thorkar’s younger brother. “Thorkar the Wise, they call you—soon it’ll be Thorkar the Buried!” Helok’s comment drew laughter from the others, though Thorkar only gave him a sharp glare. 

Physically, the two brothers could hardly have looked more different. Helok was lean and barely reached Thorkar’s chin, with his dark, messy hair—more in line with the average height of the tribe’s men. Thorkar, on the other hand, was broad-shouldered and tall, a massive figure many regarded as a natural-born leader. 

Suddenly, the valley’s stillness was broken by a high-pitched cry from inside the hut. Thorkar froze mid-step, his expression hardening behind his thick beard and long mane that fell over his shoulders. He turned toward the sound and stepped carefully inside. 

Three-summers-old Dorkas watched him go with wide, curious eyes. After Dorkas’ parents had been killed by another tribe a few winters ago, Thorkar and his woman, Sira, had taken him in. 

Thorkar emerged again a moment later. The entire tribe had gathered outside, standing and sitting, all eyes fixed on the hut’s entrance, ready to see the newborn.

“Mother and child are both well,” Thorkar announced in a booming voice. “We have a son—and his name shall be Thoke!” With pride, he lifted the boy high into the air. 

The sight of the healthy newborn sparked wild celebration throughout the tribe. If the father deemed him worthy, the boy would one day inherit the mantle of chief. 

Raising a child under these conditions was no easy task. There were countless ways to lose one—predators, enemy tribes, sickness, or accidents were nearly impossible to avoid. Even a mild illness could be fatal. Thorkar and his woman, Sira, had already lost one child to a cold that never let go. That little one had not survived its first year. This time, they would be even more careful.

Fifteen winters later, the tribe had returned to the same little valley. It was the day before the great hunter’s trial. Thoke had grown strong and would, come morning, undertake the challenge that would earn him the right to lead his own hunting parties. It was a trial every man in the tribe had to face sooner or later. 

In many ways, Thoke was like his father. He hadn’t yet reached his full height or muscle, but he already looked down on his uncle Helok. His beard had yet to grow, though he hoped one day to wear a thick, mighty mane like his father. 

Thoke crouched behind a bush. His dark blue eyes barely peeked through the branches. His thick black hair was tucked behind his ears so it wouldn’t block his view. He had followed a reindeer trail down to a wide stream. The animal was close—he could feel it.

Carefully, he peeked out from the bush and spotted his prey. If he could hit it with his spear from here, he knew tomorrow’s trial would be no trouble at all. 

Thoke ducked down behind the bush, drew a deep breath, rose, and lifted the spear behind his shoulder. The breath left him as he saw Dorkas sitting over the reindeer, a bloody dagger in hand.

“You take too long, Thoke!” Dorkas called with a wide grin. “My grandmother’s grandmother could’ve killed this thing before you!” He laughed and started dragging the prey behind him. 

Thoke and Dorkas had been inseparable since Thoke’s first steps. At eighteen summers, Dorkas considered himself the most accomplished hunter in the tribe. To his frustration, Thoke had already outgrown him in both height and build. 

Dorkas now felt a strong need to prove his superiority. He was proud of the little beard he’d started growing, even if it was just a few hairs on his chin and upper lip. Thoke had yet to catch up in that regard. 

Thoke followed, disappointed, as Dorkas headed back toward camp. Soon they reached a deep ravine, where the stream had carved a jagged path through the rock. Water thundered far below. 

“You’ve got to start seizing your chances, Thoke,” Dorkas said as he eyed the gap, considering a jump. “You hesitate too much. You’re stuck inside your own head.”

“I would’ve taken it if you hadn’t stolen it.” Thoke picked up a stone and hurled it as far as he could. The stone vanished into the forest—and a faint whimper followed in its wake. 

A small bear cub came running out from the trees. Dorkas dropped the prey to the ground and quickly drew his spear. He and Thoke exchanged worried glances. Then a massive mother bear came roaring out of the forest. 

Thoke stood frozen in place. He didn’t know whether to run or stay and help. The bear lumbered toward them with heavy strides.

“Dorkas!” Thoke cried out in desperation.

Dorkas realized this was too much—even for him. 

“Over the ravine!” he shouted, then turned and ran, Thoke close behind. 

“We’ll never make it!” Thoke struggled to keep pace.

“Sure we will! Easy!” Dorkas hurled himself toward the far side—but didn’t quite make it. He stretched out his hands and barely caught the edge. Thoke followed just behind, hesitating for a only a heartbeat at the edge. But it was too late to stop. With a pitiful little leap, he pushed off and managed to grab hold of Dorkas’ left leg. He felt the deerskin slipping beneath his fingers Dorkas reached for a branch, but it snapped under his weight.

Thoke saw water spraying up against the rock far below. His fingers stiffened in the cold, and he fought to keep his grip. Dorkas heard the bear approaching—it must have crossed farther upstream where the ravine was narrower. Desperately, he tried to find a new hold, but Thoke’s weight was becoming unbearable.

Suddenly, two massive hands reached down and yanked them both up in a single powerful pull. 

“What in the world are you boys doing now?” Thorkar bellowed. 

Before they could answer, the bear came charging toward them. It skidded to a halt when it saw Grym—the largest man in the tribe, and perhaps the largest man in the world, as far as Thoke knew. 
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