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      The departing ship bobbed over the waves, fast diminishing toward the horizon.

      Kita and Kenyatta had been down on the beach to look at the incoming wares, as they always did when a merchant ship arrived. But the higher import prices had quickly darkened what was usually a fun event of haggling and bargaining, so they left in short order. After hiking up what was more a hill than mountain at the back of the little town, they had engaged in a bit of sparring until the ship departed. Now from their position atop the barren hills of Rocky Point, Jamaica, the two friends looked from the unhappy clump of buyers on the beach to the merchant ship, Salty Lady, climbing over the rolling waves of the ocean headed northwest.

      Kita whistled through his teeth, watching the departing ship bob over the waves, fast diminishing toward the horizon. “That captain rushed out of here like his life depended on it.”

      “Yeah, man.” Kenyatta glanced down at the beach, and the unhappy shop owners who’d just paid a premium for goods they’d paid half as much for over many years. “You tink him lying about the ocean swallowing up ships at sea? Maybe an excuse for higher prices?”

      “If not for the fear in his eyes and his urgency to be gone from here, I’d have thought so.” Kita shook his head. “No. That man was afraid.”

      “What come out of the ocean to scare a sea captain?” Kenyatta asked. “Him look like he want to get out of the ocean forever, but in a hurry to get away from here at the same time. Never seen anyting like it.”

      Kita turned away from the ocean to look down at the town below. “Whether he’s lying or not, it doesn’t matter. Sumfest is in two days. The grounds are freshly tilled and smoothed, and those angry vendors will make plenty of profit like they do every year.”

      The mention of the annual summer festival nicknamed “sumfest”, brought a smile to Kenyatta’s face. He thought of the beach parties, the city streets packed with revelers, the straw hut taverns and eateries overflowing with jovial patrons talking loud and sipping rum. “Yeah, man. Dem carryin’ in a few new artists this year. Maybe …”

      He trailed off when a sound, like an animal the size of a mountain taking in a deep breath, rolled over them. He looked out at the ocean to see a colossal wave rising several hundred feet from the beach. “Bombaclot …”

      “What now?” Kita asked, turning back.

      Kenyatta never took his eyes off the ocean as he waved Kita over. “Impossible.”

      Kita’s eyes widened. “What is that?”

      The wave approached the shore, picking up speed and size.

      “Ken …” Kita cast Kenyatta a sidelong glance. “It’s coming straight for land. Fast.”

      Kenyatta looked from the ocean to the throngs of people. Thatch-roofed huts filled with eating and drinking locals and visitors who’d come to perform at Sumfest. People socializing under towering coconut and palm trees, directly in the path of the still growing wave. “We’ve got to warn everyone. Now!”

      “No time.” Kita pointed out at sea.

      They stared helplessly as the swell—now more than fifty feet high—raced toward the shore.

      When revelers on the beach finally spotted the danger, shouts and panic ensued. People scrambled from homes and buildings; those beachside sprinting away from the shore. Some climbed onto the roofs of houses while others tried to climb trees or simply ran.

      Kenyatta and Kita shouted at people to come towards them for higher ground, but to no effect. They might as well have been yelling from the other side of the world, for the distance and the roar of the predatory wave drowned out their voices.

      Kenyatta clenched his fists in helpless frustration as the wave reached the beach and washed right over it. Shouts turned to screams, which were quickly silenced by the crashing water.

      The two friends could do nothing but watch as huts were blasted apart as though made of stacked twigs. Some of the older, hardier trees withstood the flood while others snapped in half or were snatched out of the ground and washed inland to burst through the stone and wooden walls of homes and businesses.

      Kenyatta and Kita looked on in horror, their eyes darting left and right as they took in the tragedy. The ocean itself rose up before their eyes and flowed over those buildings that managed to survive the first impact. People thrashed around in the rushing currents like ants in a stream. Some were lucky enough to wash upon high ground, while others collided with trees and buildings, or were pushed further into town and out of sight.

      Then it stopped.

      Kita’s mouth worked silently as he watched in helplessness at the tragedy below. “How?” he finally managed. “How in the name of the Gods was that possible? Waves can’t just leap out of the ocean. They don’t raise up only in one spot, and settle back down like that.”

      Kenyatta didn’t hear him. He just stared at the chaos which became a blur through the tears welling in his eyes. Rocky Point was a peninsula separated from the rest of the island by a clump of small bare mountains. In front of those mountains were a series of hills overlooking a town of colorful structures that brought the town to life.

      Now that life was being crushed. Kenyatta looked out at the ocean. It washed completely over the town to crash at the base of the hills where he and Kita stood.

      Like fingers sliding across the sand, the water retreated, leaving complete devastation in its wake. Homes and businesses lay in splinters. Trees, along with the dead and injured, lay strewn about the once-happy town like leaves after a windy day.

      Kenyatta heard Kita’s voice, and it sounded as though it wasn’t the first time his friend had spoken.

      “Ken,” Kita placed a hand on his shoulder, “we’ve got to get down there and help the survivors. Another one might come in.”

      Kenyatta let out a ragged breath and nodded. “Yeah … yeah, man.”
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      Seung stood under the endless downpour of Inayo Falls. Cradled in the void of meditation, the roar of the falling water had long gone silent in her ears. And even though Seung hadn’t traveled much in her life, she couldn’t imagine a more beautiful and serene place could exist.

      She drifted deeper into her standing meditation under the torrent. Eyes closed, standing erect, the young warrior held her hands in front of her heart, forefingers and thumbs pressed together, her remaining fingers curled inward.

      When she sat directly on the earth, she felt a strong connection with it. From the rocks, to the tiny plants and shrubs, to the giant trees who whispered to each other through their network of roots in the ground. She could expand her awareness and feel the air, the sky, even connect with a nearby bird in flight.

      She sometimes floated on her back in the lake at that base of the falls and let her awareness connect with the underwater plants, the moss, the fish. Today was one of her frequent, and more difficult, endeavors: to connect with the earth from a more challenging position.

      Standing upon the lone boulder directly under the crashing water, Seung stretched her awareness from her location to the shore. She felt the ever-unmoving presence of the earth. She rode the leaves that detached from the branches of trees and floated in the air.

      Seung pulled her awareness back, then sent it into the water. She felt the presence of the moss at the floor of the lake. She felt the underwater plants, swaying with the lazy current. She felt the energy formed by the constantly moving water, and the presence of the beautiful gold, white, and red carp swimming along the bottom, pecking at moss.

      She basked in her connection with the flowing water and its inhabitants, enjoying the quiet and tranquil depths of the lake.

      Her body gave a sudden involuntary jerk. A huge and heavy presence appeared in the lake and pressed down on her. Seung’s awareness recoiled, but the entity was everywhere. The force closed around her until it felt as though she was held fast in an unbreakable grip. Her brow twitched as she fought to hold on to herself. The force was so big, so powerful, she felt she would be absorbed in it if she faltered.

      Anger, restlessness, resentment. Seung tried to move away, but the presence was there, filled with raw and primal emotion. She felt the sensation of being awoken from a fitful sleep to a destroyed home filled with enemies. Her home, destroyed, poisoned. The poison crept into her, filling her mind and body with pain and rage.

      Seung’s eyes popped open. She gasped, then doubled over in a fit of coughing when she inhaled some of the falling water. She slipped and fell off the boulder into the pond, and though she was awake from her meditation, the lingering connection remained. The anger turned to sorrow, then regret, then anger again. Was something in this pond trying to communicate with her?

      She swam for the surface and inhaled a deep breath of air, coughing up the last bit of water that had made it to her windpipe. She made her way to the shore and dragged herself out of the pond. On hands and knees, she took several ragged breaths. What was that?

      Seung pushed aside several locks of wet hair clinging to the side of her head and looked over her shoulder at the lake. Was something in there? She’d grown up swimming in that water and had never had such an experience. Such an enormous presence couldn’t possibly live in that small body of water.

      She climbed to her feet and walked to the shore, eyeing it as though it was a venomous animal. The sensation had already begun to fade, yet her curiosity hadn’t. She dipped her toe in the water, then her foot. Nothing. Seung waded back into the water until she was waist-deep.

      “Are you some kind of water spirit?” She glanced about her surroundings, then shook her head. “Talking to no one. I must look like an idiot.” She waded in deeper until she was treading water, then floated on her back. She spread her arms out and felt her hair tickling her arms, as it drifted about her head like a cloud.

      Watching a gray heron glide across the cloudless blue sky, she thought about the many times during her meditations when she’d felt a link with a nearby animal or bird, feeling their feelings, their contentment or fright, hunger, wariness. Seung blinked. Is that what just happened? The idea of something that large and powerful connecting with her nearly sent her swimming back for land. Instead she took a few calming breaths, then closed her eyes and opened herself again, carefully. Despite her caution, the images hit her hard again.

      She fought to keep her fear in check and communicate with the presence. She sensed no evil, but whatever it was, it was unhappy. What are you trying to tell me?

      If it heard her, it didn’t respond, but continued to flood her with pain, anger, and frustration. It was like sharing a nightmare with another being. Death, sickness, rage. Scorched and poisoned lands filled with toxic chemicals from long ago.

      Seung pushed through the bombardment. Who are you? What are you trying to tell me?

      For a flicker of a moment the presence was fully aware of her, and she sensed disdain. She was the cause of its pain. She was the cause of its sickness. Not just her. All like her.

      Seung struggled to remain calm under the accusations. I’ve done nothing. The presence pressed down on her with crushing force, and her body tensed. Please, you’re hurting me. To her surprise, it responded.

      “As you’ve hurt me.”

      It was like being spoken to by a mountain, so heavy and powerful was the voice. Countless images flashed through her mind, and she shook violently, unaware of the water splashing over her face, or that she was now below the surface. So many images. Too many to withstand.

      Seung’s eyes flew open. She looked around, surprised to find herself underwater, and half expecting to be attacked by some giant creature. Carp swam around her at a safe distance, eyeing her as they drifted by.

      She worked her way to the surface and broke through with a long gasp of sweet air, and treaded in place, trying to get her bearings. She found the shore, several dozen feet away and realized she’d drifted to the middle of the pond. She swam hard and didn’t stop until her feet touched the rocky bottom.

      Seung splashed her way out of the water and bent over, placing her hands on her knees to catch her breath. She looked back at her peaceful retreat since childhood. Now it looked ominous.

      “What in the name of the Gods?” Seung took a deep breath, and replayed the experience in her mind. She closed her eyes and saw the deep blue ocean, once vibrant and thriving now sick and dying. She saw fanged beasts with long necks and slitted eyes, frightful enough to stop her heart.

      Snow drifted on the howling winds of an icy tundra, where a range of mountains stood watch over the frozen landscape.

      Seung’s shiver had nothing to do with the weather. “What did I connect with?” She hugged herself and continued to stare at the lake. “Do I even want to know?”
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      Seung took the long route home, passing through woods filled with maples, pines, oak, and red trees, inhaling the smell of the earth, moss, and tree sap. She closed her eyes and sighed allowing the song of the forest to ease her mind. With no small bit of apprehension from her experience at the lake, she tentatively opened herself to the environment.

      All about the woods and leafy forest floor, squirrels scurried up and down the trees in play. A crow called overhead, and another answered. Then another. She extended her awareness further and touched the presence of a wolf resting at the base of a tall pine. It lifted its head and twitched its ears, alert to her presence. After a moment, it lowered its head and relaxed.

      Seung smiled as she moved on, walking slower than usual as she practiced extending her awareness all around her. She felt the contentment of the trees, the bushes and shrubbery basking in the sunlight, the moss and lichen clinging to the trees.

      She’d first stumbled on this ability as a child. Adults had told her it was her imagination, but it only grew stronger the more she practiced it. Over time, her ability to attune with nature grew stronger until it simply felt a natural part of who she was. That ability had been a comfort for a child who was different from everyone else.

      The stray thought sent her fingers to the tips of her ears, and she quickly covered them with her hair. No one Seung had ever met had ears like hers. Where others rounded at the top, hers came to a point. Where others of her people had features only slightly angular, hers were sharper. Her eyebrows were more pointed, her jawline and cheekbones slightly longer. The people of Kyu Village, were used to her sharp features and melodious voice, but she hid her ears under her hair always. It was a deformity she never let anyone see.

      Seung hopped over a fallen tree, then started uphill. The woods northwest of Kyu were her favorite place, aside from Inayo Falls. Trees with red, yellow, and orange leaves shone in the late afternoon light, a beautiful heralding of autumn’s arrival. Seung closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out in a contented hum.

      She thought back to her encounter in the lake. She hadn’t felt anything of that presence since retreating from the water. And the further she left it behind, the more the feelings dissolved to be replaced by the sweet and pungent smell of moss, the plants and flowers, the whispers of the trees, the bird chatter.

      The possibility of something as large as what she’d felt living in that pond made Seung shudder. She shrugged the thought away. “Nothing lives in there but fish.”

      She reached the top of the incline and looked down on the village below, surrounded by woods alight with multicolored leaves. “The fiery puffs of fall,” she murmured, and her round pink lips stretched into a smile.
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      The homes of Kyu Village sat nestled against green, rolling hills, as though sitting upon huge wide stairs. Firmly packed dirt roads led through the middle of the village and branched off at various points at each level.

      Seung inhaled the crisp fresh air of the breeze snaking its way down the hills. The wooden door to a home slid open and three children ran out, giggling and chasing each other. She looked up to see a fourth child peeking over the side of the gray tiled roof. The girl had a devious grin on her face as she cocked her arm back, a pine cone in her little hand as she took aim.

      A woman with a large stuffed pack appeared from inside and yelled up at the child on the roof, then spotted Seung and bowed.

      Despite her standing as the finest warrior in Kyu Village, Seung always felt undeserving of such reverence. She dipped into a small curtsy and bowed her head in turn, showing the elder woman equal respect.

      The woman smiled and gathered up the children as the fourth boy climbed down from the roof. The woman looked past Seung with what seemed a concerned expression, then bowed her head once more, and herded the children up the path.

      The deeper Seung moved into the village, the more populated it would become, so she paused to slide her hands through her hair to ensure it covered her ears.

      To her surprise, however, few people populated the winding walkways. Those who were about, hurried from their homes up the hill toward the central pavilion. A tiny stab of fear pierced Seung’s stomach. Irrational as it was, she couldn’t help feeling that this was somehow connected to her experience at the falls. “Impossible,” she told herself.

      A man trotted down the hill in her direction, and when he spotted Seung, broke into a run.

      Seung smiled at her best friend. “Tae Kim! What is it?”

      “Good,” Tae said, ignoring the question. Despite his having run from deeper in the village to find her, he still breathed easy. “You’ve saved me time.”

      Her eyebrows raised. “Oh?”

      Tae Kim started back in the direction he’d come, Seung falling in step beside him as he said, “We have visitors.”

      Seung looked at him. “Why is that unusual?”

      “They’re from Ulleung Island off the eastern coast.”

      Seung felt the pit of her stomach go cold, though it was surely an absurd reaction. Why would this be connected to her experience? Yet somehow, deep down, she knew it was.

      “You all right?” Tae asked.

      Seung blinked. “Hm?”

      “You know something I don’t?” Tae asked, nodding at her clenched fists.

      Seung glanced down at her fists and relaxed. “No. I was just thinking about something I saw near the falls.”

      Tae gave her a skeptical look. “As you say. They arrived here not long ago, and I was on my way to the falls to get you. Luckily, you’re back earlier than usual. I spoke with several of them, but they aren’t making much sense. They claim a giant wave rose high into the air and washed over the entire island…” he trailed off when Seung stopped. “What is it?”

      “A wave washed over the whole island?”

      Tae nodded. “That’s what they say, but I don’t see how it’s possible. A wave powerful enough to wash over an entire island, even one as small as Ulleung, would arrive at our own shores. Kyu’s not so far from the coast. Something that big would have reached us.”

      In the blink of an eye, Seung relived the horrible moments shared with her by the presence in the lake. “It could still be coming toward us.”

      “I sent scouts to the coast,” Tae said. “One of them should return soon with a report.”

      They reached the central pavilion where it looked like all of Kyu was gathered. One of the village leaders stood on a raised platform, hands gesturing in the air as she spoke.

      “… the warning of the unfortunate people who escaped the fate of their beloved home, we have a chance to be prepared. Take only what you need and move to the Sun and Moon Temples. They are the highest point in the area.”

      “If an entire island was washed over,” Seung said as she and Tae observed the uneasy crowd, “those people wouldn’t have survived to reach us.”

      Tae nodded again. “I said as much. But they claim that they were out at sea on their fishing boat when it happened, and set a course straight for the mainland.”

      “They would have been riding high waves or drowning beneath them. This doesn’t make sense.”

      “They claim the ocean settled immediately after Ulleung was destroyed.” Tae shook his head. “I told you they weren’t making much sense. I don’t doubt that some tragedy has happened, but events like this can skew one’s memory.”

      Seung closed her eyes. Images flashed through her mind of washed over islands and waves as tall as the towers in the cities from the Age of Technology. She saw endless destruction, felt the anger, the sickness, the resentment. And it all felt like it originated from the vision of a snowy tundra guarded by a glaring mountain range. She gasped. When she looked to her side, Tae was staring at her.

      She looked at him, taking in his dark brown eyes, close-cropped black hair and high cheekbones.

      He said nothing, but Seung knew that look. Tae wouldn’t press, but it was obvious something was going on with her. She repressed a sigh of relief when one of Tae’s scouts came trotting up the hill. The scout bowed to each of them, then delivered his report.

      “Master Tae. The tide is normal and the ocean is calm. There’s no indication that a tsunami or anything similar comes our way.”

      Tae Kim nodded. “Given the suddenness of that last one, better to keep watch. Tell the others to maintain their posts until nightfall. No need to send word unless something unusual happens.”

      Seung thought again of the vision of the mountain range in that harsh-looking snowy tundra. She felt a pulling from deep inside that seemed related to this place.

      “… since you’ve returned, Seung.”

      Tae’s voice interrupted her thoughts again and she blinked. “Hm?”

      Her best friend sighed. “I said, you’ve been distracted since you’ve returned from Inayo. What’s going on with you?”

      Seung opened her mouth several times.

      “Are you trying to tell me fish are drowning?”

      Her teeth clicked when she shut her mouth. “Funny.” She looked back to the raised platform, watching the announcements but not really listening. “I don’t know how to describe what’s on my mind without you thinking I’ve lost it.”

      He smirked. “We’ve known each other all our lives, Seung. You’ve always been weird.” Tae chuckled and moved closer; Seung fought the impulse to ensure her hair was over her ears. “You’re like my sister, girl. Do you really think I don’t know why you style your hair that way? You probably think they’re a flaw, but I think they’re beautiful.”

      Seung felt a stab of alarm but she calmed. Tae was indeed like her brother. He would never tell anyone about her deformity. “How long have you known?”

      “Since we were children and fell asleep camping in the woods.”

      Her lips parted in astonishment. “That was over twenty years ago,” she whispered.

      “Not my business. You always hide it. I respect that.” He shrugged.

      Seung smiled at her best friend. “Childhood cruelty managed to pass you by, didn’t it?”

      Tae winked at her. “I knew something was different about you when your voice started to sound like you were always singing. Trust me, when the other boys finally grew up, it became a rather attractive quality about you, even if it was unusual.”

      “We should talk with the refugees,” Seung said, embarrassed. To her relief, Tae let the subject drop.

      A woman stood and moved away from the main group as Seung and Tae approached. Seung gave a mental nod of approval at the woman’s strong presence despite her petite stature.

      “This is Mi-Suk,” Tae said, indicating the woman.

      Mi-Suk was half a head shorter than Seung, with somewhat tanned skin, indicating years of field work. A breeze ruffled her shoulder-length hair, and she ignored the stray strands that fell in front of her light brown eyes. She executed a precise bow. This one had a strong will.

      “Master Tae Kim and Master Seung Yoon. I offer gratitude on behalf of my people and myself, for your warm welcome. It has been…hard.”

      Seung returned the bow and said, “I cannot imagine what you’ve been through, Mi-Suk. We are sorry for the loss of your loved ones and your home.”

      The other woman pressed her lips together and gave a curt nod. “Thank you. All that is left of Ulleung is what you see here?” She half turned and waved out a hand to indicate the other refugees.

      The haggard group stood silently, staring straight ahead. Their clothes and hair were soiled and tangled, patches of sand stuck here and there to their bodies. With an effort, Seung kept the emotion from her face and her voice. “We are happy to help you rebuild your lives here, or anywhere you wish.”

      Mi-Suk nodded again with a forced smile. “The people of Kyu are kind. Have you come to speak with me about what happened?”

      “I have.”

      Mi-Suk spread her hands. “That won’t take long, for there is little to say. I normally work the fields and harvest the vegetables and roots. Today I was asked to help on the fishing boats, and I was excited for the change in routine.”

      And that invitation saved your life, Seung thought.

      “We set out at dawn, and were out for half the day. Once our barrels were filled with fish, we set out for home. We were in sight of Ulleung when we heard a sound as if the ocean itself drew a deep breath. Only a moment later the giant wave rose and fell. Not a mile away. Maybe not half that distance.”

      “How can that be possible?” Tae Kim asked. “That close, your boat surely would have been caught in the wave.”

      Staring at the ground, Mi-Suk clenched her jaw. “We saw what we saw, and that was a giant wave rising high above the tallest buildings in the great cities, and crashing down on our home. No one …” She sniffed and took a deep breath, then squared her shoulders and looked at Seung and Tae. “There were no survivors. All we could do was sit in the water and watch the island die. Three fishing boats carrying the twenty four of us are what’s left of Ulleung.”

      “I’m sorry for asking you to relive that horror,” Seung said.

      “We will relive that horror for many days to come,” the other woman said. “But if I may offer this in exchange for your kindness, and that it may save your beautiful home, I do it gladly.”

      Seung felt the tug in the pit of her stomach again, urging her toward some distant frozen land she’d rather not visit, but knew she must. “Kyu Village is your home for as long as you wish it. Please extend our condolences to the rest of your people.”

      Lips still pressed together, Mi-Suk responded with another precise bow.

      “She’s a strong one,” Tae said, when the woman was out of earshot. “She grieves in silence while comforting those who grieve openly. If there are any half as tough as her, Kyu will be all the better for it.”

      Seung was only half listening as her mind played through what the woman had said: giant waves washing over islands, a huge presence that felt like it was the size of the ocean, or was the ocean itself. She felt the tug in the pit of her stomach grow stronger, and she looked to the northeast.

      “You see something I don’t?” Tae asked.

      “No … but yes.” Seung unconsciously placed a hand to her stomach. “Whatever answers there are to this, they’re that way.”

      “And you know this how?”

      She shook her head. “I just know.”

      “Of course.” Tae stared in the same direction as Seung. “Since we were kids, I learned not to ignore your intuition. Is this one of those times?”

      When she nodded, he gave her a sidelong glance. “Sometimes I think you listen to the trees, the ground, or even the air, Seung. You sure you’re even human?”

      Though the comment was meant in jest, Seung felt a stab of uncertainty at the question. She thought about the times she’d tried to tell her friends or older family members of the things she could feel, how she could hear the trees speaking to each other, and feel the mood of the forest. “Such a fanciful imagination, you have,” was the usual response.

      “I don’t know,” Seung answered before she caught herself and joined in with Tae’s quiet laughter.

      “Sometimes I think you’re serious when you talk like that, my friend.” He looked over his shoulder at the assembly, where the speaker had stepped down and the crowd was beginning to disburse. “Looks like talk is over. Come. There’s much work to be done in case this mysterious tsunami comes our way.”

      “You must do it without me,” Seung replied, looking to the northeast again. “I have to…” Have to what? Chase after an hallucination? A nervous feeling in my stomach?

      Tae frowned at her. “That feeling you have?” He shook his head. “Intuition or not, Seung. How is it possible you know this? And what could you do about it alone? Our best action would be to ensure we’re on high ground and prepare for the potential flood.”

      “You’ve known me my whole life, my friend,” Seung said. “I can’t explain how I know this, or even how I’ll deal with it, but I know that remaining here is not the right thing for me.” She faced her best friend and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Kyu looks to you, Tae Kim. Do your part as I do mine.”

      Tae nodded past her. “You would do your part there? In some distant place you’ve never been?”

      “I would,” Seung replied. “I can say no more than to ask you to trust me.”

      He shook his head, but pulled her into a tight hug. “If you were anyone else, I would’ve written you off long ago.”

      “But I’m not,” Seung replied, fighting back the images in her mind to fully share this moment with her dearest friend. This moment which could well be their last, for she had no doubts this journey would be filled with danger.

      “You go to pack immediately, then? Will you at least wait till tomorrow, or are you to set off now?” He sighed at Seung’s guilty grin. “Of course you wouldn’t wait till tomorrow.” He wrapped her in another hug, then kissed her on the cheek. “Be well and be safe. And don’t make me come looking for you.”

      “Thank you, dear Tae. And you as well.”

      She took a side trail toward her home, feeling Tae Kim’s eyes on her back. She stepped around the side of a house and leaned against the wall. The pulling in her stomach was stronger than ever, as though confirming she’d made the right choice. “But where am I going?” she thought aloud. The pull inside her once again made her look to the northeast. Something was waiting for her, and she doubted she’d like what she found. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves.

      “Very well.”
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      Kenyatta set his jaw as he helped a woman pull yet another partially buried body from the mud.

      “I tink dis the last one,” she said. “Gods be merciful I hope it’s the last one.”

      Gods. Two years earlier Kenyatta had seen the power of the Gods brought to bear through mortals. Thoughts of that battle at Takashaniel sent his thoughts speeding back to the fateful day when a wall of darkness washed over the fields of the great tower. Hundreds of demons had descended on the fields of the Tower of Balance; Takashaniel. He, alongside Kita and three warriors from Japan, had battled the endless horde to their physical and mental limits.

      The Children of the Gene. That was what Iel, the guardian of Takashaniel, had called them. Within Kenyatta, Kita, and the three Japanese warriors, existed a gene given by the Daunyans—the true name of the Gods—that quickened only when an irritant entered this plane of existence; an irritant such as a demon.

      “Don’t go lettin’ ya faith be shaken, bwoy,” the woman said, mistaking Kenyatta’s silence. “Da Gods be merciful even in tragedy. Dem get us through dis.”

      Kenyatta smiled at her. The Gods gave them the free will to choose their lives and live with the consequences and triumphs that resulted. Including tragedies like this. Humans were no more exempt from mass death due to natural forces any more than the animals they share the world with.

      Having no words to offer, Kenyatta nodded his head and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. He stood and looked around. Splintered huts, trees snapped like twigs, collapsed houses and fallen businesses. All of Rocky Point was destroyed. Not a single house or building had been spared from the fury of the ocean when it hammered down on the place. Kenyatta replayed the moment before the waves hit. He remembered the ominous sound of a tremendous inhalation as the waves rose up into the sky.

      “Demons,” he murmured.

      “I’d struggle to believe every demon we battled at Takashaniel combined could manage this,” Kita said as he climbed up from the remains of a fallen house. He glanced at the lady Kenyatta had been helping, but she was already off to help more injured survivors. “It would take a tremendous amount of power to reap this much destruction.”

      “You heard that sound as the ocean raise up before the town, ya?” Kenyatta glared at the open sea. “Ain’t nothing got power to create something like dat, man. What else could it be?”

      Kita looked out at the ocean as well, but offered no answer. “I heard people wondering what could have caused it. Maybe an earthquake in the ocean. All they have are guesses.”

      “You don’t believe it any more than I do,” Kenyatta replied. “Tsunamis wash in from the ocean, not raise straight up out da water to crash down on top of you.” He ran a hand through his twisted locks. “Demons, man. Or one really powerful one.”

      “So, what then?” Kita asked. “We go back to Takashaniel to find answers?”

      “I don’t know,” Kenyatta replied. “I feel like we don’t have time for dat, but we need answers.” He turned away from the ocean to face Kita. “Der is a man who come from a long line of people called nature readers. We could try him.”

      “Nature readers?” Kita frowned. “That’s an…odd title.”

      “Me grandfather know dis man. Him talk all the time about how da man help him with his garden because dem friends. Grandpa say him a little on the grumpy side at times, but a good man. Maybe he knows something.”

      Kita looked around at the ruin that had been Rocky Point. “Other than helping everyone get to higher ground, I don’t think there’s anything else we can do here.”

      After asking around for more than an hour, they finally found the man on other side of the hills, walking in the midst of traumatized survivors. Though slender, there was a strength to the man despite his advanced years. He moved with a sure step, studying the ground, touching trees, whether fallen or not. He seemed to pay closer attention to any place where water collected.

      “Seems really concerned,” Kita said dryly.

      “Everyone do what they can,” Kenyatta replied. “He seeks answers in his way.”

      “By going out for a casual stroll in the midst of a disaster?”

      In answer, Kenyatta pointed as the man dipped his hand in a large puddle of water and closed his eyes. He stood and gave an irritated shake of his head.

      “Ya find someting, old man?” Kenyatta asked.

      “Ya parents raise you better than to address an elder as ‘old man,’ bwoy?” came the retort.

      “I apologize,” Kenyatta said. “Can we help you?”

      “I don’t know what you tinkin’ you can do to help me.”

      Kenyatta stepped forward. “Please forgive me my lost manners on this terrible day. I’m Kenyatta Ihe, and dis me friend, Kita Sepata.”

      The man rubbed his chin. “Ihe. Only one family in Jamaica wit dat name.”

      “You were friends with me grandpa,” Kenyatta said.

      The older man thought on that for a moment, then his face lit with recognition. “Barry. Such a long time ago, my friend leave dis world.”

      “When I was no more than a handful of years old,” Kenyatta said, his voice taking on an uncharacteristically serious tone.

      Kita gave him a pat on the shoulder before offering his hand to the older man. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Kenyatta didn’t miss the muscles clench in the old man’s forearm as he accepted Kita’s hand.

      “Looks like the foreigner got more manners than you, bwoy,” he said to Kenyatta. “Name’s Malimokuru.” He looked around at the ruins of the little town. “I need get out to the ocean if I’m to find out what’s going on.”

      “I’d think that’s the last place to be,” Kita replied.

      Malimokuru made a helpless gesture. “I’m a nature reader. I can’t know anyting about the sea until I’m out in it, dippin’ my hand in it, feelin’ the water and everyting livin’ in it. It’s the only way.”

      Kenyatta waved a hand in the direction of the beach. “So you can dip your toes in over there and be done with it, ya?”

      Malimokuru shook his bald head. “Nah, man. Doesn’t work that way. You bite the tip of a piece of food, you don’t get all the flavor hiding deeper in. I need get out in the ocean and dip my hand in.

      Kenyatta sighed. “Then let’s get out dere while the water’s calm and hope we don’t get swallowed up in another tsunami.” He spared Kita a quick warning glance, and his friend nodded. If this was indeed the work of some major demon, they would be virtually helpless out in the ocean. But they were just as helpless here as well, and Kenyatta had a feeling that the last flood was a warning.

      A woman turned down the street toward them, her arms laden with blankets. The woman—somewhat impatiently—approached when he waved her over. “We’re trying to help,” he said to the woman. You know who’s organizing?”

      “On my way there now,” the woman said, holding up the blankets.

      “Tell everyone to get to high ground as soon as they can,” Kenyatta replied

      The woman nodded. “Yeah, man. People already on the move.” She looked from him to the others. “We could use some extra hands, ya know. Lotta people injured and in shock.”

      “We’re on our way to do our part now,” Kenyatta assured her.

      They reached the docks and found a boat that would have been small under the best of conditions, but looked a great deal smaller given the recent event.

      Kita looked at the boat, then out at the ocean. “Oh yeah. That looks safe.”

      Kenyatta let out a nervous chuckle. “Yeah, man.”

      “The swell that come crashin’ over Rocky Point can flip dis boat or a ship ten times its size.” Malimokuru climbed into the little rowboat and moved to the front. “Quit wastin’ time and get in.”

      “I suppose we rowin’ then?” Kenyatta said as he and Kita climbed aboard.

      “You see extra oars?” Malimokuru replied.

      At the nature reader’s insistence, they rowed for a couple hours until Jamaica was little more than an outline on the horizon.

      Kenyatta and Kita pulled the oars aboard and the trio sat in silence for a time. Kenyatta leaned back on his elbows and shared a look with Kita as they watched Malimokuru. The nature reader sat cross-legged with his eyes closed for a time. While the older man appeared to meditate, Kenyatta’s thoughts drifted back to the horrors of the day, and considered what abysmal monster might be behind them. He was about to speak his thoughts on it when, without a word, Malimokuru leaned to the side of the boat and dipped his hand into the water. After a few moments, he immersed his arm in above the elbow.

      Kita drummed his fingers on his lap in the ensuing silence, gazing out at the surrounding infinite blue sea. “Water seems calm enough. Maybe whatever happened was an anomaly that just passed through.”

      “Maybe,” Kenyatta said. “Let’s hope so—”

      With a wide-eyed gasp, Malimokuru snatched his arm out of the water and fell back against the other side of the boat. The sudden movement was so harsh, the younger men had to hold on to the sides of the boat to stop it from capsizing.

      “What happened?” Kita asked. “What’s going on? Did something attack you?”

      “No … It can't be possible,” he said between breaths. “Someting so big, so primal.”

      “Whatcha on about, den?” Kenyatta asked. He looked over his shoulder towards Jamaica and licked his lips.

      Malimokuru’s eyes were wide with fear. “Fish, large and small, are swimming away. Sharks, bottom-dwellers, anyting livin in the ocean that can move, is fleeing.”

      “From what?” Kita asked.

      The nature reader pointed a trembling finger toward Jamaica. “Dat tsunami wasn’t natural, man. Someting big force the waves up in the sky and bring em crashing down. Someting big and powerful. A primal force like nothing I’ve ever felt.”

      Kenyatta stared into Kita’s eyes as Malimokuru spoke. Demons. Or a major demon. What else could summon such a destructive force? “How much time we have?”

      The old man sat staring at the floor of the boat, but looking much farther away. “I don’t know. It was too much. If I’d maintained the connection any longer I might have gone insane. It was like a mountain roaring in my mind. There was no focus to it, man. Just a kind of frustrated rage, like it’s mad at everyting and nothing at the same time.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kita said.

      “I can't explain any better,” Malimokuru replied. “I just know anyone back home better get to high ground and hope it’s enough.”

      “Enough?” Kenyatta and Kita asked in unison.

      Malimokuru nodded. “What I felt was enough to swallow Jamaica whole.”

      “It’s under us?” Kita asked, and he and Kenyatta looked over the side of the boat.

      “No … I don’t know. It was a presence. Like another mind touching mine, or I touched it. I don’t think it knew I was there, and I’m glad it didn’t.” He looked toward the island again. “What I felt was limitless rage heading in the direction of our home.”

      Kenyatta snatched up his oar. “We need to get back now.”

      “We’re safer out here,” Kita said.

      “We can warn …”

      Malimokuru shook his head sadly. “Best we can do is get close enough to witness the destruction. You want that?”

      “I’m not gonna sit here and not try,” Kenyatta snapped. He snatched up his oar, lifting his as well, and they rowed with all their strength back toward Jamaica. After an hour of nonstop rowing, they took a break, then resumed. Despite pushing themselves to their limits of endurance, to the anxious trio, it felt as if the boat hardly moved.

      “Land,” Malimokuru finally called.

      Kenyatta looked over his shoulder, relieved to see Jamaica still there waiting for them. They might still have time to warn as many people as possible to get to high ground…

      His hope shattered with what sounded like a huge intake of air.
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      “What … the hell was that?” Malimokuru whispered. “Sound like da whole world just inhaled.”

      “No.” Kenyatta leaned over the front of the small rowboat, staring in horror at his beloved home.”

      “What’s your problem?” Malimokuru asked, following Kenyatta’s gaze. “I don’t see nothin’ …” he trailed off, his mouth hanging open, at the sight of the ocean rising between them and the island.

      “Not again,” Kita said.

      “Dis what happen before?” Malimokuru breathed.

      “No,” Kenyatta said, watching as the wave continued to rise, casting a shadow over the little rowboat and its insignificant burden. “Nothing like dis.”

      “Impossible,” Malimokuru said. “No act of nature work like dis. No wave just rise up out the ocean like that.”

      “Demons,” Kenyatta breathed.

      Malimokuru frowned. “What?”

      Kenyatta didn’t answer, but stared in helplessness as the enormous wave rose and leaned toward Jamaica.

      “By the Gods,” Kita said. “Not everyone would have gotten to high ground by now. Is there a high enough ground?”

      Kenyatta barely heard the question as he watched the hand of the ocean slap down on his beloved home. Even from their distant position, he heard the crash of the huge wave. Unbidden images of screaming people being washed away into the ocean flooded his mind. Trees snatched out of the ground like weeds. Collapsing houses, exploding walls, mudslides, endless destruction. A chill shot down his spine despite the heat of the cloudless day, on the cruelly placid water upon which they floated.

      Then it ended. The giant wave slid back into the ocean and disappeared as if it had never been. In the space where Rocky Point and the rest of Jamaica had been, was bare ocean.

      Malimokuru leaned forward and squinted into the distance. “There’s nothing left. The land, people, trees, everything.”

      The veins in Kita’s arms bulged under his tight grip on the oar. “It’s just … gone. Everything … gone.” He looked at Kenyatta, who sat staring at the place Jamaica had been. He gave his best friend’s shoulder a squeeze. “We need to get back. Pray to the Gods there are survivors.”

      Kenyatta silently picked up his oar, and he and Kita rowed on.

      None of them were ready for what they found. Backs to their destination, Kenyatta and Kita followed the nature reader’s directions as they made for home. Or rather, where home had been. When they heard Malimokuru swear an oath under his breath, they stopped.

      The entire island hadn’t been swallowed by the ocean, but a large part of it had. Kenyatta peered into the distance and saw only the highest mountains, and the hills at their base, remained. “How, in the name of the Daunyans, someting like dis happen?”

      Kita glanced at his friend. It was a rhetorical question, of course, for he knew Kenyatta had already made up his mind. It could be nothing other than a powerful demon, or many of them. Kita wasn’t so sure. In all their battles two years ago, not once had they seen a demon wield such a force. Perhaps a more powerful demon had escaped the abyss to this dimension?

      They rowed on, and soon the rowboat bumped aside bits of flotsam from moored ships, wooden debris from destroyed homes, snapped trees. And more.

      Kenyatta clenched his jaw as the first body floated by, face down in the water. Then another, and another. After he lost count of how many they passed among the wreckage, tears welled in his eyes to provide a blurry curtain of relief.

      Malimokuru looked over the side of the boat. Soil and debris churned up by the catastrophe made it difficult to make out the remains of buildings and structures which would be sitting below the surface like an oceanic tomb.

      Shouting pierced their collective sorrow, and Malimokuru pointed in the direction of the voices. “Survivors,” he said.

      Dozens of people sat on floating debris in an endless carpet of destruction, some frantically waving at the trio, while others sat despondent, not even bothering to look up.

      “Dem can’t be all that’s left,” Kenyatta said in disbelief. They turned the boat toward the survivors, and Malimokuru guided them through the maze of wreckage.

      “If there’s survivors here,” Kita said, “there may be more on the other side. It’s a big island and many people lived in the hills and mountains. Word had already spread to get to high ground after the first wave hit.”

      “Oh ho!” Malimokuru called out to four people sitting astride the long trunk of a coconut tree. “Our tiny boat can’t hold many. We’ll take the youngest and eldest aboard. There’s more that survived. All of us will get to land together.”

      “Thank you,” one of the survivors said. “She looked into Kenyatta’s eyes with a mixture of gratitude and shock. “The ocean raise up and come for us. It just pound down on everyting. What could we have done to bring such wrath of the Gods down on us?”

      “Not the Gods,” Kenyatta said under his breath.

      They continued on, and though their craft couldn’t begin to hold a fraction of the survivors they encountered, they used the tough giant leaves from floating tropical trees to form ropes. Anything flat and strong enough was used as makeshift oars. The strongest of the survivors rowed toward land while others aboard flat planks and tree trunks held onto the ropes to stay linked together.

      Kenyatta took heart at the sight of the floating city trailing in their wake as they accumulated more and more survivors along the way. It didn’t make the sight of the floating human and animal bodies any easier to bear, but people had survived.

      One of the three men they’d brought aboard along with the woman who’d thanked them earlier, insisted on taking a shift, and Kenyatta and Kita rested at the back of the boat.

      Kita looked out at the endless destruction and shook his head in disbelief. He opened his mouth several times to speak, but not words came.

      “Yeah, man,” Kenyatta said.

      Kita watched his best friend staring out at the surrounding devastation, his hand clenching his oar. Kenyatta’s life had been one major loss after another since he was old enough to remember. One of those losses, his grandfather, was the reason he and Kita had grown up together as brothers. Kita thought about how Kenyatta’s feisty grandfather had died at the hands of a group of thugs.

      Mateo Sepata, Kita’s father, had heard the gunshot. Like a crack of thunder, it was a sound from another time, another era. Guns were from the Age of Technology. A relic revered by some as proof of humanity’s former greatness and ingenuity, reviled by others as a symbol of why the Gods had cast them down, destroyed their technology and all knowledge of how to create it.

      Kita’s father had gone to help, despite his mother’s insistence he stay with the family. Mateo had returned with a silently weeping boy Kita’s own age. Over the years, Kenyatta would sometimes open up about the vague memories he’d had of his parents before they’d died. They had entrusted Kenyatta’s care to his grandfather who, at the end of his own life, had entrusted the boy to a stranger with a good heart.

      “Me grampa good at seeing a person’s soul,” Kenyatta had once said.

      Kita sighed. Both parents and a grandfather, lost to him before his eighth birthday. Kenyatta’s older sister, Taliah was his only surviving blood relative.

      Kita leaned over. “I…I think we need to talk to your sister as soon as we can.”

      Eyes downcast, Kenyatta nodded absently. His twisted locks fell over his face, obscuring his despair.

      After several more hours and more than a hundred survivors collected, they reached land with a gentle enough slope to climb. All but Malimokuru climbed out of the boat. Kenyatta and Kita each offered a hand to help the older man, who waved them off.

      As soon as the nature reader’s feet touched the water, he screamed and fell into a fit of convulsions as though being electrocuted.

      One of the survivors closest to the nature reader grabbed him when he collapsed. Kita sloshed over to them and helped pull Malimokuru’s limp body out of the water.

      Kenyatta climbed out of the water and helped pull Malimokuru onto dry land.

      The man who’d helped Kita placed his ear over Malimokuru’s mouth. “He’s breathing.”

      There was a collective sigh of relief.

      The woman who’d ridden aboard their boat knelt beside the unconscious man, her light brown eyes going from Malimokuru to the others. “I’m startin’ to think it’s the ocean itself, want to kill us.” She ran her hand over the nature reader’s bald head.

      Malimokuru groaned, and his eyes slowly creaked open. He looked at the woman leaning over him and offered a strained smile. “Dis what an old man gotta do to get attention from tha ladies, ya?”

      The woman snorted, but still held his head in her hands. “Dirty old man.”

      “What happened?” Kita asked when Malimokuru looked up.

      He groaned again, but didn’t try to sit up. Kenyatta glanced from him to the woman cradling his old head in her hands and hid his smirk.

      “Angry,” Malimokuru said in a cracked voice. “It’s very angry.”

      “What?” Kenyatta looked at Kita, who shrugged. “What’s angry?”

      Malimokuru mumbled incoherently, then fell unconscious.
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      Land and sea, back and forth. Kenyatta and Kita rowed out into the ocean in search of survivors until the sun dipped below the horizon. Each time, they returned with dozens of people aboard floating trees and planks.

      Despite Kenyatta’s insistence on going back out after sunset, there was no moon to light the night sky, and so he’d finally relented.

      Kenyatta returned to see that Malimokuru had awoken. The nature reader led them further uphill where the survivors had set up camp.

      His face alight in the glow of the campfire, Kenyatta sat with his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms wrapped around them. He looked up through the trees at the stars, which gazed indifferently back at him.

      “We helped save a lot of people today,” Kita said.

      Kenyatta nodded with half-hearted smile at his friend’s attempt to lift his spirits. All he could think about, however, was finding the demon responsible—no matter how powerful—and exacting retribution for himself, the survivors, and the fallen. It wouldn’t take the pain away, wouldn’t mend the wounds caused by the loss of most of his homeland and the deaths of many friends and strangers alike. He would do it anyway, though, even if the only logical reason was to prevent the fiend from killing again.

      That stray thought sent his thoughts speeding a world away, to another island he’d once visited. In that brief moment, he thought about the woman he’d met two years ago on his trek to defend Takashaniel. He prayed to the Gods this fate hadn’t befallen her home.

      “I don’t know what it was,” Malimokuru said, startling Kenyatta out of his daydream. “But it’s the biggest thing me ever encounter. Like feelin’ the anger of a mountain bearin’ down on you.”

      “Maybe you hallucinate da whole ting, ole man,” one of the other men said.

      Malimokuru responded to that statement with a sidelong glare. “Been at dis longer than you been alive, bwoy. Think whatcha will, but ya know nothing ’bout da world.” He swept his hand in the air to encompass the sky.

      “Since before the Age of Technology, humans well on dem way to disconnecting with the world; our intuition, connection with the earth, everyting. Even more than two hundred years later, most of us still tink we know more than we do.”

      The man fidgeted, obviously uncomfortable, but Malimokuru held his gaze the whole time he spoke. “Ignore the forces of nature to your own demise, bwoy.”

      “What was it, then?” Kita asked. “You said it felt like an angry mountain.”

      “Better if it was a mountain,” Malimokuru said. “They don’t move. Whatever dis was, it felt big as a mountain. A confused and angry mountain.”

      Kenyatta frowned at that. How could a demon be confused about anything? They existed only to destroy. He saw Kita look at him from the corner of his eye, and knew what his friend was thinking. Despite Kenyatta’s suspicions, Kita was still skeptical of the nature of whatever being caused the destruction.

      Long after the others curled up to sleep around the campfire, Kenyatta sat staring at the stars. He fed the diminishing flames, and they roared to life again. The crackle of the newly energized fire was comforting in a way, yet as he stared into the fire, at the glowing embers within, anger burned just as hot within him.

      Malimokuru knew nothing of the existence of demons, yet he believed it was some huge sentient being that had caused this catastrophe. Kita wasn’t so quick to assume it was a denizen of the abyss, though he hadn’t ruled it out, either. That confused the angry warrior.

      Kenyatta’s face tightened as he glared at the crackling fire. Demon or not, he would find it.
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      “There aren’t enough boats to get everyone off the island.”

      Kenyatta opened his eyes at the sound of Kita’s voice, the smell of cooking meat reaching his nose shortly after. He sat up and stretched.

      The sole woman of the group roasted some sort of small animal over the crackling fire. Beside it sat a pot, steam rising from the contents inside.

      How had he slept so hard? Normally it took no more than the crunch of a leaf, or sensing movement nearby to have him awake and on his feet.

      “You were up late and it was an emotionally draining day,” Kita said in response to his perplexed look. He crouched beside Kenyatta. “I would have woken you up when the food was ready.”

      Kenyatta stood and stretched again, reaching his hands toward the sky with a contented groan.

      “There’s talk of making for Carrabisha,” Kita said. “Word has it that the other side of Jamaica wasn’t hit as hard, and most of the ships are intact.”

      “Some good news at least,” Kenyatta said. “Dem carryin’ folks away now?”

      “Since first light,” Kita replied. “One ship is on its way around to us. Three ships have already departed for Carrabisha. We hope they’ll return with more.”

      “We need to be on that boat,” Malimokuru said. The man looked haunted.

      Kenyatta looked him over. “Dis something to do with what happen yesterday?”

      Malimokuru took a deep breath and blew it out in a whistle. “Me dreams last night could be called nightmares. Whatever touch me yesterday,” he ran a hand over his head, “it’s not done.”

      “You still don’t know what it was?” Kita asked.

      “No. But it showed me a primal anger like nothing I feel before. What it did yesterday could have been worse.”

      Kenyatta’s eyes widened. “Whatcha mean, worse? It nearly wash over the whole island.”

      “It could have done just that, what I’m tellin’ ya.” Malimokuru stood and brushed the dirt off his baggy brown pants. “And I’m tellin’ ya, it’s not done. Whatever dis ting is, it’s sitting in a seething fury. Through the jumble of thoughts and emotions I got a glimpse of its mind, and where it lives. Jamaica wasn’t a target, but a location where its rage played out.”

      “I got other suspicions,” Kenyatta muttered, ignoring Kita’s warning look. What good was keeping demons a secret when humans would know soon enough? They’d helped defend Takashaniel two years ago, and the one who’d summoned that terrible hoard of fiends had been thwarted, but not defeated. The one named Brit, some inhuman being powerful enough to summon the most powerful demons in the abyss was still around somewhere.

      And now two enormous and unnatural waves destroy most of his beloved homeland, killing countless people and leaving civilization on one whole side of the island in total ruin. Kenyatta held no doubts that only a demon could be capable of such wanton destruction.

      Malimokuru’s voice broke through Kenyatta’s dark thoughts. “Through dat horrible link I hope I never experience again, I get a glimpse of someplace frozen. Frozen ground, mountains, air. I see snowstorms and a range of mountains look like dem starin’ down at you. I get the impression dis ting live in those mountains.”

      “Then we go,” Kenyatta said.

      “Just like that?” Kita replied. “Go where? There’s a lot of cold places, Ken. And even more mountains.” He turned to Malimokuru. “Unless that thing gave you directions, how do we know which miserable, freezing cold place to go to?”

      “I’m a nature reader, bwoy. I read nature. I touch the ground and feel the mood of the trees and plants. And if another living animal is willing, I can link with their mind and feel what they feel.”

      “Which is why you say you felt rage and confusion,” Kita said. “But you said it was primal. What do you mean by that? Frustration is a human emotion, isn’t it? How can it be primal?”

      Malimokuru held up his hands in a shrug. “I never encounter anyting like it. All I can say is dat it’s intelligent, powerful, and huge. Through the link I know it lives far from here.”

      “How far?” Kenyatta asked. He instinctively reached for his swords before realizing they weren’t there. He felt naked without the trusted blades. They’d seen him through many a battle, cut apart many a demon. Now they were part of an ever-growing list of personal loss.”

      “Askata,” Malimokuru said.

      Kita’s eyes went wide. “That’s half the world away. You’re telling us that something that lives on the northwest lands of Nomar, in the frozen tundra of Askata, can deal this kind of destruction from there?”

      Malimokuru nodded. “I’m also tellin’ ya that it’s not over. Whatever it is, it’ll strike again. I got the feeling it was in some sort of lucid state. Maybe why it cause all this destruction.”

      It’s a demon. That’s why it cause all this destruction. Kenyatta wished the thing would appear now, that he could unleash his fury on the abysmal creature. “If whatcha say is true, we need get on the next ship.”

      “You mean like that one?” Kita pointed toward the western horizon where a ship just came into view.

      Kenyatta looked around the camp at the worn-out survivors. Some had heard the conversation and also looked to the west. The camp quickly came alive as news of the approaching ship spread. Many fell to their knees in thanks to the Gods, while others scrambled about to gather what provisions they’d scavenged from the wreckage.

      “Doesn’t look like as many people today as when we first get here,” Kenyatta said.

      “A lot of them continued up into the hills,” Kita said. “Many don’t intend to leave.”

      Kenyatta nodded. “Dis is home. Better to die in ya homeland than in some foreign place, or on the way there.”

      If not for the need to find the cause of this tragedy and put an end to it, Kenyatta might have done the same. He wondered how many had escaped death and were, even now, hiking over the forested hills and through the mountains to reach the other side of the island.

      The sun was halfway across the cloudy sky when Kenyatta, Kita, and Malimokuru finally boarded the Leaping Rhonda, a charming ship that transported three dozen survivors to their new home.

      Kenyatta leaned on the port side rail and gazed out at the sea. He arched his back, feeling the phantom weight of his lost swords. Those weapons, enchanted by the guardian of Takashaniel, were now lying somewhere on the ocean floor.

      He drummed his fingers on the rail. Without their weapons he and Kita were helpless against even the weakest of fiends. It would be like cutting water. A demon could heal from the most grievous of wounds dealt by a conventional blade.

      The sound of wooden planks creaking announced Kita’s approach. “The captain says we should reach Carrabisha in three days.” He leaned on the rail beside Kenyatta and looked out at the sparkling blue sea. “Maybe four, depending on the wind.” He smirked. “I wanted to ask him how the ship came to have the name Leaping Rhonda, but I decided against it.”

      Kenyatta knew it was an attempt to lighten his mood, but it hung too heavily on him.

      Silence stretched between them for a time before Kita spoke again. “I know there’s nothing I can say, my friend. But we’ll find out what’s behind this and do something about it.”

      “You don’t believe it was a demon.”

      Kita thought on that. “I don’t know what to believe. Malimokuru’s experience speaks of something different than what we’ve experienced demons to be capable of. Could be some kind of elemental, maybe? We’ve seen a lot of strange things, these past two years.”

      “Yeah, man,” Kenyatta said. “Monsters never seen in the world. The most powerful race of demons in the five hells.” He shook his head. “Stuff of nightmares.”

      “Malimokuru says this is going to happen again. It could happen in the same place, and that what remains of … the island, will be completely washed over. I’m sorry,” he said when Kenyatta’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t want to bring it up, but I figured you’d want to know.”

      “Yeah, man. I’ll keep it in mind when I’m cutting the monster responsible into tiny pieces to send back to the abyss.”

      “And what will you do if it’s not a demon? What Malimokuru described doesn’t sound like one. What then?”

      Kenyatta had no answer. “Let’s just … deal with it when the time comes, ya? We got plenty else to worry about.”

      “Like that?”

      Kenyatta looked in the direction Kita pointed and swore. In the rapidly failing sunlight, three figures climbed over the rail at the ship’s bow. One turned slitted green eyes on him, and Kenyatta reached over his shoulder for a sword that wasn’t there.
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      Seung raced across the countryside astride her black stallion, Swiftspirit. The crisp wind in her face was a welcome relief from the troubles on her mind. Her departure from Kyu had not been without objection. Some felt she was shirking her responsibilities to the village, while others were simply baffled at why she would leave at such a time. It hurt all the more that Seung had no definite answers to those questions.

      But Tae had been there. Ever faithful and loyal to the end, Tae Kim had helped her assuage the villagers’ concerns, displaying a confidence in the urgency of her errand that she herself didn’t fully possess.

      Soon, what little sunlight remained disappeared behind a canopy of dark clouds rolling in across the sky. A raindrop spattered on her nose, then another in her eye. She flinched and wiped her face.

      Seung had barely enough time to grumble at the prospect of rain when the sky opened. In minutes she and her mount were soaked.

      “Jikuh!” she swore. Beneath her, Swiftspirit blew out through his nostrils and shook his head.

      Seung took stock of her surroundings. Little more than a scattering of trees and ankle high grass stood on either side of the road. She patted the stallion on the neck. “No shelter to be had, my friend. We must push on.”

      Swiftspirit whinnied and shook his head. He tried to speed up from a canter to a full gallop, but she kept him in check. Seung smiled at the back of the black horse’s head. He always knew what she wanted, as though he understood her words. Still, with the now poor visibility and wet terrain, she couldn’t risk giving the horse his head.

      Thunder rumbled in the sky, followed by light flickering inside the clouds. “No shelter,” Seung said again, and leaned low in the saddle. Thunder sounded again, much louder this time, and the following streak of lighting lit the surroundings. From the corner of her eye, Seung thought she saw a figure pacing her. Wolves.

      Thunder and lightning again, and again she saw a figure from the corner of her eye, pacing the galloping stallion. When Seung saw the figure again, she reflexively reached behind her back to feel for her weapon, Vyirayoi. Nothing on two legs should be able to pace Swiftspirit’s gallop. She kept her eyes forward and senses open. Yet another innate ability that made her different. On this rainy night with lightning streaking the sky and ominous figures pacing her, Seung was glad to have it.

      She urged Swiftspirit into a slow run. This time, when the lightening flashed she saw not one, but two figures just off the side of the trail. She leaned forward and spoke into the horse’s ear. “Dene miru kima oi.” The stallion snorted in response as she loosely tied the reins to the horn of the saddle.

      Seung placed her hands on either side of the horn and lifted herself up. Supported only by her hands, she curled her body and planted her feet on the seat. Lightning fractured the darkness again, and the two figures were closer.

      Seung leapt straight into the air and whipped Vyirayoi from its strap on her back. Using momentum from years of wielding the weapon, she swung the halved shaft about and snapped it together as one.

      She whirled the long-shafted weapon around and over her head, turning a circle to land in a crouch on the wet gravel road.

      Her pursuers were on her the instant she landed. Only the rain beating on the attackers alerted her to where they were in the darkness. She ducked and sidestepped, kicked out and spun Vyirayoi, attempting to catch them with one of the two flat curved blades at each end.

      Every tactic she tried missed the mark. Her attackers simply flowed around her every move. The rain intensified as though the very elements aligned against her. It roared in her ears and pounding on her as though dumped from an enormous bucket.

      Several bolts of lightning flashed in the sky, and in that flickering light, Seung saw two hulking things stalking around her in a circle. Their bodies looked to be composed of water, and where their faces should have been were only two yellow slits glaring at her; through her

      The creature on the right lunged, and she feinted a retreat. She quickly reversed the motion and turned inside its reach. She spun into a crouch and whipped Vyirayoi around with the motion. The blade passed right through the creature’s watery leg. The lack of physical resistance set her off balance, and Seung had to roll sideways to get away from a possible counterattack.

      No sooner had she planted her feet and turned, when water creatures were on her. She skittered backward, striking out with her weapon at each step. The blades dealt no damage, but did manage to knock their swinging limbs apart long enough for her to keep her distance while they re-formed.

      Through the roaring deluge she heard, then felt, the rapid triple thud of hooves pounding the road. Though she worried for her brave companion’s safety, she dared not take her eyes off of her attackers for even an instant.

      Solely focused on her, the water creatures were either oblivious of Swiftspirit’s approach, or didn’t care. The stallion never slowed. He ran headlong into the creatures and blasted them apart in an explosion of water.

      Seung wasted no time. She sprinted down the road, hoping Swiftspirit wouldn’t be attacked. She looked over her shoulder, but saw nothing of the water creatures. When the sound of pounding hooves grew louder, she twisted the shaft of Vyirayoi, splitting it in half, then strapping it across her back.

      Swiftspirit came around to her right. Seung leapt toward him, planted her hands, and sprang herself up and into the saddle. As soon as he felt her settle on his back, the stallion surged forward. Seung lowered herself in the saddle and spoke into his ear, urging him to slow down. The gravel road was fairly even, but she wouldn’t risk her loyal friend snapping an ankle in a hole hidden by a puddle of water.

      She glanced over her shoulder again, but still saw no sign of her inhuman attackers. She divided her focus between her surroundings and the road. She let Swiftspirit pick his path, but since her night vision was easily a match for any horse, she also kept careful watch for any other hidden dangers.

      As the night stretched on, only the rain continued to assault her. Seung snarled up at the sky through her limp, wet hair, plastered to her face and the side of her head.

      Time passed at a crawl as the rain beat down on rider and mount. The chill of the night crept into her riding clothes like a serpent, coiling around her midsection with an icy squeeze.

      Seung considered how long she’d been riding, and figured Little Seoul couldn’t be much farther away. Normally she enjoyed the half day’s ride to the city. Now it was a race against the cold wetness creeping into her bones, and whatever those things were that she’d left behind on the road.

      When she heard Swiftspirit’s shod hooves clip-clopping with his every stride, she breathed a sigh of relief. Well-kept roads meant civilization was near.

      The welcome sight of torchlit buildings soon came into view. Seung had to force herself not to give Swiftspirit his head and let the stallion sprint the final distance to sanctuary.

      As with most cities created before the End of Technology, there was no wall encircling Little Seoul. As she glanced at the dark silhouettes of the many buildings and homes sprawled before her, Seung wondered how big an undertaking it would be to enclose such a massive place. Many of the ancient kingdoms before the Age of Technology had protective walls surrounding castles and palaces.

      She slowed Swiftspirit to a canter, then a trot as she neared the perimeter fields. Blazing light from torch poles lit the last quarter mile to the city entrance. Seung slowed her equine companion to a walk, allowing their eyes to adjust to the light.

      A towering gate made of stone came into view as she crossed into the light. Four red columns held up a large tiled roof of the same color. The structure stood between four stone guard towers, each spaced every fifty feet to the right and left.

      Seung eyed the towers. Archers were no doubt watching her from the two nearest structures; she could practically feel the arrows trained on her.

      The call to halt came when she and Swiftspirit were within shouting distance.

      “State your name and business.”

      “Seung Yoon, from Kyu Village. I’m traveling north and east, and seek warm and dry refuge here in Little Seoul.”

      The next question came nearly on top of her last words. “At night? In such heavy rain and thunder?”

      Seung clenched her teeth, then took a deep breath. “Would that I could control the elements, I would have arrived at your fair city under the warmth of the sun.”

      “Yet you come under the cloak of night and rain.”

      She eyed the gate and the dry space underneath its roof. “Soaked, cold, and in dire need of a hot bath to warm my bones. And to dry my dear friend who has borne me as a burden all this way.”

      Silence was the only response for many heartbeats. Beneath her, Swiftspirit tossed his head, a clear indication of irritation from the disciplined horse.

      “If there is more to discuss,” Seung called out, “can we do it under a dry structure that my companion and I might find some relief from this downpour?”

      “What companion?” came the reply. “I see only you. Does someone else wait in the dark beyond the torchlight?”

      She sighed. “I was referring to myself and my horse, upon whom I’m sitting. The rain has soaked him as thoroughly as me.”

      “Beasts of burden are not companions, but tools for our use. Come, and stop under the Gate of Welcome.”

      Seung bit back her retort and did as instructed. Once underneath the roof, Swiftspirit blew out through his nostrils and shook himself as soon as she dismounted. Seung shielded her face and gave the stallion a good-natured shove. “My four-legged gentleman.” The horse blew out through his nostrils again. “I know,” she said, rubbing the flat of his head. “You’ll be warm and dry for a night, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      “They are obedient animals,” a man’s voice said from behind, “but that beast cannot understand your words. Are you of fragile mind to speak to it such?”

      Seung side-eyed the speaker, a man—more boy than man—who looked to have seen less than twenty years of life. She noted his lifted chin, brash tone, and squared shoulders. This one had something to prove. His companion, older and clearly smarter, sighed and favored her with an apologetic look. He must be under some sort of punishment to have to work with this idiot.

      “Has Little Seoul’s manner of greeting visitors changed since my last visit?” Seung asked. “I seem to remember feeling more welcome.”

      “Did you arrive under the cover of night and in the rain?” The younger guard waved a hand out at the unrelenting downpour.

      “Urgent business required an immediate departure from my village. I assure you, I’ve not enjoyed being soaked.”

      “What business?”

      Seung kept her features neutral. “My own.”

      The man-boy looked her up and down. “Because of your suspicious conditions of arrival, I’ll need to search you.”

      Seung wondered why the older man hadn’t spoken yet. Surely he knew this was absurd.

      The older guard hid his smile behind his hand and cleared his throat. “I don’t think … that will be necessary.”

      “I’m in command here,” the younger guard said.

      “For training purposes, no?” He bowed to Seung. “My apologies for the rude welcome. I am Sun Pak, and this is my … superior, Bong Jin. There have been odd happenings of late, which has the city on guard.”

      Seung arched an eyebrow. “What happenings?”

      “None that concern you,” Bong Jin said.

      She ignored him. “Have there been attacks? Raiders?” Such was not uncommon since the End of Technology. It seemed no matter what momentous event befell the world, humans would find a way to make their lives more difficult.

      The random thought made Seung frown. Had she just thought of humans as something apart from herself? In the brief moment she considered it, such thoughts had been subtly creeping into her mind with every year that passed; but why? She pushed the question aside for later.

      “You speak as though you have some knowledge of this,” Bong Jin said. “Maybe we should speak to you more …”

      “It was a guess, most perceptive leader guard,” Seung said.

      Beside the fuming young guard, Sun Pak stifled his laughter with a cough.

      Bong Jin looked from Seung to the other guard and back. “Perhaps I should turn you away.”

      “On what grounds?” Seung asked angrily, her patience fading.

      “Refusal to cooperate.”

      “With what?”

      “I said that we were to search you for—”

      “You don’t want to do that,” Seung interrupted. She leveled her hard gaze directly into the boy’s eyes, hoping he would heed the warning. She didn’t need any trouble here, not so early in her errand.

      “You see my weapon clearly. I’ve come alone, wet and cold, and seek shelter for a night or two.”

      Bong Jin stared at her and she saw trepidation in his eyes, though he tried to hide it with his too stiff posture.

      Sun Pak stepped forward. “My young comrade, here, cannot take chances, but I assure you there will be no search of your person, Miss …”

      “Yoon Seung,” she replied in the traditional manner of surname before given name. She offered a slight bow.

      Sun Pak returned the gesture while Bong Jin balled his fists. The more experienced guard placed a hand on Jin’s shoulder and gave a squeeze. The young man turned an incredulous look on him, but relaxed a bit.

      “New responsibilities of this magnitude must be taken seriously,” Pak said. “I’m sure you would agree?”

      Seung nodded. “Surely.”

      Sun Pak turned to his younger superior. “I’m sure our visitor poses no threat other than to cause the wooden floors to warp under the water pouring off of her and her horse companion. My advice is to allow her entrance.”

      “If something happens, it will be under my watch,” Bong Jin replied.

      “Under my guidance,” Sun Pak countered. “If it makes you feel better, I will escort her through the gates to find accommodations.” He turned to Seung. “If it pleases you, of course.”

      “My thanks,” Seung replied with another bow.

      Sun Pak smiled as Bong Jin tipped his head, spun on his heel, and returned to his post.

      “Apologies on behalf of my commanding officer,” Sun Pak said once the young man was out of earshot. “He is new to authority and I fear he rather enjoys it.”

      “Not a problem,” Seung replied.

      “I doubt you need an escort from me,” he continued, “but if you’re unsure where to find lodging, I can recommend.”

      “I’d rather know about these strange happenings you referred to,” Seung said.

      They moved along an avenue where the buildings had longer awnings which provided shelter from the downpour.

      “You would likely think me an insane old man,” came the cautious reply.

      Seung realized his features had been obscured in the dim lighting of the entry gate, but now she took a closer look. Age lines mapped a weathered face and strong jaw. His bushy eyebrows—which matched his salt and pepper gray hair—knitted together above eyes that had seen too much.

      “I’ll keep an open mind,” she said.

      Sun Pak gave a curt nod. “There have been reports of strange creatures that look to be made of water lurking in the wild. Hulking things the height of a tall man stalk the night, mostly out there,” he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “I’d thought it was nonsense till I saw … something … myself. They’re mostly seen at night near ponds or running streams in town.”

      “Near a large water source,” Seung mused.

      The old soldier nodded. “The bigger ones don’t come into the city, for a mercy.”

      “Bigger ones?”

      “We’ve been lucky. These things have only come at night when most are asleep. They haven’t attacked, but they don’t look friendly either. The big ones,”—Sun Pak looked around as though expecting one of the monsters to creep from around a corner—“I saw one with my own eyes, stalking around just outside the torchlight of the field you crossed. I swear on my honor, that the thing was over ten feet tall and half that wide.”

      “Were they … did they have slitted yellow eyes?”

      Sun Pak nodded. “So you’ve seen them.”

      “I was attacked by two on the road here.”

      Sun Pak looked at her in surprise as they stopped under a sloped awning.

      “My weapon didn’t work on them,” she indicated Vyirayoi strapped across her back. “The blades just passed through. My companion, here, dealt the blow that defeated them.”

      “Oh?” Sun Pak’s bushy eyebrows rose, and Seung thought of two hairy spiders climbing toward his hairline.

      She gave Swiftspirit a pat on the neck and the black stallion whickered and nudged her with his nose. “I’d dismounted while he was still running. He crashed into the water creatures and they came apart. We didn’t stay long enough to see if they re-formed.”

      “Smart lady,” Sun Pak replied. He smiled at the muscular stallion. “With a loyal and courageous friend. A trained warhorse is rare to come by. Only the elite warrior class have them.”

      “Not a warhorse,” Seung replied. “Only a friend who would protect me as I would him.”

      Sun Pak looked doubtful at that, but shrugged and pointed down the street. “The Nightingale’s Roost is that way. Just turn right at the corner and it’s at the end of the next block. Can’t miss it. They have steaming hot baths to melt the ice from your bones. They also have a Fire Room where you can more quickly dry your sodden gear and clothes.”

      “Perfect,” Seung replied.

      The old guard bowed. “They’ll have accommodations for your companion as well. The stable hand will have him dry, fed, and spoiled by the time you’re ready to depart.”

      “My thanks, Officer Sun Pak,” Seung said. “You’ve saved me a lot of time trying to remember this city at night.”

      He nodded and turned to leave. “I feel compelled to suggest you travel by day, if possible. They’ve only ever been seen at night.”

      Seung led Swiftspirit across the street and turned right at the corner. As Sun Pak had said, the Nightingale’s Roost was in sight at the end of the block. She gave Swiftspirit a pat on the neck again.

      Day or night, it mattered little. She appreciated Sun Pak’s warning, but something deep inside told her that whatever waited for her in this journey, would be far worse than this night.
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