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  1: Flock of Kivers


  Askari pulled her coat more tightly around her, shivering in the sharp breeze. She didn’t think she had ever been this cold in her life. A thin, white, shimmering layer of ice frosted the grass, and each time she took a breath, she could see fog billow out from her lips. The sun shone overhead, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. According to Minda, the fact that the sun was out and there were no clouds actually made it colder, but that didn’t make any sense to Askari.


  It also didn’t seem to matter that she wore two pairs of pants, heavy gloves, and a down coat made with feathers from some monster bird. She wished she had thicker socks or better shoes. The red sneakers weren’t cutting it anymore. She was cold, and she hated it.


  “How much farther?” Harcos asked from the back of the line. He was even more miserable than Askari, it seemed. He had been cranky since the day they left—had almost refused to leave Greystone City, in fact. But the mission they were on was too important and his skills too valuable. He had hardly spoken a word to Askari, but at least he was here.


  “Only six miles,” Rudi called from the front of the line.


  “And stop asking!” Minda added, shooting a glare in Harcos’s direction. “For a group of supposedly tough warriors, you are all a bunch of wimps. What are you going to do when it starts snowing?”


  Snow. Askari had seen it maybe twice in her life. The Baratok made a habit of traveling south as soon as the winter winds began to blow. But this year, Askari was trekking north into the harsh, angry, cold heart of winter.


  And why? Because of the monsters, everywhere. It was on everyone’s lips, a mantra, a song.


  More monsters were coming into the world—and not just by way of reproduction, but hordes of them were traveling through pre-Cataclysm portals which were somehow functioning once again. New species of monsters were being reported every day. Minda had spent the last forty years of her life surviving and trying to catalog the monsters in the world. And now there were more. Hundreds more. Thousands. An endless parade, storming through the thin, blue cracks in the universe.


  The leaders of the city had begun strategizing. They had sent teams out to hunt monsters, other teams to protect nomadic and smaller civilizations from the monsters, and still more teams to try to close the portals. And then there was Minda’s team—their task was to gather information. Minda had chosen Askari for her fighting skills, Harcos for his knowledge and analytical skills, Shujaa for her medical skills, and Rudi for his apparent ability to get Askari to behave. At least, this was the joke Minda kept making. But Askari thought it was more likely that she wanted to keep the Baratok group together.


  Every day when they woke up, Minda would begin the day by re-emphasizing the importance of their mission: “Stopping the portals one at a time is like trying to plug the holes in a sinking ship with your fingers,” she would say. Or, “Right now, we’re balancing on a precipice. Either we will figure out how to take back our world, or it will become entirely theirs.”


  Sometimes Askari rolled her eyes at Minda’s statements. After all, Minda had survived the end of the world once. What was to stop her from doing it again? But at the same time, Askari knew enough to know that she herself didn’t really understand the big picture. Maybe Minda was right.


  And if she wasn’t right, it still didn’t hurt to try. If they succeeded, the world would get better. There was no downside.


  Over the past few miles, the trail had opened up considerably. It was wide enough for two wagons going opposite directions to pass each other, the grass and plants trampled down by myriad feet and hooves and wheels over the decades. On one hand, it made it easier to move. On the other hand, Kira would say it made it easier for monsters to travel. A more pressing concern at the moment, however, was that it made it easier for the wind, too, which buffeted Askari’s hood around her face. She hunched her shoulders and tried to retreat into the warmth of the garment, but nothing she did seemed to help. Running: that would help. Rapid movement. But she couldn’t leave the group behind, no matter how close to civilization they were. Not with so many new monsters on the loose.


  “Rest stop up ahead,” Minda called, gesturing to a small grouping of rocks on their left. Someone had built a small building with a sign on it nearby.


  “An outhouse!” Harcos exclaimed.


  “Just a friendly gesture from the people who run the Marketplace,” Minda replied. “We’ll stop for ten minutes. Drink some water, eat, and then we’re on the move again.”


  Askari plopped down on a rock and tried to sink into her coat. A breeze blew past, ruffling the fur around the edges of her hood.


  “We can get a few more layers when we get there.” Minda sat down stiffly beside her. “It’s colder than I anticipated. Not that weather forecasting was ever a skill of mine.”


  “What’s the plan?” Rudi asked.


  Minda glanced at Askari. “Have you been to the Marketplace before?”


  Askari shook her head.


  “Neither have I.” Shujaa stood back a short distance, arms crossed, staring out toward the woods. Shujaa had not been happy about coming, but President Amaka had practically ordered her to, and Hank had begged. Shujaa wanted to stay in the city. Wanted to stop traveling. Wanted to stay put somewhere that she felt safe and could do good. But the group needed someone with her skills, and there were only a few medics with travel experience available. She had eventually agreed, if begrudgingly.


  “Or Harcos, I think,” Askari added. He had vanished into the outhouse.


  “We stay together, then,” Minda said. “We will pick up a few supplies, and then we need to find the Weatherman. We’ll probably need to ask around.”


  Find the Weatherman. It was the task they’d been given by President Amaka. Other than his name, the city hadn’t provided much additional information. Just that he was a man. That he appeared occasionally with word of a major storm system—then he vanished again. And somehow, Minda, Askari, and the others were supposed to track him down.


  Some said he had godlike powers—he could predict when storms were coming, rain, heat waves. No one knew how he did it, and he never told. But his predictions had saved lives. He was occasionally wrong on timing, but overall, what he said usually happened.


  Askari scowled slightly. She was already tired of this mission. “He probably won’t even be able to help us,” she grumbled.


  “Maybe not,” Minda replied, “but he has to get his information from somewhere. The one thing I do know is that it’s not magic, no matter what people say.” She stood as Harcos emerged from the small wooden building. “Anyone else need that outhouse?”


  A few minutes later they were on the move again, and it wasn’t long before the signs of civilization began to appear: a group of tents pitched just inside the edge of the forest; a line of wagons parked on the edge of the road; another hut, this one marked “Information,” according to Harcos; a few broken-down buildings, scattered on the edges of the road and within the trees, all with boarded-up windows and doors.


  “How do they avoid monsters?” Harcos asked. “I mean, with so many people gathered in one place?”


  Minda shrugged. “They don’t. The Marketplace gets raided all the time. Everyone just fights back.”


  They rounded a corner, and the first thing Askari saw was a long, chain-link fence that edged the settlement. Inside, large barns lined a long, asphalt road. Not a single tree grew inside the fence, and even the plants had been hacked down to their roots. A few people stood in small groups between the barns, but it was quieter than she expected.


  “Was this here before the Cataclysm?” Shujaa asked, frowning at the strange assortment of buildings.


  “Yup,” Minda answered.


  “What was it?”


  “Fairgrounds.”


  “Fairgrounds are real?” Harcos cut in. “I thought it was such a weird concept, it must be a legend!” He raised his eyebrows at Rudi. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Rudi laughed. “I didn’t think it was that interesting, to be honest.”


  Askari was happy to hear a sound of interest in Harcos’s voice. He had been largely apathetic to everything since their experiences inside the City of Dod, and all she wanted was for him to be interested in something again. To be himself again.


  Minda laughed. “They’re real, alright.”


  “What is a, er, fairgrounds?” Shujaa asked.


  “People brought their animals here every year,” Harcos responded, “and compared them to each other! And they paid to do it! The best animals won colorful ribbons.”


  “It was a little more complicated than that,” Minda said, laughter still in her voice. “But, yes, essentially. People, uh, compared other things too—like art and quilts and things.”


  Minda strode confidently through the wide-open gate, waving to a guard who stood at the entrance. The others followed, strung out in a short line behind her.


  “Can the barns be closed if monsters show up?” Harcos asked.


  “Yes, they can,” Minda answered. “And they’ve all been double- and triple-fortified since the Cataclysm, with plenty of defensive mechanisms installed. There’s no point in having a space to trade if we all die trying to use it. And people volunteer to act as guards for a few months at a time, so there are always warriors around.”


  She led them between the rows of barns, staying politely out of hearing of the few small groups conversing inside the fenced-in area. It seemed quiet, Askari thought, for a market where people came to trade goods. But it was nearing winter, so many of the nomadic communities had probably turned south. Not to mention, with less food available for harvesting, communities likely had fewer things to trade.


  “Where’s Polly?” Rudi asked, abruptly pausing and looking around.


  Askari shrugged from deep within her coat. “She ran off yesterday to hunt. Haven’t seen her.”


  “She’s not allowed in here,” Rudi said. “So, if she shows up, send her packing.”


  “Why not?” Harcos asked. Askari didn’t like the idea of Polly being left out, but Harcos seemed downright annoyed. That was the one thing he and Askari could agree on these days—Polly.


  “She’s a minket. No minkets allowed.” Rudi shrugged. “Had some fights between them a few years back. That and they annoy the scrappers.”


  Askari stared at him, suddenly realizing that her ruse earlier in the year, to pretend Polly was just a rodent and not a monster, had clearly not worked on him or the elders. They had known the whole time and just played along. She wasn’t sure what to make of that.


  “Scrappers?” Shujaa raised an eyebrow.


  Minda pointed toward one the barns where a small creature vanished into the dirt. “Scrappers.”


  “Gargs?” Harcos asked.


  Minda nodded. “But they eat trash, so we just ignore them. Related to dudas, I think.”


  She led them into the largest barn on their left. The main door was shut, and a guard stood beside a smaller one.


  “Morning, Minda,” she said, nodding pleasantly.


  “Morning, Clara,” Minda replied with a smile. “Chilly today.”


  “Not too terrible, though.” Clara gave a half shrug. “Bearable.”


  Askari wasn’t sure she agreed with her. But then it occurred to her that it must get much colder than this—after all, it was only November. They had better finish their mission quickly and get back to the city. She wasn’t sure she would be able to handle being alive through months of these temperatures.


  Clara glanced at Askari, bundled in her coat, and grinned. “You’ll acclimate.” She gave Askari a wink.


  “Doubt it,” Askari shot back, but smiled back anyway through chattering teeth.


  Inside the barn was slightly warmer than outside. The roof rose far over their heads with long wooden beams interlocking like a puzzle. The floor was made of dirt, and wagons had been rolled in and placed in even rows. Each one had a sign on it—none of which Askari could read—and some of them even had exteriors made from cobbled-together chunks of metal, like armor. It was much busier in here than it had been outside. People talked and haggled; most wore large packs or dragged wheelbarrows.


  “Clothes first.” Minda led them to the other side of the barn, passing all of the vendors and shoppers along the way, periodically nodding, waving, or giving a few short words in greeting.


  Askari peered curiously into each wagon as they passed. She saw sellers with books, food, weapons. One had medicines and herbs of various types. Another was selling utensils made from wood and metal—spoons, forks, plates, bowls—and looked like they even had a few items, such as mallets and waterskins, made from monster bone and leather. Most sold a wide hodgepodge of things, likely things they’d collected in their travels.


  “What’s that?” Harcos asked.


  Askari spun around to look in the direction he was pointing. A monster head was attached to a large wooden board that leaned against one wheel of a wooden wagon. On closer inspection, she realized that all of his wares were, in fact, taxidermized monster heads hung on boards.


  “Monster Merch?” Harcos asked. That must’ve been what the sign read, Askari figured.


  “We don’t talk to Moose,” Minda said, dragging Harcos past. The man at the wagon waved, then saw Minda, and his expression turned to a scowl as he dropped his hand. “He’s an unsavory character we want nothing to do with.”


  “Why?” Harcos asked, glancing over his shoulder toward the wagon one more time.


  “You saw his wares, right?” Minda asked.


  “Yeah, what exactly was that about? Monster heads?” Harcos frowned.


  “Some people collect them,” she answered. “But Moose doesn’t actually hunt those monsters himself. Do you know how many people have died trying to get them for him? He promises wealth and fame, but the large majority of people who have worked for him are dead. So stay away from him. Monster hunting is not a sport.”


  “A lot of people don’t like his personality either,” Rudi added. “He’s kind of a jerk.”


  Askari glanced over her shoulder to see that Moose was still glaring at them, arms crossed. Given Minda’s strong personality and opinionated nature, Askari had no doubts that the two had had words at some point in the past. What she would have given to be a flying gnatgarg on the wall during that conversation!


  “Rosie!” Minda exclaimed as they reached a booth on the far side of the barn. A woman with a warm smile and bundled in all kinds of coats stepped out from behind the wagon.


  “Minda!” She opened her arms wide and wrapped Minda in a tight hug. “So wonderful to see you.”


  “I’d like you to meet my granddaughter.” Minda pulled Askari forward.


  Askari pushed her hood down and smiled at the woman, who was definitely younger than Minda by probably close to fifteen years. “Hi.” Askari reached out to shake her hand.


  “I’ve heard so much about you!” Rosie declared. “Strong warrior. Mouthy!” She let out a peal of laughter and added, “That’s good! You keep Kira on her toes, hear me?”


  Askari nodded, wondering what exactly Minda had told this woman.


  “And you remember Rudi?” Minda said.


  Rudi gave a friendly smile and a wave.


  “Of course!” Rosie beamed at him. “Always getting taller, you are!”


  “And Harcos and Shujaa,” Minda finished.


  “Welcome to the Marketplace!” Rosie greeted them. “Always wonderful to meet a new friend. Now, what can I do for you all today?”


  “We need a few extra layers,” Minda said, turning to face her. “We weren’t planning on it being this cold yet.”


  “Gonna be a rough winter, I think,” Rosie speculated. “Heavy snows, lot of storms. Cold. You’ll need lots of layers!”


  “Any word from the Weatherman?” Minda asked.


  “Not yet.” Rosie opened a door on the side of her wagon and began to pull out clothes, which she heaped onto a small table beside her. “Nobody has heard from him in a couple of weeks. Should be back soon, we’re hoping. Otherwise, we’re on our own this winter!” She scanned the group with a practiced eye. “Now, what do you need?”


  As it turned out, she had everything Askari could imagine. She had coats, pants, socks, underwear, shirts, hats, gloves, and even clothing items Askari had never seen, nor heard of—undershirts, for example, which seemed like a great option for the cold, and high-heeled boots, which seemed like the least practical footwear Askari had ever heard of.


  Rosie had foraged clothes she either bought or found, and she had clothes that had been made from the remnants of foraged clothes. She had knitted clothes made from yard spun from sheep’s wool, leather clothes made from regular animals, and even all sorts of clothes made from monster skins and furs. Most of it was designed for a specific purpose as well, such as maneuverability, warmth, armor, or lightness.


  “Is that a sewing machine?” Harcos asked as she sifted through the heaps of fabric. He pointed at a machine bolted to the floor in the back of her wagon.


  “Why, yes!” Rosie replied. “I found it at an old house a couple of years back. It’s a treadle—no electricity required! It’s a bit hard to find thread, sometimes, but it’s come in very handy.”


  In no time, Rosie had outfitted each of them with extra layers. She also had a changing area behind her wagon, so they could put the clothes on right away. The rest they stuffed in their bags for future use. She even helped them swap out their coats for warmer ones—Askari chose one lined with alva fur. It was the warmest, softest thing she had ever owned.


  “You’re the best!” Minda patted her friend on the shoulder.


  “If you see the Weatherman,” Rosie replied, “tell him to hurry up with the next prediction!”


  “Will do!” Minda said with a wave, and led the group away.


  “Don’t we have to pay?” Harcos asked.


  “Already did.” Minda glanced at him. “Rosie and I have an arrangement.”


  “Okay, so that’s taken care of,” Rudi interjected, redirecting the conversation. “How do we find the Weatherman?”


  “I know I said stay together,” Minda replied, “but maybe we should split in half. Rudi, you take Harcos and Shujaa and see if you can find Colton Whitaker. Askari and I will see if we can’t hunt down Gerard.”


  “You think he’d know?” Rudi frowned. “He’s not exactly the reliable type.”


  “Gerard knows a lot of… unusual things.” Minda gave a slight grimace. “And anyway, he might not even be here. We’ll ask around and see what we can figure out.”


  Askari looked back and forth between Minda and Rudi. They’d been doing this a lot—referencing people and places and things that the other three knew nothing about. Rudi swore up and down that he hadn’t known Minda for that long, but the two acted like old friends. Equals, even, despite their age difference. In fact, she’d noticed that a lot of people treated Rudi like, well, an elder. They respected him, asked for his opinion, and listened when he spoke.


  “Who are these people?” Harcos asked.


  “Colton is the president of the board of directors of the marketplace, and Gerard is…” Minda glanced at Rudi. “…I’ll just say, a tracker. And quite a character. He’s a regular around here.”


  “Colton might be at the ranch, not here,” Rudi said. “If I can’t find him—should I ask Rea?”


  “That works.” Minda nodded once. “Meet back here in an hour.”


  Askari raised an eyebrow at her grandmother as the others walked away. “How do you know all these people?”


  Minda shook her head gently. “I’ve been around for a long time, Askari. I’ve met a lot of people. The Baratok are a little unique in their isolationist approach, but most communities interact with other communities on a regular basis. They trade people and goods and resources. Grow and shrink. It’s the natural way things go.” She looked back at Askari. “And the longer you stay away from the Baratok, the more people you’ll meet, too.”


  “Rudi seems to know everyone.” Askari tried not to let any bitterness come through in her voice. Rudi was great. And she was glad he had decided to travel with them instead of going back to the Baratok. But she wished people would give her a fraction of the respect they gave Rudi.


  “Yes, he’s rare in that way, for a Baratok, at least,” Minda agreed. “But he’s charming and engaging, and people like him. He also listens more than he talks, which is something you could learn from him.”


  Askari rolled her eyes and changed the subject. “So where do we find this Gerard person?”


  “Probably near the food wagons.” Minda gestured for Askari to follow as she strode out of the barn and back into the cold.


  The wind wasn’t so bad now, Askari noted, with her new, warm coat keeping her in a nice toasty cocoon. Maybe she actually could adjust to these temperatures, with the right clothes. Rosie had also given her some layers—a fitted long-sleeved shirt to go underneath everything, a t-shirt to wear on top, a knitted sweater for over that, and the coat. Not to mention the long johns for under her two pairs of pants and thick socks to wear inside her fur-lined boots. She was extremely grateful for the boots. They were much warmer than the Old World red sneakers she had been carrying around since Dod—though she still had those tucked away in her backpack.


  Three barns down, Minda greeted the guard and pushed open the door. It was toasty in here, with small fires lit all around the air. And it smelled divine. People were cooking all over the place—meats, roasted vegetables, soups and chilis—Askari’s stomach began to rumble.


  Minda ignored the smaller fires and marched all the way to the back.


  “Eboni!” She greeted her friend with a broad smile.


  “You eating?” Eboni asked. “Soup today. I’m calling it rabbit stew, but it’s unlike any you’ve ever tried.” She gave a dramatic wink, which made Askari curious about what exactly Eboni was putting in her soups.


  “I have no doubt.” Minda smiled. “But not yet. We’ll be back later, when the whole group can eat.”


  “This is your granddaughter?” Eboni asked. “She looks just like you.”


  “I’m Askari.” She smiled at the woman, wondering how it was possible for someone her age to look similar to someone Minda’s age, but she hadn’t looked in a mirror in a while, so it was entirely possible there were at least a few similarities. They were related, after all.


  “Have you seen Gerard?” Minda asked, scanning the room.


  Eboni’s eyebrows knitted into a frown as she pointed toward a darker corner of the room. “Skulking over there last time I checked.”


  Apparently, this Gerard fellow wasn’t the most popular around here, Askari noted.


  “Thanks.” Minda doffed an imaginary hat, then strode across the room. Askari waved at Eboni and scurried after her grandmother.


  They moved past four other wagons, Minda waving and smiling at different people she knew before ducking into the shadowy corner just past the last wagon.


  “There you are,” Minda said.


  A short, stocky man sat on a log stool, eating some kind of meat pastry.


  “Minda,” he grunted, brushing crumbs out of his thick, grey beard. “What do you want?”


  “Information.”


  “You gotta pay.” Gerard crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall of the barn.


  “What do you want?” Minda asked.


  “Soup.”


  “Fine. When we’re done here, you can grab some from Eboni. Tell her to put it on my tab.”


  Gerard grunted in agreement. “Whadaya want to know?”


  “Have you seen the Weatherman? Know where he is?”


  Gerard shook his head. “He moseyed north three weeks ago. Hasn’t been seen.”


  “Where’d he go?”


  Gerard shook his head again. “Didn’t tell anyone. Just vanished into the wilderness.”


  “What aren’t you telling me?” Minda pressed. “You followed him, right?”


  “Not me.”


  “But someone did. And you know who.” It was a statement, not a question, Askari noted.


  “Maybe.” Gerard reached up to scratch his beard.


  Askari watched the back and forth with undisguised interest. How many people did Minda know? And how did she know so much about them all?


  “Who was it?”


  “After the soup,” Gerard replied.


  “Now,” Minda countered.


  They glared at each other for a moment, before the old man finally sighed and leaned back. “Two bowls of soup.”


  “Fine.”


  He grinned. “Moose.”


  Minda stared at him for a moment and then let out a long, exasperated sigh. “You can’t be serious?”


  “Serious as a garg’s teeth,” he replied.


  Minda turned on her heel. She strolled across the floor and past all of the fires, making a beeline back toward the barn they’d been in before. Askari scurried along behind her, surprised once again at how quickly Minda moved.


  A few minutes later, they stood in front of Moose’s wagon and in front of Moose himself. He crossed his arms and glared at Minda.


  Askari studied him. He had a roundish face and a wide nose, taller than her but shorter than Rudi, with a thick white, flowing beard. It looked like he was wearing three coats.


  “What do you want?” he growled.


  “Information,” Minda answered, putting her hands on her hips and tapping one foot.


  A snide grin rolled across his lips. “Gotta pay.”


  “How much?” she asked.


  “Depends on the information.”


  A small noise sounded from beneath the wagon.


  “Stay,” he ordered, but a small creature poked its nose out from under the wagon anyway.


  “Well. She’s not supposed to be in here,” Minda said with raised eyebrows.


  “What are you going to do about it?” he retorted.


  A minket. Askari studied her with curiosity. It wasn’t Polly; that was clear. This minket was much bigger, missing several teeth, and its eyes were a darker shade of red. It had some orangish color in its fur too, unlike Polly’s solid gray.


  He snapped his fingers, and the minket scurried forward, holding its hands out as if it were begging. It reached Minda and then snapped its head to the side, sniffing rapidly. It crawled forward until it reached Askari, and began to sniff excitedly around her pants and shoes.


  “Dreadnaught!” Moose growled, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening. “What are you doing?”


  Askari bent down and held her hand out to the minket. It chattered and nipped at her fingers happily, so Askari began to scratch its ears. It purred and leaned into her.


  “You’re cute,” Askari said.


  “Dreadnaught!” Moose exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be scary, not cute.”


  Dreadnaught swiveled its head around and stuck a tongue out at Moose, then leaned in for more petting.


  “Who is this girl?” Moose demanded, pointing at Askari.


  “My granddaughter, Askari,” Minda answered. “Now, about that information.”


  Moose leaned back against the wagon. “What do you want to know?”


  “I heard you were the last person to see the Weatherman.”


  “Maybe.”


  “I heard you tracked him when he left last time.”


  “Maybe.”


  “How far?”


  He frowned slightly, then answered, “Two days.”


  “Two days?” Minda exclaimed. “Don’t you have anything better to do with your time?”


  Moose shrugged.


  “Where did you lose him?”


  “That information’s gonna cost you,” he replied.


  Minda sighed loudly and rubbed her eyes with her hand. “If I hire you, will you take us to wherever you lost him?”


  “Depends on how much you can pay.” Moose crossed his arms.


  The two began to haggle until they settled on a price.


  “Deal?” Minda asked, reaching into her satchel and pulling out half of the amount. Old-school coins, Askari noticed. Pre-apocalypse. Sometimes they were considered valuable, other times worthless, depending on who you talked to.


  “Deal. But I got a job next week, so I gotta be back here by then.” Moose took the jangling handful and stuffed them in a pocket.


  “Fine,” Minda replied. “You take us to where you lost him—that’s two days there—and then you can head home—two days back. You can be back in four days.”


  “You got a team?”


  “I do.” Minda nodded.


  “Good. I ain’t doing any fighting. Too old for all that.”


  Minda glanced down at Dreadnaught. “Your minket is going to have to meet us outside, though.”


  Moose scowled at Minda for a second, but snapped his fingers twice. Dreadnaught rubbed its head against Askari’s hand one last time and scampered off, disappearing beneath the closest wagon.
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  Moose met Askari and Minda back at Eboni’s fire. Not too long after, Rudi led Harcos and Shujaa into the barn. Minda introduced Moose, who simply glared. Then, they all sat down to eat while Rudi reported back on their findings. All the while, Harcos kept giving Moose suspicious glances.


  Askari had to admit that for all Minda and Rudi disliked the man, they seemed to be getting along. So far.


  “No one has seen Colton in days,” Rudi told them. “Mal said he left for his ranch eight days ago, but he hasn’t been back.”


  “Eight days?” Minda frowned. “His ranch is only a half-day hike out. He usually checks back about once a week.”


  “You want to spend a night here? See if he wanders back?” Rudi took a sip of his soup.


  Askari looked back and forth between them. They seemed so comfortable, like they’d done this a hundred times, had this same conversation a thousand times. It hardly seemed fair that Rudi knew her own grandmother better than she did.


  “If we stay that will delay our progress,” Harcos said.


  Minda nodded. “Yes, but if we go the wrong direction, that will delay our progress too.”


  “I only got four days, remember,” Moose interjected.


  “Is there a possibility of sleeping inside if we stay?” Shujaa asked. “Because I wouldn’t argue with that.”


  Everyone looked at Askari.


  “Do you have an opinion?” Minda asked.


  Askari shook her head. “I don’t care what we do, as long as the reason makes sense.”


  “In that case—” Minda started to say but was cut off as a loud cowbell began to clack and clang.


  Rudi slurped down the rest of his soup as quickly as he could and leaped to his feet.


  “What’s happening?” Shujaa exclaimed, looking around.


  Askari felt herself tense, but rose and slid her machete slowly from her sheath. There was only one reason she could think of that they would sound an alarm like that at a place filled with people like this.


  Monsters.


  “Kiver swarm!” somebody yelled from the door.


  “Well, that’s not great,” Minda muttered.


  “What’s a kiver?” Askari asked, following Minda as she began to stride toward the door.


  “A bird garg,” Minda replied. “Vicious. Beaks are multilayered blades. They can run on the ground, really fast, like a roadrunner.”


  “What’s a roadrunner?” Harcos asked.


  Minda glanced at him for a second. “Never mind. They run fast, that’s the important information here. And they soar high in the sky, though they can’t stay aloft for too long. They like dinner warm.”


  Harcos frowned at her. He always wanted to know things, and would no doubt harass Minda about it later.


  “How do we kill them?” Askari asked.


  “Similar to gyiks.” Minda made a stabbing motion with one arm. “Stab through the abdomen, slice off the head. It’s only tough because they’re a lot faster than gyiks.” She glanced around the group. “You all have your weapons? Leave your bags here.”


  “Can’t we stay inside?” Shujaa asked.


  Minda shook her head. “Not everyone can fight, so those who can have to. Although, you should stay here, Shujaa, since you’re a medic. Help if anyone gets injured.”


  Shujaa nodded.


  Askari scanned the room, noting the sudden increase in activity. Eboni was rapidly closing up shop, hiding her wares inside her very fortified wagon. The other merchants around her did the same; the air was now filled with clangs and clacks of locks locking, doors closing, cupboards banging shut.


  Minda strode toward the exit, followed closely by the Rudi and Harcos. Askari trailed behind, glancing one more time over her shoulder at Shujaa, now speaking in hushed tones to Eboni, who had pulled out a first aid kit and was running Shujaa through the contents. Moose and Dreadnaught had vanished.


  Askari was glad for her coat as soon as they reentered the frigid outdoors. A brisk wind blew, and light snow spun in zephyrs—not new snow, just snow from the previous storm, still light and dry enough to fly in the wind.


  People of all ages ran out of the barns, holding swords, knives, machetes, rope, hammers, and all kinds of weapons.


  “From the north!” one of the guards proclaimed, pointing in the general direction.


  At first, Askari saw nothing, only heard the sound of the air blowing around their feet, felt the blistering cold on her hands and face where her skin was exposed to the air, and saw the grayish clouds stretching all the way from the east to the west across the wide-open sky.


  Then, a black dot, barely visible. And two. A dozen. An indeterminable number of glistening black birds surged toward them. Their screech was vicious, unending. It filled the air, the war cry of a hundred birds.


  “Great garg,” Askari whispered.


  “Cut off their heads and protect your face!” Minda yelled. She jabbed her smallish sword high into the air and dove into the fray.


  Askari copied suit, staying between Minda and Rudi as she ran forward.


  The guards stood at the front of the line. Some held hand-made shields over their heads—pieces of metal with handles attached—while another group crouched with sword in hand.


  When the first bird hit the shields, its claws scraped across the metal, a long, piercing shriek that made Askari’s hair stand on end. It landed on the snowy earth in a feathery, tumbling ball—rather inelegantly, Askari thought—and made a beeline straight for the closest human, who happened to be holding a shovel. The person smacked the garg upside the head. It tumbled to the ground and sprang to its feet, again aiming straight for the next closest person.
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