
  
    
      
    
  


  
    [image: CITY OF DOD: Land of Szornyek 2 by Ariele Sieling]
  


  © 2019 Ariele Sieling


  Second edition © 2025 Ariele Sieling


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying recording, or other electronic or mechanical means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, email Ariele Sieling at ariele@arielesieling.com.


  Interior Design by Beth Martin.
Cover design by Ariele Sieling.


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the authors’ imagination. Any resemblance to actual person, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


  



   This book is dedicated to: 
 DAD,

for teaching me about plants and bees and birds

and trees and upturned leaves in the breeze

singing songs and staying strong

and smiling through the darkest dawn

and always thinking

always wondering

and always telling stories.
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  1: The Lecui


  Askari crouched, muscles tense and senses alert as a stick cracked in the distance. She heard another stick crack. And another. Something was in these woods—garg or animal, though? That was the question.


  She waved her red flag in the air, hoping the next sentry would see it—and that this wouldn’t be another deer, like the last two times she had waved the flag.


  She waited impatiently. She felt like something inside her was roaring to get out, and it was all she could do to keep it quiet. One breath after another, one order after another, she kept her head down, did as she was told, and waited restlessly.


  Restless. That was a good way to put it, she thought. Antsy. Anxious. Unsettled. Only yesterday, Elol had asked her how she was doing after the deaths of so many in their community, but she hadn’t known how to answer. But restless—that was the word.


  She wanted to run. Fight. Move. Do something. Anything.


  And these mosquitoes weren’t helping. She reached up and squished one between two fingers as it hovered near her shoulder. She couldn’t risk slapping her arm when it landed—it would make too much noise. But she had become excellent at snagging the tiny bugs out of the air. If she had been fighting or running or doing anything at all, she probably wouldn’t have even noticed them.


  Around her, a light breeze blew, soothing her sticky, sweaty skin. It was unusually hot for this late in September, and keeping watch in these temperatures was distinctly uncomfortable, despite the shade provided by the still green-leafed trees.


  The sun hung low in the afternoon sky, and the squirrels bickered loudly in the trees. A few birds chattered and hopped about in the dry leaves on the ground. Whatever was coming didn’t scare the native animals, so it probably wasn’t a garg, or at least not a large or dangerous one. She hoped.


  A yellow flag flashed back at her. Zaj had seen.


  Taking smooth, silent breaths, Askari crept forward, keeping her head low, moving as slowly and silently as she could—and then she heard it: a thumping noise, branches breaking, an extended rustling as something pushed through the foliage. She tensed, wondering what it could be, but felt a sense of relief wash over her—at least she wasn’t wrong. Again.


  She heard a stick crack to her left and turned—Zaj ducked low only a short distance away, trying to see through the thick undergrowth. He nodded at her and crept closer to the sound.


  Abruptly, he stood up. As one of the tallest members of the Baratok community, his head easily rose above most of the bushes. Askari’s eyes widened. What was he doing? Whatever was in the woods might see him!


  A smile crossed his face. He waved, indicating to the other sentries it was safe to emerge. Frowning, Askari crept forward, still staying as silent as possible, and peered through the branches.


  A tall, broad-chested man sat on the back of a beautiful chestnut horse. It tossed its black mane as Zaj stepped out of the trees. Askari stayed low, but her breathing slowed.


  A human.


  Not a garg, not an animal, not a threat—probably. A human. A rather good-looking human, in fact.


  “Hey there!” the stranger called, flipping his ponytail of long, tight braids over his shoulder. He appeared young, around her age, she guessed, and had bright white teeth. And broad shoulders. Very broad shoulders. She shook her head a little, trying to clear her thoughts. She was supposed to be on guard duty, not staring-at-strange-men duty.


  “Ho, traveler!” Zaj called back. “Can we help you?”


  “If you have a safe place to spend the night,” the rider called back, “I would be grateful.”


  “Of course. One of my sentries will escort you back to camp.” Zaj looked around, catching Askari’s eyes. “Your shift is almost up,” he said. “Take him back and tell Adelbert to head out.”


  “Sure,” Askari replied. She ducked under a branch and stepped out in front of the horse. She felt oddly nervous, but she told herself it was not his presence that unnerved her, just the size of the horse he rode. The Baratok didn’t have many horses—only a few to pull their wagons—and she had never learned to ride one. What other reason should she have to be nervous in front of a stranger?


  “Follow me, traveler,” she said and began to jog through the forest, leading the stranger back toward camp. His horse kept pace easily.


  She glanced over her shoulder and saw that a short distance behind the stranger, three other sentries followed, watching to make sure he wasn’t going to try anything. That was good—they were following Elol’s new protocols. She ducked under a few branches and wove around two thickets, choosing a path the horse would easily be able to follow. Running felt good. Like all the restless energy pent up inside her was flowing out into the world around her.


  When they arrived back at camp, the children crowded around the horse, wanting to touch it and see the stranger, but Vica, the elder in charge of food and gathering, shooed them all away. The sentries who had followed them vanished back into the woods, and several on-duty warriors stepped forward to flank Vica.


  Everyone was on edge these days, with the Baratok numbers so depleted. Even off-duty warriors had a tendency to be on-duty, at least in the way they observed the world around them. No one ever wanted to be taken by surprise or trapped by a garg again. Since they’d fought the rarohan, the Elders had instituted an entirely new set of rules regarding how many people would be on watch at a time, who would be trained to fight, and how weapons were to be handled and maintained.


  As much as Askari hated all the extra rules, the structure they provided at least made her feel like the elders were doing something to prevent another massacre like the one they had experienced at the teeth of the bloodthirsty rarohan.


  “Welcome, traveler,” Vica called out, waving.


  “Thank you,” he replied, dismounting with ease. Askari found herself staring at a small scar on the edge of his jawline but pulled her eyes away as soon as she saw he’d noticed her stare. He winked, and she flushed.


  “We have hot food,” Vica said, bending down to pick up a child who clamored for her attention, “and a safe tent for you to bunk down in for the night. Will you be staying long?”


  “I’m just passing through.”


  Askari gave the newcomer a small, embarrassed smile and headed off to find Adelbert, glad to be out of the man’s intense gaze. Adelbert was gobbling down some food when she found him.


  “You’re up,” she said, smacking him on the back. Adelbert was a few years younger than her and still in training, but certain to be a strong warrior when he came of age. “Zaj is waiting.”


  He nodded with a mouth full of food and stood, still trying to spoon soup into his mouth.


  Askari jogged off toward Harcos’ tent. She liked working the day shift as a sentry, it turned out. It meant that she wasn’t tired all the time, and when she completed her shift, she still had time before bed to do other things. Like sharpening her blades. Or spending time with her friends. Of course she had other tasks that had to be done, but it also meant she could see what Harcos and Shujaa were up to.


  “Done already?” Harcos asked as she poked her head into the wagon where he worked. He wore only a vest, and Askari noticed, not for the first time, how filled out he had become. Since they had returned from their trek to Kover Village, he had taken a much more serious interest in hand-to-hand combat training, and she was proud of his progress.


  He now split his time evenly with practicing and managing the community library. He had been tasked with making copies of the books they’d brought back, which were filled with illustrations of monsters and information on where to find them and how to kill them. The elders were paranoid that something might happen to the originals.


  “Brought in a traveler,” Askari said, grinning. She knew Harcos would be interested and probably go harass the man for information as soon as he could.


  “What?” Harcos sat straight up and rapidly began to put away his tools. “Where’s he from? What’s his name?”


  “I don’t know anything about him,” Askari said, shrugging. “Except that he has a horse. Chestnut. And he was riding it with a saddle, and he seemed good at it.” Plus the broad shoulders, scarred jaw, and wink. But she wasn’t planning to mention those things.


  “How could you not ask more questions?” Harcos moaned. “If I never have a chance to talk to him, I might never learn anything new! You could have at least gotten a few details.”


  “Sorry.” Askari grinned at her friend. “But don’t worry, he’s staying the night.”


  Harcos packed away the last of his tools and hopped out of the wagon. “Let’s go find him!”


  He hurried through the camp, Askari following in his wake.


  “Hold up,” Vica called, hailing Askari. It appeared she had already handed over the stranger to another elder. “You owe me three baskets of sorted fruit.”


  “Right now?” Askari asked.


  “Right now.”


  Askari sighed—the stranger was much more interesting than sorting fruit, but she had been trying hard to do the work they asked of her without question—which was probably part of the reason why she was feeling so restless. No arguments, no pushing back, no disagreeing—she simply trained, slept, and did what they asked.


  It had only been three months since the Baratok had left the caves where they fought a barlang, a pack of rarohan, and a large group of gyiks. They lost nearly fifty people in the ensuing battle, and everyone was still grieving. As they fled the plains where it had all taken place, they lost two more due to their wounds, and the whole community still struggled to get their feet back under them.


  Now everyone had more tasks, and the elders were much more focused on keeping everyone safe. Vigilance was their new motto, and they had created an entirely new set of rules for nearly everything—sentry duty, guard duty, the flag system for warning of danger—in addition to creating a system for tracking who had what weapons and where they were at all times, so that in the instance of a crisis, they would know exactly where they could find what they needed.


  Askari felt partially responsible for the whole thing. She had been pestering the elders about the rigidness of their rules, and feared her pestering had swayed them to consider making a decision they would never normally make, despite the fact that she hadn’t even been there at the time. No caves: the rule was simple enough. But the elders had broken the rule, without her even there to argue for it, and they had suffered greatly as a result.


  Askari had decided to step back a little after the last battle to really think about it. Maybe the rules served a bigger purpose than she had considered before. They had clearly been informed by experience, and they weren’t random; maybe she should work a little harder to understand them before she criticized them.


  That said, her grandmother, whom she met when off trying to acquire the book for the Elders, had largely agreed with Askari about the rules—there were too many of them, they were too strict, and Minda had even suggested that the rigidity of the rules interfered with the prosperity of the community. Now, Askari felt she should take a little time to study and understand the rules, to gain a better grasp of how the community was set up, and to figure out how they had come to the place they were in now.


  But it didn’t change the fact that she was bored. Restless. Antsy.


  And Elol had noticed. Elder Elol had trained her since she was small, and was the closest thing she had to a parent in the community. Since returning from her mission, she had begun to ask him questions, mostly beginning with the word “why,” and he had done his best to answer all of them. She had learned a lot, but had worked to keep her opinions to herself, unless she was debating with Harcos or Shujaa.


  Now, she tried to keep her head down, not break any rules, and do the work that needed to be done. Maybe she would find a way to make a difference and maybe not, but at the very least, she had to understand how and why everything operated before she tried to argue. And in the meantime, she was boiling with an unknown energy that wanted to make her explode.


  But she didn’t.


  Instead, she did chores. Trained. Showed up for sentry duty. And listened.


  But she wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand it.


  Askari followed Vica across the camp, waving briefly to Harcos so he would know where she had gone. He would have to find and interrogate the stranger on his own. She felt a small bubble of disappointment begin to rise, but she decided to ignore it.


  Grabbing several baskets, Askari sat down near the fire and began to sort the apples. It was their third harvest, and they would continue to gather more and more of these throughout the fall. She picked through, separating out the bruised and wormy ones. Those would be used for preserves, cooking, and cider, while the others could be eaten fresh. Apples were great because they lasted a long time and would stay edible through the winter.


  Some of the younger warriors who weren’t old enough for sentry duty had thrown a few logs onto the fire, and sparks flew high into the air. The children began to gather, sensing that Elder Dano was preparing to tell a story. She was the quietest of the Elders, but she told the best stories. Rumor was that she had a photographic memory, that she could remember everything she had ever read.


  “You want help?”


  Askari glanced up to see Shujaa standing nearby. She had a bandage wrapped around her hand where she had gotten a rash from something poisonous. She had been more adventurous the last few months, trying to learn as much as she could about plants, healing, and medicine.


  “It’s going to be a good year for apples,” Shujaa said. “I can already tell.”


  “Sure!” Askari grinned at her friend.


  “Have you seen Harcos?” Shujaa sat down on the log beside Askari and reached to help sift through the apples.


  “He ran off to find the stranger who came into camp,” Askari replied.


  “A stranger? Alone?” Shujaa raised her eyebrows. “Who was it?”


  Askari shook her head. “I don’t know anything about him. Only that he rode a horse.” And he had white teeth and broad shoulders and a scar on his jaw, but she wasn’t about to mention that out loud—not to Harcos, not to Shujaa.


  Shujaa laughed. “I’m sure Harcos was quite irritated with you for not harassing him with questions and finding out every possible detail about him.”


  “He was.” Askari laughed along with her, and then glanced over toward the fire. Dano had begun to speak, and the children around her sat rapt by the story. She wore rings on her fingers, and her necklace of teeth glittered in the sunlight.


  “And then the fog wrapped around my ankles and around my fingers,” she said, “and it dragged me down. The koponya stood over me, angry, ready to eat each of my toes, one by one. I began to breathe in the fog, and all I could see around me were hundreds and thousands of koponyas, all saying my name. Dano—Dano—Danooooo—”


  One of the children shrieked. Askari grinned. She remembered being their age, listening to Dano’s tales. They were scary, but the people always triumphed over the monsters in the end. It wasn’t like that in real life, unfortunately.


  “But Elder Elol was waiting behind the door for the garg. Just as it was about to take its first bite, Elol jumped out, his sword in hand, and STABBED!” Dano jerked her hand forward as if she were jabbing with a sword. Another child shrieked. “And the koponya fell over dead!”


  The children clapped wildly.


  “What she neglects to mention,” Askari heard from behind her, “is that we lost five people that day. Koponyas are nasty business. And there weren’t really hundreds of them. Only two.” She turned to see Elol standing there.


  He settled down on the log beside Askari just as a small commotion arose a short distance beyond the fire. The stranger appeared, led by Vica. He carried a bowl of soup and smiled at those listening to Dano’s tale. He sat down next to the elder and set his food down beside him.


  “Tell us a story!” one of the children exclaimed.


  “About koponyas?” His smile broadened as he gazed at the circle of children before him.


  “Yeah!” the children yelled as one.


  “Alright.” The stranger made his eyes wide and clasped his hands in front of him. “One day, I was out in the forest, hunting.”


  “For food!” one of the children called out.


  “That’s right,” he said. “I had been out all day and all night, and was very tired. I decided to head home, but then I heard a small sound coming from a bush nearby—a little squeaking noise.” He made a peeping sound with his mouth, and the children laughed.


  Askari was impressed by the stranger’s performance. She wasn’t good with large groups of children. One or two? Yes. She could manage that. But once she had to deal with more than three, she was a lost cause.


  “I walked over to the bush and pulled back a branch, and something exploded out of it!” He jerked his torso backwards, as if he were avoiding the imaginary creature, and threw his hands up in front of his face. “All I could see was orange!”


  “That’s my favorite color!” a little girl called out.


  “Because it’s the best color,” the stranger replied, grinning at her. “I ducked, and over my head leaped a strange, long-legged garg, with slimy legs and feathers all down its back. A tolla!”


  One of the children shrieked.


  “I reached for my blade, but before I could go after the garg, fog appeared at my feet. It built up around me, swirling and churning, coming from out of nowhere.” He dropped his voice to a low pitch, barely above a whisper. “It went up my legs, up and up past my knees, and up to my waist, until it was all around me.”


  The children sat frozen, staring at him with wide eyes.


  “Then, in the middle of the fog, I saw a face peering out at me. It was made from bone, with empty eyes, a long nose, and two vicious-looking horns. I felt like I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. And then I began to see images—visions—of my wildest nightmares all around me. Tentacles, teeth, claws, shining eyes and horns…” He leaned forward. “A koponya. And then, the koponya spoke. It said—” He dropped his voice even lower and growled, “Leave, human, or die!”


  Another child shrieked. Askari realized she had stopped sorting apples and was staring at the stranger’s face. His story was mesmerizing.


  “I asked it, ‘Are you going to kill me?’ I was so scared.”


  “What did it say?” a little boy whispered.


  “It said in a very deep voice, ‘I am a protector, not a killer.’” The stranger leaned back. “I told it thank you for not hurting me, and then it let me go and I ran home as fast as I could!”


  “What does it mean?” one of the children asked. “Being a protector?”


  Askari found herself wondering the same thing, and was quite curious to hear the stranger’s answer.


  “It means—” the stranger tried to respond, but was cut off by Dano.


  “I think that’s enough,” she said, waving her hand. “Let the stranger eat.”


  A chorus of No! rang through the small crowd, and Askari noticed a frown settle on the stranger’s brow. What had Dano prevented him from saying?


  He brought the bowl of soup up to his lips and drained the remaining liquid in one gulp, then leaned over and said something quietly to Dano. She nodded and looked out over the group of children, signaling to Elol. The stranger followed Dano’s gaze and caught Askari’s eyes. He grinned at her over his audience’s head.


  Askari felt her stomach flip flop, and she rapidly shifted her attention back to the apples, trying to ignore the feeling.


  “That’s my cue.” Elder Elol stood and glanced back and forth from Askari to Shujaa. “I need you two to do me a favor.”


  “Anything,” Askari said. Especially if it involved hunting or sneaking around or doing anything besides sorting apples.


  Elol leaned in close and dropped his voice to barely a whisper. “Find Agi, Harcos, and Sasa. I want the five of you to meet me at my tent in ten minutes. Finish sorting the apples though.” He gestured at the apples and then strode in the direction of his tent.


  Askari felt a surge of adrenaline rush through her as a grin crept across her face. What a curious group of warriors: Askari, Harcos, Sasa, and Agi were all on the same team, but he hadn’t mentioned Lyront or Zaj, who were also on their team, and Shujaa was on a different team completely. Plus, Harcos wasn’t good at fighting; Sasa was their team medic; and while Shujaa was a competent warrior, her abilities lay more with plants and medicines too. It sounded like they were going to have an interesting evening.


  “Odd,” Shujaa said, shrugging. She tossed a bruised apple into the preserves pile and stood up. “I’ll round everyone up and then come get you.”
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  Askari waved as Shujaa strolled toward the warrior tents. She wondered if this had something to do with the stranger. Either way, it felt good to have something different to do.


  Elol had a small lamp glowing in his tent when Askari arrived. She ducked into the tent behind Shujaa and saw that Harcos, Agi, and Sasa were already there. She tried not to grin as she noticed—the stranger was there too.


  “This is Fane, everyone,” Elol said, introducing the stranger. “From the Rokkin community.”


  Everyone murmured greetings as Elol went around the circle and introduced each of them.


  “You’re the one who led me in,” Fane said when Elol got to Askari.


  “I did,” Askari said with a small smile. She met his eyes for a moment and then looked away. He had an intense stare, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. She could feel warmth begin to creep up her neck.


  “Fane has some interesting news,” Elol said. He nodded at Fane to speak.


  “On my way through,” Fane said, “I saw signs of a lecui, only about four miles from here.”


  “A lecui?” Harcos’ eyes grew wide and a grin crossed his face. “Really?”


  Fane grinned back at him, a sort of crooked smile that was both flattering and distracting. “Really. Looks like a big one too. I’d hunt it myself, except my friends are a ways off, and it’d be too dangerous to do alone.”


  “You could come with us,” Harcos suggested cheerfully.


  “I’d love to,” Fane replied, “but I can’t—I have to leave as soon as the sun comes up. Got a lead on another garg we’re hunting. A voro, if you can believe it.”


  Askari had never heard of a voro, but she could tell by the crease in Harcos’ brow that he at least had an inkling of what it was.


  “Who says we’re going after the lecui, anyway?” Shujaa asked, frowning. “Baratok don’t hunt. It’s against the rules.”


  “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Agi said, “but could someone tell me what a lecui is?”


  Askari felt relieved. She hadn’t known either and was glad Agi had been the one to ask, especially given the looks of mild annoyance Shujaa and Sasa shot her way, as if everyone was already supposed to know.


  “It’s a rather large garg,” Elol explained, “and unique in that it has self-healing and regenerative properties.”


  “Not only self-healing,” Harcos said, his eyes bright with excitement. “It can heal us too—and they’re extremely rare!”


  “You mean we are hunting it?” Shujaa asked, eyebrows raised.


  Elol kept his voice low. “I am sending you on a quiet mission. We don’t want the details spread around camp, understand? Hunting is not something we do often, but this is a special case. Their blood is extremely valuable, and can help with everything from wounds to diseases to the common cold. It would be irresponsible not to go after it.”


  Agi surveyed the group and crossed her arms. “This is all we get? The five of us?” She did not look happy about it. Askari couldn’t say that she disagreed. If they were knowingly going to track down a garg, it made sense to have a few more warriors with them.


  “You’re all warriors,” Elol said. “I’ve selected each of you for a reason—Harcos knows everything there is to know about lecuis and has learned even more after his extensive discussion with Fane. Sasa and Shujaa are warriors and also medics—if there is an incident, they can help administer the cure provided by the garg. Agi, you and Askari are two of our best warriors—plus Askari would probably throw herself down the throat of the garg if necessary.” Elol grinned at Askari.


  Normally, Askari would have made a snarky comment in return, but for some reason, she felt a little embarrassed at being teased in front of the stranger. Instead, she grinned at him and waved her hand as if to brush the comment away.


  “Plus,” Harcos said, “they’re not that dangerous. They only appear scary to keep predators away. We should be able to get in, grab some blood, and get out without too much trouble. We don’t even have to kill it. It won’t hunt us down afterwards.”


  “The best time to hunt it is in the evening,” Fane added, “when it’s still bright enough to see, but they’ve already found where they’re going to hunker down for the night. You don’t need much either—aim for the tail. It’ll grow back.”


  Just the tail? Askari raised her eyebrows. That was much more doable than killing it. Probably.


  “There won’t be light for much longer,” Agi said. “Maybe four more hours, if we’re lucky.”


  “If you run,” Elol said, “you can be to its territory in half an hour. That should be plenty of time.”


  Agi nodded, a resigned expression on her face.


  “And why can’t we tell anyone?” Sasa asked. Her finger tapped gently against her leg, a worried rhythm she often used to still her nerves.


  “Because,” Elol replied, “Baratok don’t hunt.”


  Askari glanced at Fane. He frowned slightly at Elol, but then shifted his face back into a more neutral expression. He had an opinion about hunting, she realized, and it wasn’t the same as Elol’s.


  “I want you to collect your gear,” Elol continued, “and leave the camp quietly. I will inform the other elders of what is happening.”


  “What if one of them doesn’t want us to go?” Agi said hopefully.


  “It will be too late because you’ll already be gone.” Elol gestured toward his tent flap. “You are dismissed.”


  The five Warriors made their way out of the tent. Agi disappeared quickly, while Sasa grabbed Shujaa’s arm and pulled her toward the medic’s tent.


  “I’ve never seen a lecui before,” Harcos whispered to Askari, his eyes alight with excitement.


  “What’s the best weapon to bring?” Askari asked.


  “Probably a blade,” Harcos said.


  “Bow,” Elol said from behind them. He had followed them out of the tent.


  “Do you think Polly will come?” Harcos asked. “It wouldn’t hurt to have her on our side, in case something goes sideways.”


  “I’ll see if I can find her,” Askari replied. Polly was a minket who had befriended Askari earlier in the summer—a friendly garg, which many people insisted was an oxymoron. Askari had stubbornly insisted that Polly was simply an unknown rodent, because otherwise everyone in the community would have been after her to kill the minket.


  But just because Polly was a garg, didn’t mean she was bad. She had saved Askari’s life more than once, and was an invaluable help during their battle with the rarohan. But Polly knew the other Baratok didn’t really like her, and while she occasionally slept in Askari’s tent, she frequently disappeared for days at a time, off hunting or frolicking or whatever it was that minkets did in their spare time.


  “One other thing,” Elol added. “I didn’t want to say this in front of Fane, but make sure you kill the lecui, okay? Harvest as much of it as you can, but make sure it’s actually dead. One shot to the head should bring it down.”


  “I thought he said we only needed the tail,” Askari replied, frowning.


  “Plus they’re super rare,” Harcos added. “If we kill it, we’re destroying a valuable resource.”


  “Monsters are not resources,” Elol replied, a stern frown on his face. “They are monsters. Kill it.”


  “Whatever you say,” Harcos said as the Elder went back into his tent.


  Askari frowned. This was one of those Baratok philosophies she didn’t understand, but the Elders were so dead set on it that it was impossible to even argue with them.


  “A blade and a bow, then,” Harcos said, referring to her earlier question. “I’m going to go read my notes on lecuis to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything. I’ll meet you at the north edge of camp in ten minutes.”


  Askari slowly made her way toward the newly established armory, nodding as she passed Agi coming from it. She had a strange feeling about this whole mission. They were supposed to track down a rare garg, kill it, and drag as much of it back to camp as possible because its blood had healing capabilities. But weren’t there better ways to handle this? For example, if they weren’t that dangerous, why not capture it? Or why not do what Fane had suggested—cut off the tail? That would be more than enough blood to last them for quite a long time, especially now that they knew where one lived.


  “What can I get you?” Nyilas manned the armory. All major weapons were now kept in this wagon, and only warriors on duty and gatherers were allowed to access them. In addition, no one could have anything larger than a knife in their tent. There were a few exceptions, like if a warrior wanted to train or if the Elders decided otherwise.


  “Can I have a bow and a blade?” Askari asked. “Machete preferably.” Ever since the battle with the rarohan, she had been practicing with the machete and had become quite comfortable with it.


  “Purpose?” Nyilas asked.


  “Going to do some training with Agi,” she replied.


  Nyilas scribbled in his notebook. “Yeah, she was here a minute ago.”


  He scrambled into the wagon and pulled out a bow with a quiver and a machete.


  “Thanks!” Askari attached the machete to her belt, threw the bow over her shoulder, and strode toward the north side of camp.


  “Ahem,” she heard before she got too far. “Training with Agi?” Vica stood there, hands on her hips, eyebrows raised. “As far as I can tell, you’ve only done one basket.”


  “I’m sorry, Vica.” Askari leaned in and lowered her voice. “We’re on a special assignment from Elol.”


  Vica pursed her lips. “What kind of special assignment?”


  Askari swallowed. The other Elders didn’t know, and she didn’t want to get in the middle of one of their squabbles. She had a couple choices—she could tell Vica and risk getting involved, or she could run.


  She shrugged apologetically at Vica. “Sorry,” she said, and then ran away as fast as she could, knowing Vica wouldn’t chase her down. Let her and Elol fight it out on their own.


  Agi, Shujaa, and Harcos were waiting when Askari arrived. Harcos had a blade, and Shujaa carried a spear and a backpack.


  “What’s chasing you?” Harcos asked as he ducked under a tree branch to move farther from the camp.


  “Vica caught me,” Askari said. “I owe her two baskets of apples.”


  “We better start moving,” Agi said. “The plan is to run two miles in the right direction, then stop for a quick break while Harcos tells us what he knows about the garg. Askari, you’re the best tracker now, so you can take the lead from there. Got it?”


  Sasa appeared, carrying a large backpack. She had two knives strapped to her.


  “Let’s go,” Agi said, and they set off at a slow jog. About a half mile out, a sentry hailed them.


  “We’re on a sanctioned trip,” Agi told the sentry. “We should be back before sundown.”


  “Understood,” the sentry replied, and they jogged past.


  Askari ran through the woods with the sun hovering barely below the edge of the trees. Her stress and worries melted away as her blood pumped through her veins.


  Restless? Yes, she was. She needed things to do, monsters to fight, a reason to keep pushing herself.


  The problem was, the Baratok offered no freedom. None whatsoever. And since she had gone off on her own a few months ago, fought and survived countless monsters (with the help of Harcos and Shujaa), all she wanted was to be on her own again. She wondered if Harcos and Shujaa felt the same way or not.


  She had considered heading off on her own again a few times. Minda had mentioned that Askari’s father was alive, and Askari had spent many boring afternoons on sentry duty imagining what it would be like to meet him. The chances of Askari actually being able to find him were slim, but it would give her something to do, something to focus on.


  But with the Baratok so weakened after the rarohan attacks—she couldn’t leave them. Instead, she would work on being patient, and brainstorm ways that she could find her father in the future, after the Baratok had returned to a manageable state.


  She frowned. She didn’t even know her father’s name. She would have to ask Minda next time their paths crossed. Or maybe Elol would know. Or Faro. It was exciting, knowing he was out there somewhere. But her priority was helping the Baratok get on their feet. She wouldn’t be running off on her community anytime soon.


  When they reached halfway, Agi signaled them to stop. Everyone was sweating, and Harcos breathed quite heavily. Askari felt a smile on her face as she took a few mouthfuls of water. It had been an easy jog, though the darker it got, the harder it would become to navigate the thick undergrowth.


  “I’m not good at running,” Harcos gasped, plopping down on the ground. He pulled a flask of water from his bag and gulped a few mouthfuls. That was true, but he had come a long way in the last few months, and Askari was impressed that he had made it this far without stopping or complaining.


  Askari hardly felt winded. She loved running, especially at such an easy pace. Not to mention it was a nice evening—not too hot, not too cold, no gargs. Yet, anyway.


  Agi wasn’t breathing particularly hard either; she leaned impatiently against a tree, arms crossed. Both Sasa and Shujaa chose to sit to drink their water, but Harcos was by far the most exhausted of the group.


  “Tell us what you know about the lecui,” Agi ordered.


  Harcos took another sip of water and began, “They are large but not huge—about wagon-sized at the largest—and often seem bigger than they are.” He took another sip of water and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “They have pig-like faces and a lot of spikes—my understanding is that they are pretty hideous. But their appearance can change as they can adapt to different environments. They might have claws or frills or fur or tentacles—it depends.” He took another drink of water and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Any part of them will have the healing properties we need.” He frowned. “I’m not sure why Elol wants us to kill it—I don’t see any advantage to that. They aren’t aggressive; they won’t attack us unless we attack them, and they are a rare species that provides an unusual amount of usefulness, compared to most other gargs.”


  “Did Elol explicitly say to kill it?” Agi asked. She had been there, so Askari knew she was simply reminding everyone of what they had all heard.


  “He did,” Harcos answered.


  “Yes,” Askari confirmed.


  “Then we kill it, no questions asked.” Agi uncrossed her arms and began to swing them, stretching. “What’s its weakest point?”


  “An arrow to the skull should do it,” Harcos said, “but they tend to flail a lot when they fight, making it hard to get a good shot.”


  “What’s the chance of there being others?” Shujaa asked.


  Harcos shrugged. “Low. They are solitary. They eat mostly plants and bugs.”


  “Askari,” Agi said, “think you can track this?”


  “Do they have any slime?” Askari asked Harcos, narrowing her eyes to examine the trees and bushes around them. “Quills? Scales? Fur? Anything they might leave behind them besides excrement?”


  He shook his head. “Not that I know of. It’s possible though.”


  Askari looked at Agi. “I think we’ll need to move a little closer. Fane didn’t say what direction it was traveling. And since it’s not aggressive, it won’t hurt to push a little deeper into its territory.”


  “Let’s move.” Without waiting, Agi began to jog through the forest once again.


  Askari paused to help Harcos stand, then followed, senses alert.


  After another twenty minutes of running, Askari began to notice strange marks on the trees, like something large had been rubbing against them. Something much larger than a deer.


  She whistled loudly and gestured for everyone to be quiet as they came to a halt. Agi stepped back and let Askari move to the front of the group. For the next few minutes, they moved slowly through the brush. More marks appeared on the trees the further they went, and Askari began to notice a trail of broken sticks and branches, as if something large had pushed its way through.


  Then she noticed a large grassy area to her left. She held up her hand for everyone to stop, then pointed toward the clearing. She put a finger over her lips, telling everyone to be quiet.


  She picked her way over to the large grassy area. As she drew closer, she noted a strange squeaking, squawking noise coming from inside the clearing. She dropped into a crouch and gestured for the others to do the same.


  Crawling through the underbrush, Askari peered into the small clearing. It looked like something large had lain there and crushed all the grass and leaves in the area. She pulled aside a branch blocking her view. In the center of the circle there were six small creatures—they were making the squeaking noise—so tiny they could barely walk. They each had a little pig-like face with the tiniest tusks. Askari’s eyes widened as she realized what she was looking at: baby lecuis.


  She hastily backed away.


  “What is it?” Agi whispered.


  Askari didn’t know what to say. She could pretend it was nothing and suggest they continue on their way, or she could tell the truth. But what if Agi wanted to kill them all, right there on the spot?


  Unfortunately, she didn’t have time to decide.


  “Baby lecuis,” Harcos breathed, his eyes wide in awe as he peered over Askari’s shoulder.


  Agi shook her head. “We’re searching for the adult, not babies.”


  “Shouldn’t we kill them too, though?” Sasa asked timidly. “It’s what the elders would want.”


  “No wasting time,” Agi said. “We’re after the adult.”


  “I agree with Agi,” Harcos said, an expression of horror on his face. Killing them had clearly never occurred to him.


  Agi turned to Askari. “Can you track it from here?”


  Askari nodded, relief flooding through her. They wouldn’t have to kill them. She glanced at Harcos. He still had a horrified look on his face.


  Moving around the edge of the circle, Askari scrutinized the area for anything that might indicate where the mother had gone. She had probably left to search for food for the babies. Sure enough, on the opposite side, a wide swath of branches and been knocked, broken, crushed, as if a rather large garg had shoved its way unceremoniously through the brush.


  “Askari, your bow,” Agi ordered. “Harcos, stay back with Sasa. Shujaa, you’re with me.”


  The three of them moved forward quietly. Askari hung back a little to try to get a good view of the garg when they caught up to it. She could hear a crashing noise and a low groan rising from the brush ahead of them. That was probably the garg.


  “Shujaa,” Agi hissed, “we have to draw it out.”


  “Should we make noise?” Shujaa asked.


  “I have a better idea.” Agi waved for them to follow as she marched back in the direction they had come from.


  A few minutes later, they stood over the babies once again. Agi bent down and grabbed a stick from a nearby tree, and poked one of the babies with a quick jab.


  It squealed a high-pitched whine, and then all of them joined into the pitiful cry, moving in a slow heap over one another. She poked a second one, and it squealed too. Askari flinched at the sound.


  “You’re hurting them!” Harcos protested, coming through the trees behind them.


  “That’s the point,” Agi replied, frowning at him. “I’m drawing it out. Mothers tend to be very protective of their young. I imagine lecuis are the same. Now move back to a safe distance, like I said. Askari, get in that tree.”


  She pointed to a large oak with a few low-hanging branches, a short distance from the nest.


  Askari gritted her teeth. This whole situation made her very uncomfortable. Shooting a defenseless garg, just because it was a garg? Hurting its babies to lure it out? Not to mention the secrecy and overall weird feeling about the mission? She took a deep breath and pulled herself into the tree. She would only kill it if she had no other option.


  Agi poked another one of the babies with the stick, harder this time. It let out a louder squeal, and the others began to squeal in harmony, an anxious, painful sound.


  “Stop it!” Shujaa exclaimed, reaching out to yank the stick out of Agi’s hand. She tossed it across the clearing. “We can hunt it like a normal garg.”


  “I agree,” Harcos called from the trees.


  “It’s going to hear you!” Agi hissed. “Shut up and stay back.”


  Askari tilted her head, listening to the forest around them. She heard no crashing or grunting at all, nothing that sounded like a large monster running through the forest. But it had been crashing and making noise earlier, before its babies had started squealing. If it really was the mother they had heard, it would be making a beeline back to kill anything interfering with its children.


  But there was no sound… which meant…


  “Get back!” Askari shouted only a second before the lecui reared up over the brush. It had snuck up on them soundlessly, giving it the advantage of surprise.


  Agi shrieked and swung her sword up toward its face, but the monster leaped back; the sword barely brushed past it. Askari let an arrow fly, but found herself unable to aim for the face. Instead, it thudded into the tail. The garg roared and swatted at Agi, ignoring the arrow. Agi leaped back and ducked behind a tree; the lecui’s claws scraped deep gouges into the bark. Then, the garg rushed back to position herself directly over her babies in a protective stance, flinging her three tails around and hissing angrily at them.


  Shujaa turned to run, but before she could get too far, the lecui swung one of its tails around and knocked her off her feet.


  “Kill it!” Agi shouted, stepping out from behind the tree with her sword held high. “Askari, kill it!”


  Askari sat frozen. If she killed it, the babies would have no parent and would likely die. But it was attacking Baratok warriors, though they had really brought it on themselves. But it was a harmless garg, for the most part—if not for them, it would have likely lived in peace, never bothering anyone, maybe providing healing potions for other communities now and again. But it was almost on Shujaa. She had to decide. It wasn’t like her not to know what to do.


  “Harcos!” Askari yelled. “What do I do?”


  Harcos ran out of the trees, blade high. He rushed toward the lecui and brought the sword down on its tail. The tail popped off and the lecui squealed, its high screech piercing the twilight.


  “Run!” Harcos yelled. He grabbed the tail and sprinted away from the lecui, pausing only to help Shujaa to her feet.


  Askari jumped down from the tree, slinging her bow and quiver across her back. She hoped Harcos knew what he was doing.


  “What are you doing?” Agi exclaimed.


  “Run!” Harcos repeated.


  Sasa was already ahead of them in the woods. Askari quickly caught up with Shujaa and Harcos.


  “You okay?” she asked.


  “Fine.” Shujaa nodded, sweat dripping down her cheeks.


  Askari glanced back over her shoulder. Agi followed in their wake, a furious expression on her face. The lecui screeched again and hissed in their direction, but stayed, not moving away from its nest.


  How had Harcos known that it wouldn’t follow? Askari wondered. It didn’t matter—it was probably only a lucky guess. Or something about the babies. She jogged forward and grabbed the tail from Harcos so he could run faster. It was slimy and slippery, but surprisingly light. She slung it over her shoulder as Agi jogged past.


  “You’re all in for it,” she hissed, and ran past them, disappearing into the trees.
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  2: The Koponya


  Elol and Vica stood at the edge of camp, Elol with a tense, worried expression, and Vica dripping with ire. Askari dropped the lecui’s tail on the ground in front of them and then stepped back, falling into line between Shujaa and Sasa.


  “We’ve already spoken with Agi,” Elol said. “She will be disciplined for abandoning her team in the woods.”


  “Sasa,” Vica interjected, “please take Shujaa to see Leka.”


  Askari felt the muscles in her back loosen with relief—she was more worried about Shujaa than she had realized. Leka was the camp’s lead medic; she would make sure Shujaa was okay.


  “I’d like to hear what happened from you two.” Elol shifted his attention to Askari and Harcos as Shujaa vanished into the tents with Sasa.


  Askari stayed silent as Harcos launched into a tirade.


  “The lecui had babies!” he exclaimed, waving his hands around his face, eyes wide, a crease in his brow. “And we shouldn’t have been planning to kill it anyway! Agi poked the babies—hurt them!—to provoke the parent into returning to protect them, and then she attacked it. It was immoral and wrong, and we weren’t given direction on what to do if there were babies. We could have gone back to it tomorrow, if you really wanted it dead. But we got what were supposed to—ingredients to make medicine—and that should be enough.” He crossed his arms and scowled at Elol. Defensive. Angry.


  “Askari?” Elol stared at her with raised eyebrows.


  “That’s pretty much it,” she said, shrugging. She would back Harcos to the end. “But I’ll give you a timeline.” She briefly outlined their trek through the woods, Agi’s strategy, the tracking, and then the incident with the babies.


  “I understand.” Elol paused for a moment, deep in thought.


  “The whole thing is ridiculous!” Vica exclaimed to Elol, fury written all over her face. “And it wouldn’t have happened if you had simply run it by the other elders before sending them off!” She shook her head, bending down to pick up the lecui tail. “I’m going to go process this. You can deal with your warriors on your own. Askari, you still owe me five baskets of apples!” She stormed off.
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