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  Prologue




   




  MIKAEL




   




  The near future




   




  "Please, just a little further," I whispered. Her limbs trembled against my chest in the dark. She was running out of time. We both were. Only the light from the half-moon lit our way, revealing the abandoned street, speckled with debris.




  The night’s cool wind sifted through my unkempt brown hair as we walked, all too soothing on my feverish skin. As if a demon were tempting me to stop, relax and accept the inevitable.




  "Okay, Mikael," Jazzi grunted in agreement through gritted teeth, her brown eyes momentarily sane. Her breathing resembled the muffled put-put-put of a dying lawnmower. I could feel her skin, hair and muscles shifting beneath her clothes. She was covered in sweat and hot to the touch.




  I half pulled and half carried her down the dark street. Cracked concrete along the road ground roughly against my tennis shoes, threatening to trip my steps and announce our presence to any ferals nearby. I couldn’t lose her too. A single block of empty street lay from our hiding place in the warehouse to the old doctor’s office. We could cover the distance without attracting attention.




  We rounded a street corner, the doctor’s house peeking into view at the end of the next street. My best bet to help Jazzi lay in what remained of that building. Fresh air would clean out our lungs and buy us more time. I tried to ignore the itching discomfort, as my own muscles shifted and pulled beneath my skin.




  "Can we visit mommy and daddy next, Mikael?" she said suddenly, her loud voice light and carefree.




  "Shhhh," I hissed, clamping my hand over her mouth. My stomach sank to the vicinity of my ankles at the mention of our parents.




  Not only did I need her quiet, but I couldn’t bear trying to make her face the truth again. I didn’t know how she could forget watching ferals rip mom and dad apart. Jazzi's open, happy eyes terrified me during her moments of insanity, asking to see our parents again with childlike innocence.




  A few dark forms crept across the street ahead. I hauled us into the bushes along the fence. Thick Akkandi plants covered the metal barrier, slowly corroding the chain links with their acidic by-products. The heavy, rank odor of those ivy leaves swept over us, like a combination of burned honey and rotting flesh.




  I bit down a groan of pain as my sudden rush into the bush sent droplets of acid down my neck, face and shoulders. Jazzi huddled against me, using me as a human shield. The liquid burned through my sweater and undershirt with a serpentine hiss. The pain built up like a slow-burning fire on my skin, building momentum as more and more acid dripped onto my flesh.




  The scrambling shadows paced back and forth across the street, anxious and hungry. Jazzi’s breath turned panicked again, but controlled, signaling her return to sanity. I kept her mouth covered though, just in case. Her cool tears ran down my hand. At least when she was sane she knew to keep her voice down.




  I grit my teeth as the acid’s burning agony intensified along my neck and shoulders. We couldn’t leave the bush though, not with ferals so close.




  I glanced down at Jazzi, stroking her black hair affectionately with my free hand. A teenage girl shouldn’t have to watch all her loved ones die. She especially shouldn’t have a hand in ending the life of her last one, me.




  What would she do to me once she finished her transformation? What would I have to do to her if she turned feral before I reached the doctor’s office?




  My lungs tingled, requiring all my conscious effort not to cough. The deep realization hit me there, hiding in the bush. I was breathing a lot of Akkandi spores right now, my breath hastened by the burden of helping Jazzi travel.




  What if I changed faster than she did? Would my last conscious thought be the taste of her blood on my tongue?




  I shrugged the tirade of questions aside, as I’d done so many times in the last month. I counted the days, trying to distract my brain from the liquid-fire of acid dripping down my back. I shook from the battle of willpower as the acid ran down my back to my butt. I wouldn’t be sitting down for a while.




  It only took thirty days from the first planting, for the city to crumble. By now, I should have left for college and Jazzi for her first prom. How could a city as vast as Lincoln have fallen apart so quickly?




  The ferals still paced outside. They didn’t have much patience. We only had to wait a little longer. They were the unexpected byproduct of the plant Tri-Tech claimed would end world hunger. At first, Akkandi was edible and spread like any other ivy. Now, I could already feel the plants' spores settling in my chest. They were thick and relentless, like waves of the sea constantly beating into my blood stream with each breath.




  An emergency radio broadcast explained the process, in part at least. The stupid scientists in their lab never thought to see what happened if you set Akkandi leaves on fire. The spores released by intense heat clung to any metal and grew with surprising speed into bushes like the one we hid within.




  The wind shifted and the fence behind me groaned in complaint. The acid left only feeble metal links, days away from breaking down completely.




  Finally, I watched the ferals scamper off into the night. My sigh of relief turned into a spasm of coughing as I hacked thick phlegm from my lungs. Jazzi gasped quietly, her face pale and eyes frosty with despair. She knew the signs as well as I. We were both changing now.




  "Let’s get to the doctor’s office," I urged her. "Maybe there’s some oxygen there, for emergencies. That will stall it right?"




  Jazzi’s eyes lit up like a match in a dark cavern at that thought. "Maybe they’ll have some real food," Her face shifted back to the happy, careless expression from earlier. "We can save some for mommy and daddy."




  "Okay," I shuddered, stepping ahead of her to hide the agony on my face as I pulled her along. "Then you’ll feel much better. But we’re playing hide and seek okay? We need to be sneaky so the others in the shadows don’t find us."




  "Okay."




  We hugged the wall of each building as we walked, listening carefully in case the ferals returned. They were tearing through a house on our left though, their cries deep and guttural, like a diesel engine on the prowl. If they caught sight of us, they’d tear into high pitched shrieks to signal others of their kind.




  Their claws tore through wood easily and Akkandi plants were already eating every metal surface in the city. If those creatures heard us, there wouldn’t be a safe place to run or hide. We had to pass undetected.




  I thought of how quickly this plant had spread through the continent and shuddered. Anything below five thousand feet didn’t stand a chance. Above that though, the Akkandi couldn’t grow. There was some hope in that, for humanity at least. That little fact didn’t do us any good though.




  We stepped around a dozen thick Akkandi bushes I could only assume were once cars. The doctor’s office looked abandoned. Broken windows and strands of Akkandi dangled from the heads of nails or screws, making the ominous building look more like a cave with a broken door.




  "No, please no!" Jazzi hissed, pulling back.




  I put a comforting, but firm hand on her shoulder. Our parents died when the house we hid in collapsed and the ferals charged in. We survived by hiding under the wreckage. Since then, claustrophobia’s been an issue. I put my lips to her ear.




  "Do you want to become one of those things that ate mom and dad?" I snapped.




  "No…" Jazzi whimpered. My heart yearned for any other option, something that didn’t involve putting her through so much pain, but we needed that oxygen and I couldn’t leave her alone out here. One lapse in sanity and she’d call the ferals right in on us.




  "Then we need to get inside. Any air canisters that are still boxed up will be usable," I explained, softening my voice a bit as I felt her resistance failing. "It’s either go inside or get eaten. Will you come in with me?"




  Jazzi sighed a moment, eyeing the door warily. Then nodded, staring at the jagged holes in the windows as if they were giant teeth and I was asking her to walk into a creature’s mouth.




  I tried the handle and frowned, puzzled. The door was locked from the inside. I reached through the broken window and undid the lock with a quiet click. The door swung open, scraping roughly on loose shards of glass. We shuffled inside, our eyes adjusting to the new levels of darkness. I cautiously shut the door behind us.




  We stood in the doctor’s waiting room. I saw the faint outline of chairs lining the walls and a desk in the middle, Akkandi plants already growing around their legs. My lungs itched, drawing another spastic cough from me. The spores were in here too, tickling my skin, floating down my throat with each breath.




  Jazzi sank to her knees, groaning in pain. I helped her up and pulled her across the room. Her skin was too wet with sweat though, and my hand slipped free. I stumbled forward, knocking my head against something hard, the receptionist’s desk. Something shifted above me.




  "Who’s there?" A woman gasped. At first, gleeful hope sparked within me. We hadn’t seen another person in a week. Someone else had managed to survive!




  Her speech was lazy and drawled though, dousing my joy with icy caution. I looked down at my feet and noticed a few discarded syringes. What had she been doing to herself in here?




  I struggled to my feet, meeting the drug addict face to face as I rubbed the painful knot forming above my right eye. She’d been sleeping on the desk, and using the resources here to shoot up as much as possible.




  "We just need air," I answered diplomatically, raising both hands to show I was unarmed. "Then we’ll be on our way."




  "Air?" The addict asked, sitting up on the desk. Her limbs were thin and malnourished. "What are you breathing now?"




  "Clean air can clear out the spores. We just need an unopened box the akkandi hasn’t eroded yet. Did you hear the broadcast before the power cut out?" I asked her, taking a step back as I wrapped my arms around Jazzi. Her breathing was even more erratic than before. I didn’t have time to explain.




  "Who cares?" The addict muttered. "I’ve got this whole place to myself."




  I heard a tinkle of glass and plastic, two substances the Akkandi plant didn’t stick too. Paper tore in the night and I realized she was shooting up, using vacuum sealed syringes the Akkandi couldn’t get at. She camped out at the office for the needles.




  I heard her tiny gasp of pain and deep sigh of pleasure as the chemicals did their work. For a brief moment, she seemed to have forgotten we were there, lost in the drug’s induced feelings.




  I took hold of Jazzi and walked around the desk, heading into the back hallway. "We just need to use some oxygen, I repeated calmly, "Then we’ll leav-"




  "They’re all mine!" The addict suddenly screamed, tackling me from behind. Pain exploded across my face as something cold and sharp raked across my left cheek. Warm blood cascaded down my face.




  The force of her impact sent Jazzi tumbling down the hall, wailing in pain as she smashed against a nearby door jam. I cried out in anguish, but the Akkandi spores in my chest made breathing difficult. I couldn’t get quite enough air to fight back.




  "You can’t have them!" The addict screamed, pulling me back into the main room and hurling me against the desk. The acid burns on my back screamed at me from the contact with the rough wood. "They’re all mine!"




  Pain and warm blood suddenly blossomed across my chest as she slashed again. I turned away from her, curled up against the wooden countertop as I tried to breathe and get away. I lashed out with my feet, catching her stomach with my foot and taking a deep gash to my calf for my trouble.




  I grabbed her sleeping bag, some cans of food and a canteen, throwing them all at her while I retreated along the counter. Jazzi was crying and gasping for air in the next room. Ferals would hear this racket and come after us. I didn’t have time to knock her out or immobilize her.




  Then my hands closed around something hard, long and pointy. A vacuum sealed in paper.




  The addict charged me again, stabbing at me with the shard of glass in her right hand. The cold shards sliced into my cheek as I dove forward, pushing her weapon aside with my left arm and gutting her with my right. I didn’t just stab and retract. I dug into her flesh, using the needle like a hook, and ripped as much out as I could from her stomach. The contents splashed against the ground like a broken water balloon of bodily fluids.




  The addict gasped for a brief moment, glancing at her own entrails. The sudden odor of stomach contents and half-digested spam washed over us, momentarily overwhelming. Then she looked up at me and charged in again, screaming in savage agony. The drugs kept the pain at bay like nothing even a feral could manage.




  I accepted her makeshift glass blade into my arm again, hissing against the pain. I rammed the long needle in my other hand, still dripping in blood and stomach acid, through her right eye and into her brain. She fell to my feet, twitching as life finally left her.




  The rank odor of her stomach contents, the pain of cut and burn alike, the fact I’d just brutally killed someone, forced me to my knees. I vomited repeatedly, my meager stomach contents joining hers on the cold, slick linoleum floor.




  Hollywood always made combat look so glorious, especially from the comfort of one’s own couch. Here I sat, both our stomach contents soaking into my pants, realizing the truth. Fighting was something to regret, not celebrate, especially with so few of us left.




  My mind struggled to make sense of the month's events, failing to process everything Jazzi and I had endured. I couldn’t get the burning taste of vomit out of my mouth.




  Then I heard Jazzi take a steady breath, like someone who’d finally given in to sleep or rest, after hours of exertion. A guttural growl echoed from her side of the room, almost a purr of contentment.




  Fear turned my queasy stomach into ice. I crept unsteadily to the hallway, glancing down the corner cautiously. My heart froze, despair taking hold.




  A feral stood in front of her, but the creature wasn’t attacking. The feral sniffed at her, like a dog inspecting a new arrival into its home. She returned the gesture. She scratched at the clothes on her back and legs irritably with sharpened claws, tearing them away. Thick fur lay in their wake. Her eyes turned on me, hungry, curious.




  Something sniffed at the back of my neck. I slowly turned. The feral stood a few inches taller than me. Its shoulders and torso were thicker with muscles. The creature's hair was so thick I couldn’t guess the feral's gender.




  The burly creature sniffed at me again, licking the blood from my arm with the mild concern a canine might give to its brother. The cuts in my arm and chest were already coagulating. I touched my left cheek. The gash from the addict’s first attack was already forming a scar.




  I glanced down at myself. I was sprouting hair like Jazzi’s. The muscles in my hands thickened and I felt claws forming. Clothes were so constricting. I glared at the addict’s body and licked my lips. It wouldn’t take much to strip the fabric off and enjoy a decent meal.




  Why did I kill the addict with a needle anyway? Claws and teeth just felt so… right. We turned on her dead body, Jazzi at my side, the hunger in us yearning for relief.




  Then the feral within me took hold, completely.




   




   




  Chapter 1




   




  CASS




   




  The Very Distant Future




   




  I stormed away from the bonfire, blanket wrapped tightly around my shoulders. My leather shoes slid over the rocky earth, until I reached the tilled ground of the garden. The soft dirt and ripening carrot leaves tickled my legs as I follow the row, leading away from the celebration.




  "Are you alright, Cass?" Celeste called from the bonfire. The sound of her soft linen shoes slapping the rocky ground in pursuit only spurred me to speed my own pace. She didn’t catch up to me until I climbed up onto the boulder overlooking our village.




  "What’s wrong?" Celeste pried, climbing up onto the boulder, where she sat next to me. The moonlight glistened off her wavy black hair and full lips. Her white gown, the mark of an Ehlon apprentice, seemed to glow in the dark of the night. She shivered from the cold, hugging herself. I was too angry to share my blanket.




  "I grew up an only child," I hissed angrily, pulling my blanket tight around my chest. "So, why did I hear the chief mentioning my ‘brother,’ Nathan?"




  Celeste stiffened at the mention of that name, but she recovered so quickly I wondered if I’d imagined her uneasy reaction. "Where did you hear that name?" She asked cautiously. She was always quick witted. Frustratingly so sometimes.




  "Chief Gernal mentioned the name, talking to my father, of all people," I reported, nodding angrily toward the village in front of us. "Are all of you in on this joke? It’s sick. They only say his name when they think I’m not listening. That’s the worst of it. Please, Celeste, tell me what’s going on? Is everyone crazy?"




  "Everyone is just excited," Celeste replied, forcing a cheerful smile. "Old Gernal hasn't seen a year this plentiful since before his grandfather's time. The Alurch will surely bless us for the many ferals we’ve slain for them. Don't worry about the Nathan stuff. The villagers are joking to each other, that’s all."




  "A joke I’m not a part of?" I countered suspiciously. "What's wrong with me? I'm hard working, caring and I can dance, but boys look at me like the rest of the village does, as if I could sprout horns from my head at any given moment.




  "The boys are just fickle, even for me. As to the joke, it wouldn’t be in good taste to talk in front of you about replacing you, would it?" Celeste answered, running her finger through my frizzy brown hair. "Especially with a boy named Nathan. What an odd name, don’t you agree?"




  "It’s not in good taste, period," I mumbled, pulling my knees up so they rested underneath my chin. I shifted the blanket so only my head was exposed to the cool night breeze. A chill ran up my spine, but I’m pretty sure the cold boulder underneath my buttocks was responsible, not hearing ‘Nathan’ said aloud.




  "I agree-e-e," Celeste echoed, her teeth shattering. I could see the goosebumps lining her arms, illuminated by the full moon above. I glanced over at the bonfire, so warm and inviting, at least to her. The village didn’t make nasty jokes about her. But I felt my anger toward her melting away.




  "Come here," I said, pulling my blanket aside so we could share. She curled up next to me. Her hair tickled my ear while we hugged each other. We watched the village dance and sing around the bonfire. Crickets chirped in the garden I’d crossed to get to the boulder. The plants of our plot were laden with enough food to last us through two winters.




  The garden spanned nearly a mile in either direction, a gift from the Alurch, in reward for our faith. A makeshift barn hugged the base of the cliff lining the west side of the road, housing a pair of cows and goats. Recently, a large offering of ferals earned us the male counterparts for our cow and goat, so we could breed animals of our own.




  "You think my Dad wishes he could replace me?" I asked, a sickening feeling clawing away at my stomach. I brushed a strand of frizzy hair from my mouth. The breeze pushed another handful back into my face. I sighed in relent.




  "I think your father loves you," Celeste insisted, pointing at the bonfire. I could see him stomping in tune with the Chief’s rhythm, twirling among hunters and pickers.




  "You didn’t answer my question," I insisted. "I’m eighteen and every hunter that’s come to the village has spent more time talking to you, than me. Even though they know you can’t marry yet."




  "The price of serving the Alurch directly," Celeste sighed with a shrug, nodding at the temple, one of the few buildings in our village made of stone. The rest were ramshackle tangles of wood and sheet metal, salvaged by traveling merchants. "You’ll find someone soon, Cass, I know it."




  "Until Gernal or Ness talks with them," I countered, rolling my eyes. "It’s happened twice now. They wait until I’m out of ear shot, share worried expressions and move on. I can plant and harvest faster than most pickers. Why do they look at me like I’m broken?"




  Celeste’s reactions were quicker this time. I barely caught that same look in her eye just then, then she smiled. "All you can do is focus on being the best version of yourself you can be. You planted that whole row yourself, remember? No one can keep up with you when it comes time for planting."




  "I suppose," I sighed, giving Celeste a tight hug. Talking with her always helped. I wondered if her sweet nature was part of her personality, or a blessing gleaned from serving the Alurch. No one ever opened up to me. "Thank you."




  "You’re welcome," Celeste answered, returning my hug with one of her own. I noticed the people dancing around the bonfire sent shadows leaping up the western cliff face behind the village, as if black demons from the forest were encroaching on the lands of the Gods. "Let’s face the forest for a while."




  We turned, looking out over the silent woodlands below us. Our village nestled on a narrow strip of land, perhaps a mile wide, running north to south. To the west, the Alurch’s sacred mountains towered above us. To the east, the endless forests of the damned stretched out beneath us. A creek gurgled happily to the north, content to support our village.




  "In some ways, I’m jealous of your life as a picker," Celeste admitted softly.




  "What?" I said in disbelief, glancing her way. "You’re kidding."




  "No," Celeste insisted, staring out over the feral infested forest. "I hate preparing the feral bodies for the Alurch to accept. Sometimes Nell’s hunters bring them back in pieces and I have to stitch them back together. I hate their stink, from those foul leaves they love. Even dead, I can’t shake the fear that touching their body will somehow taint mine."




  "I’ve never seen one up close," I admitted, chewing my bottom lip thoughtfully. I glanced down at the forest, eerily still and quiet. "Not that I’ve ever wanted too. Is it true they eat their young?"




  "Not their own, but another feral’s, sure," Celeste said, her tone dripped with disgust. "I shudder to think what kind of choices they made as people to deserve ending up as ferals. Anyway, I’d gladly plant a few rows of crops each week if it meant never seeing a feral up close again."




  "I’m glad we live above the Edge," I said thankfully. An owl circled overhead, hunting among the garden’s leaves for an evening meal. Our boulder sat on a massive cliff called the ‘Edge’, running to the north and south. Eastward, it dropped down into the forests of the damned. "Without the blessings of the Alurch, the demons could set foot here."




  "There’s a cheerful thought," Celeste said, rolling her eyes. "Just before I go to bed, I’m going to be haunted by the thought of those red, bloodshot eyes charging over the Edge after me. Thanks."




  "Sorry," I said, biting back a smile. "Try thinking about that Hunter you watch for, Kerlin, was it?"




  "Stop it!" Celeste insisted, blushing so fiercely I could feel the heat radiating from her face. "Besides, he’d have to turn down bride after bride for three years before I could marry him. That’s not likely."




  I rested my head on her shoulder. "It’s ok, Celeste. I’m not going anywhere. I will keep you company until he comes to whirl you off to a village of your own."




  "Thanks, Cass," Celeste replied, sighing sadly. "You’re a good friend."




  "You too, Celeste," I answered, hugging her tightly.




  We watched the moon slowly rise into the night sky, until the bonfire burned down and Gernal called for the first watch to take their places overlooking the garden. I sighed, bracing myself against the cold as I rose to my feet. Life in Gernal’s village was safe, but hard work. Living on the Edge, that was all you could really ask, of Alurch or man.




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  CASS




   




  The earth heaved upward, hurling me from my cot. I jerked into a panic as I sailed through the air, blankets tangling around my legs. I landed roughly on the stone floor, wincing in pain. The house's flimsy foundations groaned as the earth unnaturally surged up and down.




  I tried to run, but the thick blankets bound my ankles, forcing me to crawl. I could hear the timbers snapping. I didn’t have time to untangle my feet. I scrambled to the door, barely noticing my father’s empty cot. Another nightly patrol of the gardens. So much for keeping his daughter out of danger.




  Even as my hands reached the iron latch on the door, the house rolled forward. A feeling of dread swept over me as I watched the wall pitch, the collapsing roof cascading down around me. I had just enough time to cover my head. In that instant of doom, I felt something echo in my mind. A dark memory resonated, someone I couldn’t quite place, somewhere bloody. Then the . Before I could glee any details, besides the taste of blood on my tongue, the recollection faded away.




  Wood, dislodged nails and sheet metal smashed on top of me. The weight pinned me against the stone floor like an insect. I tried to wriggle free, only to feel iron nails digging painfully into my legs, back and arms. Heavy dust billowed up from the blast, coating my face and nose, forcing me to sneeze out what little air remained.




  I struggled to breath, but the majority of the weight settled between my shoulder blades, I could feel the dislodged beam pressing against my diaphragm. I tried to reach behind my back or turn over, anything to catch a breath. My lungs yearned for air, a burning need I couldn’t quench.




  The earth heaved again. I screamed, sweet air flooding my lungs, as the overturned house pitched forward again. The beam slammed into the earth next to me. Iron nails tore into my legs more fiercely, though my shoulders and arms were suddenly free. I crawled, gritting my teeth against the pain of a dozen twisted nails tearing into my flesh.




  There! I could see empty ground through a patch of broken timbers. Only a foot away. I stretched forward, crying out in pain. I couldn’t think about what the nails were doing to my legs. I could feel the slick blood running down my calf though. Something about that sensation terrified me to my core. Some dark truth I couldn’t recall threatened to surface, driving me from the wreckage, no matter the damage to my legs.




  "Cass!" A familiar voice cried, clutching my outstretched hand. Celeste's all too dainty fingers wrapped around mine. "Are you alright?"




  "My house just fell down on me," I countered, hissing in pain. The nails dug into my flesh with each pull. "So, no. I'm not alright. Pull, just pull!"




  With our combined strength, I felt the nails finally tear free of my calves. Whimpering in pain, I crawled from the wreckage. Thick dust and itchy woodchips covered every inch of my body. In the dark, I could feel more than see the slick, red blood running down my legs.




  "Are you alright?" Dad asked, appearing from nowhere. We shared a relieved hug and I took a deep calming breath as I cried into his shoulder. He smelled of oiled leather, roasted walnuts and sweat.




  "I'll live," I assured him, feeling a little embarrassed as I looked around. "How's everyone else?"




  The other adults were scouring the rubble for their friends and family. Only the stone house of the village council and the squat storehouse buildings still stood. I was sobbing into my father's shoulder like a child. I couldn't help myself. There was something about that dark, inescapable pressure in the house that absolutely terrified me. Just recalling the event tightened my chest in fear and twisted my stomach into tangled knots.




  "We're not sure yet," Dad replied, putting two fingers to his lips as he uttered a high pitched whistle. "I need all hunters and hunters-in-training with me, now. We have to salvage what we can from the gardens, before the ferals come to investigate."




  At first, I didn't understand. After all, we lived just above the Edge. Ferals wouldn't come here to hunt, no matter how hungry. Then I looked past him, out toward the Edge. Our gardens were no more. A black gash in the earth marked the spot where they'd crumbled to the Edge beyond. Our village no longer sat a comfortable distance from the Edge, but only a few feet away.




  The hunters of our village grimly fished what equipment they could from the rubble that was once their homes. They hastily hugged loved ones goodbye before urging family members to continue searching our collapsed homes. Every minute mattered now, the moment the ferals descended on our precious garden, our chances of surviving the winter dwindled.




  "Help them search for survivors," Dad ordered, giving me a quick kiss on the forehead. "We'll be back as soon as we can."




  "Alright, Nells," One of the hunters echoed.




  "Be safe," I said, too numb with shock and pain to say anything else.




  "I love you," Dad said. Facing the women and children of our village, he added, "Make sure you salvage all the equipment you can from your homes. We'll need every blanket, mattress and blade to survive this winter."




  Without even waiting for a response, Dad led the hunters south, to the paths we used when we risked going beyond the Edge. I prayed to the Alurch that enough of those trails remained sound to bring our strongest members safely home. They were weighed down with spears, swords and the largest buckets they could find in this mess. I felt a chill of fear as I watched my Dad vanished into the dark. So few of them had time to find and don their armor.




  For a moment, we all just stood there, staring at the collapse where our garden used to be. We'd done well in our offerings to the Alurch this year. Last month we offered more dead ferals to the Gods than ever before. We were going to have enough food for two winters. Why would the Gods curse us so, after we'd shown so much obedience?




  "Make sure everyone is accounted for," Celeste ordered, her shrill voice cutting through the eerie quiet that settled around our village. The earth still groaned underfoot, trembling, as if from a deep wound. The rest of us milled through the rubble, pulling women, children and elderly from the debris. Smoke leaked from a few of them, where the earth overturned a hot oven. Flames peaked up at us through the rubble, challenging us to a twisted race toward our loved ones.




  We saved those people first. So far most of us were shaken but lightly injured. I moved from one pile of rubble to the next, alongside Celeste, pulling friends and neighbors from their homes. A few survivors ran north to the creek, buckets in hand. A few overturned houses were crackling with hungry flames. We had to salvage all the material we could. I'd never felt so grateful for Dad's insistence that we didn't need a larger house to demonstrate his importance in the village. His humility may have saved my life.




  The last pile of rubble was the largest, the home of our Gernal, our chief. A hollow tapping echoed from the heart of the debris. We sifted through two-by-fours, sheet metal and old blankets. Gernal's iron stove finally peaked out of the mess, a gift from the Alurch, intended to cook enough meat for our entire village in a single go.




  "Help!" Gernal cried, his voice muffled by his stiff confines. A metallic tap, tap, tap echoed from within. We set to work pulling aside what remained of his southern wall. The rough timbers, dotted with protruding nails, dug into my hands and arms. In a few minutes, enough room remained to pull his door open.




  "That was a close call," Gernal said with a grin, crawling out of his stove. "I never thought a gift from the Alurch could provide such literal protection." I shook my head at his persistent optimism.




  A few of us chuckled, Celeste hugged Gernal so tightly he grunted in pain. "I was afraid for you, uncle," she said.




  "I was on my way to the outhouse when the earthquake struck," Gernal admitted, perching his chin on her head as he clutched his chest. "I had just enough time to climb into the stove. Who would have thought that my old bladder would save my life?" Another wave of laughter echoed through our little group. Gernal tried his best to counter the despair in our eyes.




  "Now, where's my little boy?" he asked, facing Celeste's mother, our Ehlon, speaker of the Alurch. "I trust he and your son snuck out to explore the cliffs again?"




  "Ragdan wasn't feeling well, remember?" She reminded him. "He decided to stay home…"




  Gernal didn't respond right away, facing the rubble. We all set to work, digging through overturned table tops, wardrobes and shelves. No one spoke. I didn’t have to ask what we were looking for. A six year old boy, trapped in a house and terrified, would cry for aid. Silence meant… things I didn't want to dwell on.




  But sometimes, the Alurch are not so kind. I pulled a flap of sheet metal away, my hands shaking as my eyes tried to tell my brain what they were seeing. Gernal's roof was supported primarily by a large beam, six inches in width and height, but another eighteen feet long. There, under a slab of sheet metal, lay Ragdan's little broken body, trapped, limb.




  I couldn't move. The simple act of breathing felt like a lifelong endeavor. The others noticed my reaction and gathered around me, somberly. Gernal was the last, muttering to himself at the opposite end of the house when he finally looked up and saw us.




  "How could this be?" he said, stunned. "His bedroom is right here."




  I couldn't bring myself to say the words, but we all could see the truth. Ragdan's little hand was speckled with white sugar, a recent gift from the Alurch. Gernal arrived at my side soon after, kneeling down before Ragdan's body. He held the little boy's hand, fingers pressed against Ragdan's wrist in a desperate attempt to find a pulse.




  The logical part of my mind shuddered at the implications. A chief without an heir was a ripe opportunity for nearby villages looking to grow their ranks. Something else in my mind though, a deeper, emotional pain, screamed at me. Something about the broken little body lying in his own gore, echoed in my mind. The whispers gathered together, gaining strength until the built into a deafening roar.




  I found myself running, bleeding legs notwithstanding. Celeste called after me, but no one pursued me. There was much salvaging to do and preparations to make if we were to preserve what food the hunters could salvage from the collapsed gardens. None of that mattered now, though. All I saw was darkness clutching a little broken body, my limbs slick with blood. I didn't know where I'd seen that image before, or what meaning it carried, but I desperately didn't want to know. So I ran.
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