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In
  the icy expanses of the most remote northern region ever
  colonized by
  humans, the wind blew sharp as razor blades, leaving indelible
  marks
  on the faces of those unaccustomed to the inhospitable climate.
  These
  days marked the end of the three-horned moose hunting season. The
  men
  moved silently among the silver birches, their lever-action
  rifles
  gripped in their gloved hands.




  
The
  sky was clear, a pale blue that only those latitudes knew, when a
  deep rumble tore through the air, like thunder without a storm.
  One
  of the hunters looked up. An orange glare, a wound in the
  firmament,
  was crossing the sky with an unnatural slowness. It was not a
  shooting star—too big, too close. It was a mountain on fire, with
  a
  tail of fire and ash that trailed behind it like a mantle of
  death.




  
It
  was impossible not to be both fascinated and terrified by the
  sight.
  "By the Old Spirits…" someone whispered. The meteor began
  to slow, as if a mysterious force was holding it back, but then
  it
  accelerated again, heading straight for the easternmost valley,
  which
  was enclosed in a fissure that sheltered it from the most violent
  weather and the harshness of the climate, but which would soon
  face a
  fury of a different nature altogether. In the center lay a
  village of
  fishermen and miners nestled between the icy fjords.




  
A
  blinding flash lit up the horizon, followed by a roar that shook
  the
  earth. The hunters threw themselves to the ground as a shockwave
  shook the trees and sent the snow flying like dust. When silence
  returned, it was eerie. Only the distant crackling of flames and
  the
  weeping of the wind could be heard. Ruk looked at his team,
  trying to
  reassure the young men with his calm demeanor, but among their
  frightened eyes, he was searching for his wife’s, wanting to be
  sure she was safe and to find the comfort he needed in
  turn.




  
She
  put a hand on his shoulder. "Let's go back." Ruk nodded
  and, with a nod of his head, signaled to the others to gather
  their
  things and follow him quickly. They weren't far from their
  village;
  they had gone out on foot that day, and a single hour's walk was
  enough to bring them near the herds of three-horned moose. These
  were
  wary animals that sensed a human presence from a distance, guided
  by
  the wind. Only those who could move with calm and circumspection
  could hope to approach them without causing a stampede. Over the
  years, they had also learned to associate the smell of the
  humans’
  horses with that of the men who rode them—a signal of danger to
  be
  fled. Those animals carried their worst enemies, and if they
  found
  themselves in superior numbers, they would not hesitate to
  trample
  those fragile creatures, piercing their bodies with the mighty
  bone
  they proudly carried on their foreheads. Every loss suffered by
  the
  herd was etched into the collective memory of those beasts,
  teaching
  them who to avoid and how to continue to live. But at that
  moment, on
  the eve of the great summer migration, the tremor that had just
  shaken the earth had thrown them into chaos. Every moose was
  fleeing
  in opposite directions, trampling themselves and every bush that
  stood between them and their instinct for survival.




  
The
  snow was still deep, but the approaching spring had made it
  softer.
  Ruk couldn't afford to run for a full hour with that clothing and
  the
  weight of the equipment, but the men who had learned to live in
  those
  lands had also learned how to move as quickly as possible,
  retracing
  their own footprints etched in the snow so as not to waste
  energy.
  They reached the village in a flash. The elders, who had
  certainly
  seen the same spectacle in the sky and had certainly suffered the
  behavior of their animals in the pens, had already brought them
  all
  back into the stables. They were used to being fast, especially
  when
  living surrounded by wolves whose heads alone were three times
  the
  size of a human adult’s, with claws capable of slicing any
  unfortunate person who stood in their way.




  
Despite
  the small stone walls being carefully closed, at the sight of Ruk
  and
  his men the lookout gave a quick and decisive signal: the gate
  could
  be opened. The village was protected by an irregular perimeter,
  built
  with what the earth and the succession of the seasons had
  granted.
  Blocks of rough stone, mixed with dry mud, formed the base.
  Wooden
  beams, blackened by sun and rain, reinforced the weakest points,
  while rusty sheets, recovered from old wrecks, had been nailed
  here
  and there to cover the cracks. The twisted ropes and bent irons
  held
  together that fragile boundary, which was more symbolic than
  truly
  defensive. But for those who lived there, it was home.




  
Nub,
  the village chief, stepped forward as soon as Ruk dismounted from
  his
  horse. "I saw the mountain on fire fall from the sky. A sign of
  misfortune has befallen us". "I don't know about us, old
  man, but for those who live to the east it certainly was. We saw
  it
  fall in that direction. Does the radio still work?". "No,
  it's been broken for a while. And we have no way to fix it. It's
  been
  a long time since we've been down to the city, or contacted the
  other
  villages". "Then we have to go see what happened". "Be
  careful, Ruk. It could be very dangerous". "It certainly
  is. But I don't want to wait for a calamity to knock on my door.
  The
  men to the east didn't choose the misfortune that struck them.
  But if
  it happened to us, I'd appreciate all the help possible, from
  anyone
  who arrives. I just need to put together a team that can move
  quickly
  and I'll leave right away. Where is my daughter?".




  
"Rae
  and her friends went out shortly after you. They wanted to come
  and
  meet you, to take part in the hunt. Didn't you cross paths with
  them
  along the way?". "Damn it. I told her to wait at least
  another season. No, we didn't see them. And knowing that hothead,
  she's probably already gotten herself into trouble. Especially
  after
  seeing the meteor in the sky". "I'm sorry. I couldn't stop
  them. They took the horses; they told me they would just take a
  ride.
  But one of them had a rifle, and they took the same path as you.
  I
  thought they would have caught up with you".




  
Ruk
  turned to his wife. Their eyes met for an instant, and in that
  instant they said everything to each other, without the need for
  words. "It doesn't matter. Mae, three other volunteers, and I
  will get on their trail. We're heading east. Is anyone coming
  with
  us?". From the group of hunters, two young men who had
  participated in the moose hunt for the first time emerged, as
  well as
  Nub himself, now a veteran and a great friend of Ruk's. The man
  didn't have the time, nor the desire, to tell the two young men
  that
  they could be putting themselves in danger if they followed them.
  They had already reached adulthood and had earned the right to be
  considered adults, and their actions would speak for them. Ruk
  only
  hoped their recklessness wouldn't turn against them. On the other
  hand, they had always proven to be submissive to his orders and
  diligent in the tasks that had been assigned to them. "Alright,
  saddle the horses and meet in the square". Accustomed to acting
  quickly and even more so to being organized, the small team was
  ready
  in a few minutes. They changed their equipment to something more
  suitable for riding, but they did not give up the one weapon that
  no
  adult member of the community lacks—the large rifle that every
  hunter makes sure is efficient, clean, and loaded before slipping
  it
  into the saddlebag.




  
Rae
  had left the village at dawn, her long dark hair gathered on top
  of
  her head with a piece of the same cloth as her bandana. Her light
  eyes, her mother's inquisitive gaze, and her father's proud
  posture
  made her a figure impossible to ignore. A fierce determination,
  too
  intense for her young age, could be read in her. Alongside her
  rode
  Jax, Keo, Tim, and Zed: young people who had grown up too quickly
  in
  a world that doesn’t forgive.




  
Rae
  was tall and slender, with lean muscles forged by a life spent
  outdoors and the natural flexibility of someone who had learned
  to
  climb trees before she could even walk confidently on the ground.
  Jax, the most robust of the group, had broad shoulders and hands
  marked by work. He carried a rifle that had belonged to his
  family
  for generations: a weapon modified and improved over the years,
  passed from hand to hand like a sacred inheritance. It had
  belonged
  to his mother, who for a short time was the head huntress of her
  village and died during a hunting season, the outcome of which is
  always uncertain. Jax was just a child then, but he remembered
  every
  detail. That rifle was all he had left, and if he could hunt a
  moose
  by himself, he would earn the title of hunter, becoming an adult
  a
  year ahead of schedule.




  
Keo
  was agile and nervous, with eyes always in motion and a scar that
  cut
  across his left eyebrow, a memory of a fall from a roof during a
  thunderstorm. Tim, the youngest, still had a childlike face, but
  one
  already marked by dust and fear. His past, the most dramatic of
  all,
  was something he didn’t think about or didn't want to think about
  so as not to feel that sharp, pungent pain, like pins piercing
  his
  stomach. Finally, Zed was the quietest. Pale, with an almost
  unreal
  air, a creature belonging more to the sky than to the earth, an
  entity always halfway between dream and reality.




  
They
  weren't looking for their parents. They were looking for
  something
  different: a purpose, a place in the world, a chance to prove
  they
  were more than just kids. They wanted to play at being adults,
  too
  young to understand the folly of their action, too old to still
  feel
  like children. They had the energy of those who want to take
  everything, right now. What they didn't know yet was that
  three-horned moose were not docile prey. Sometimes tamer than
  horses,
  other times more ferocious than a wild beast, they were
  unpredictable
  creatures. Their enormous jaws, once clenched, could tear flesh
  and
  break bones with the same ease with which a man bites into
  snow.




  
Under
  the guidance of Rae, who knew the eastern ridge well, they rode
  quickly to the white pastures: an open area where the barren
  vegetation was still covered by a thin crust of ice. There, in
  the
  long shadows of the morning, they spotted three moose grazing.
  Their
  massive bodies moved slowly, but every movement betrayed a power
  ready to explode. Rae raised a hand. The horses stopped. No one
  spoke. The silence was thick, like the frost that still covered
  the
  ground.




  
Staying
  at a safe distance was the only option. An adult moose, with its
  imposing size, was almost impossible to take down with a single
  shot.
  These young people, however, had been trained from a young age to
  shoot, reload, and hit moving targets, even from horseback. Yet,
  nothing had prepared them for the majestic power of those
  creatures
  seen firsthand. A well-placed shot, fired from a distance, could
  take
  down an animal only if the person pulling the trigger was an
  extremely experienced hunter. But if the animal sensed the
  direction
  of the shot, it could react with fury, charging blindly toward
  the
  source of the pain, driven by a mixture of anger and a survival
  instinct.




  
Zed
  found a perfect clearing for an ambush. With a quick flick of his
  finger, he showed the others the direction, then gestured for
  silence
  and told them to follow him. The horses were tied up behind the
  hill
  at a safe distance; they were too precious to risk getting them
  involved in a direct confrontation with the moose.




  
Jax
  lay on the ground, prone behind a bush. His stomach was pressed
  against the stiff grass, which was protected from the snow by a
  natural dome of flint that had kept that portion of the ground
  dry.
  His heart leaped into his throat. The rifle, although resting on
  the
  ground, was heavier than usual. A trickle of sweat slid down his
  forehead, icy despite the cold. He knew exactly where he had to
  hit:
  at the base of the neck, just below the head. It was the only
  spot
  where a well-placed shot could kill the animal instantly.
  Shooting at
  the head was too risky: the moose's skull, thick and robust,
  could
  easily deflect the bullet. Moreover, while grazing, the head
  moved
  constantly. The neck, although not immobile, offered a larger
  target,
  and even in case of a miss, a hit there would cause enough damage
  to
  end the animal's life within a few minutes.




  
Many
  young hunters, when asked by their parents what the best spot to
  hit
  was, instinctively answered: the heart. But this was true for
  most
  local wildlife, not for the three-horned moose. That creature
  possessed two hearts, protected by an extended ribcage with the
  consistency of armor. The two organs, although communicating,
  were
  able to function independently, dividing the blood flow. Even if
  one
  was destroyed, the other could keep the animal alive long enough
  to
  still be dangerous. With age, one of the two hearts tended to
  slow
  down until it stopped completely, but this did not make the moose
  less agile or aggressive. On the contrary, older specimens were
  often
  the most feared: experienced, resilient, lethal.




  
To
  face such creatures, local communities had developed special
  bullets:
  reinforced, with a flat tip, loaded into rifles with a
  double-chamber
  propulsion system. This system guaranteed greater acceleration
  than a
  conventional weapon, allowing the bullet to penetrate deeper into
  the
  flesh. The flat tip, although less piercing, caused greater
  damage
  along its path, tearing through tissues and bones with
  devastating
  effectiveness.




  
Jax
  had waited for this moment his whole life. Since he was a child,
  he
  had dreamed of the encounter with the three-horned moose. He had
  only
  seen the carcasses, trophies of the adults' hunting trips, but
  never
  a live specimen. Now that he was face to face with that legendary
  creature, he felt a sudden emptiness inside. He had the
  impression
  that all the preparation and years of training were not enough.
  He
  wasn't ready. Not really. For the first time, he smelled the
  acrid
  scent of imminent death. It wasn't just fear; it was awareness.
  If he
  missed the target, he would die. And not quickly. If he hit it,
  however, he would take the life of a mother, under the eyes of
  her
  calves who were grazing peacefully beside her, certain that there
  was
  no safer place in the world than there, next to their guide. A
  fleeting thought crossed Jax's mind: his parents, both of whom
  had
  died when he was still a child. But this was not the time for
  nostalgia. He was a warrior. And he had prepared for this moment
  with
  every fiber of his being.




  
He
  bit some snow, letting it melt slowly in his mouth. It served to
  lower the temperature of his breath, to prevent the vapor from
  betraying him. Then he moved, with slow and controlled movements,
  ten
  steps forward. He was now completely exposed to the animal's
  view,
  but from that position he had a perfect sightline. The risk was
  high,
  but the possibility of a clean shot was just as high. He felt the
  weight of the rifle on his right shoulder. He pushed it slightly
  against himself, to ensure the weapon was steady and that the
  recoil
  wouldn't throw him off balance. He inhaled slowly, held his
  breath.
  His finger rested on the trigger. He fired.




  
The
  bullet, a cylinder of reinforced red granite, left the barrel
  with a
  deep and vibrant hiss. It began to spin around its axis, trying
  to
  escape its trajectory, but each rotation brought it back
  perfectly in
  line with the direction impressed by the barrel. Every air
  disturbance, every turbulence, was corrected by that calibrated
  rotation, the result of ancient and precise technology. Time
  seemed
  to slow down. The sound of the shot dispersed in the valley,
  bouncing
  between the rocks and the trunks. The moose raised its head, eyes
  wide, and for an eternal instant everything remained
  still.




  
It
  took only a few moments for the bullet to burn the target's skin,
  and
  it did so with such speed and silence that it took away an entire
  piece of fur from the neck. But a trickle of blood and a future
  scar
  was all the boy got. Jax looked at the animal with a lost gaze,
  petrified with fear, with the white expanse around his iris
  occupying
  almost all the visible space, so wide had he opened his eyes in a
  mixed feeling of bewilderment and defeat.




  
On
  the opposite side, his (futile) prey would soon become a hunter.
  With
  eyes injected with blood from pain and anger, the animal prepared
  to
  counterattack that "gnat" that had dared to disturb its
  meal in the company of its offspring. It was, however, at the
  moment
  when its hooves were kicking up the earth behind it to prepare
  for
  the charge that a large round stone hit the beast's right eye,
  hard
  enough to cause intense pain and make it violently turn its head
  in
  the opposite direction.




  
Rae
  was there, standing, with her slingshot clenched in her hands.
  The
  weapon she had had since she was a child, honing its effects over
  the
  years, lethal and silent, capable of taking down small animals
  with
  surgical precision. But not a moose. Not that colossal creature
  that
  now, with fiery eyes and dilated nostrils, had chosen a new
  target:
  her. The animal had smelled the fear, and the fear had an odor
  the
  girl could not hide.




  
She
  darted backward, then turned and began to run. A desperate,
  impossible race. The moose lowered its snout and charged with the
  blind fury of an avalanche. She knew her only hope was to use the
  trees: zigzagging, dodging, seeking cover behind the widest
  trunks.
  But the moose didn't seem to care about obstacles. It trampled
  everything: bushes, branches, stones. It barely deviated, only to
  avoid the most massive trunks. The ground trembled under its
  hooves.




  
Rae
  did the only thing that could save her life: she lunged toward a
  fir
  tree, grabbing onto the rough bark and spinning around the trunk
  with
  a half-rotation. She felt the skin of her hand burn from the
  scratches caused by the bark, but she ignored the pain. She had
  to
  move. She had to go back.




  
The
  moose, surprised by the maneuver, tried to brake. Its hind legs
  slipped on the damp undergrowth carpet, raising clumps of earth
  and
  leaves. The young woman resumed her run, but now the ground was
  no
  longer on her side. She had left the dry, compact area to enter
  the
  snowy field from which she had started shortly before. The snow,
  which covered invisible pitfalls, slowed every step. Her muscles,
  once reactive, now sank into a treacherous mantle. The moose was
  on
  her again. So close it could grab the girl's jacket with its
  teeth,
  tearing a piece of it. Rae felt the fabric give way, the animal's
  warm breath on her neck.




  
Then,
  a roar. A dry explosion tore through the air. The shot hit the
  moose's neck squarely, in almost the same spot where Jax had
  failed a
  moment before. But this time there was no error. The bullet,
  loaded
  with all the power of the double chamber, passed through the
  flesh
  and broke the spinal column like a dry branch. The moose
  collapsed to
  the ground with a dull thud, with the roar of a boulder detaching
  from a wall and rolling down without any control.




  
Rae
  turned, panting, her heart pounding in her ears. The animal lay
  motionless, the snow around it already stained red. It was over.
  But
  the silence that followed was not one of relief. It was the
  silence
  that follows a storm, when you still don't know if you've truly
  survived. The only sounds were the wind blowing in the distance
  and
  the animal's breath fading away, then nothing.




  
"You're
  crazy!".




  
The
  girl was still lying in the snow, with the imprint of her body
  perfectly outlining her shape, and she smiled. "Great shot, Jax…
  and no, I wasn't referring to the first one". The young people
  gathered around their hunting trophy, still in disbelief at what
  they
  had managed to accomplish. No adult, if they had known how they
  had
  obtained that prey, would have spared them a proper scolding.
  Nevertheless, the village would be able to feed on that meat for
  several days. The bones would become tools, weapons, and
  utensils.
  The thick and warm fur would provide high-quality clothing, a
  rare
  privilege. It was their booty, conquered with courage and
  recklessness.




  
Zed
  placed his hands on his friends' shoulders, with a proud smile.
  "You
  guys were good. The prize is all yours". Rae patted him on the
  shoulder, with an ironic grin. "It's ours. All of us. Especially
  since you'll be the ones to build the transport, skin it, butcher
  it,
  and drag it back to the village. That's why we're a team,
  right?".




  
They
  all laughed. A full, sincere laugh that only young people can
  have
  when they feel like they have the world at their feet. In that
  moment
  they were happy. More than they would ever be again. But they
  didn't
  know it yet.




  
Then,
  the sky tore open. A deafening roar vibrated the air. A fiery
  meteorite crossed the horizon above their heads, leaving a trail
  of
  green and crimson light, opening a wound in the sky. The impact
  occurred a few kilometers away, but the shockwave was so powerful
  that it shook the earth beneath their feet. The horses, tied up a
  short distance away, neighed in terror, kicking up a cloud of
  dust
  and snow. When they opened their eyes again, everything around
  them
  was different. Tim was the first to notice. Tiny, iridescent
  black
  crystals had passed through their clothes and were stuck in their
  skin, like splinters of alien glass. He felt no pain, but his
  brain
  struggled to comprehend what was happening. Every thought was
  slowed,
  muffled; even time itself had lost its coherence. There, where
  the
  sky had fallen, a column of thick, black smoke rose, spreading
  out
  like a living shadow. And something, in that smoke, was
  moving.
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The
  forest, once alive with sounds and breath, had never been so
  silent;
  the flora and fauna had agreed to hold their breath. The trees,
  tall
  and proud, bent slightly under the weight of an unnatural quiet,
  as
  if they too were stunned, unable to comprehend what had happened.
  The
  branches of the fir trees, still heavy with the morning frost,
  trembled slightly, not from the wind, but from the invisible echo
  of
  an impact that had shaken the earth to its very roots. In the
  distance, looking beyond the line of the hills, where the sun
  rose
  every day and where just a moment before it had been there to
  witness
  its luminous presence, a column of dark smoke now rose, dense and
  impenetrable, opening into the sky like a poisonous flower.
  Oblique,
  golden, and spectral blades of light timidly caressed the
  treetops,
  making the drops of dew shine like suspended tears.




  
The
  closer they got to the impact point, the more the vegetation
  appeared
  mute and blackened. Life had been sucked out of that place in an
  instant. Some trunks were broken, others bent in unnatural
  directions
  by an invisible force that had struck them with violence. The
  ferns,
  which usually opened in the morning like small green hands, lay
  crushed against the ground, covered by a thin layer of ash.
  Further
  away, where that blast had not touched anything, nature watched.
  The
  crows were silent. The deer, hidden among the bushes, had stopped
  moving. Even the moss, which covered the rocks with its ancient
  mantle, was now darker, damper, giving the impression of having
  absorbed the earth’s fear.




  
It
  was as if the entire landscape had become a spectator to an event
  too
  big to be understood. The group of friends advanced in silence.
  Even
  Rae’s sharp talk had been replaced by her searching gaze, and the
  excitement of having successfully taken down a three-horned moose
  now
  seemed less relevant.




  
The
  hunting trophy, however, was very important for the entire
  community.
  They unanimously decided to move the carcass to a location easily
  visible to a group of scouts, near the road. They covered it
  entirely
  with snow to preserve it and built a shelter so that neither the
  sun
  nor other animals could reach it. They were not fully aware of
  what
  they were doing; in their minds, priorities were confused, and
  none
  seemed to have the right weight. Their younger selves pushed them
  to
  go home, to safety, to ask for help. But there was also the
  instinct
  tempered by survival, the one that knew the thin line between
  life
  and death, made of one meal more or less. And finally, the shadow
  of
  the adult they were becoming, that voice that urged them to
  discover
  what was hidden at that luminous point on the horizon. Perhaps it
  had
  crashed in a desert area. Or maybe it had hit a populated center.
  It
  could not be entirely ruled out that it was an alien danger,
  foreign
  even to their enemies: the men they had fled from, to confine
  themselves up there and, fortunately, be forgotten. Men dressed
  in
  black from head to toe, even when they marched in the snow. Black
  their armored vehicles, black the souls of those who had forced
  them
  to flee their homeland. But this last point was almost
  immediately
  dismissed from the mind of whoever had been touched by it. A
  projectile too big to be ignored fell from the sky with an
  uncertain
  trajectory, wrapped in flames that could not scratch its smooth,
  black, and opaque surface. Inside it, some would have sworn to
  have
  seen a light pulsing, a kind of dark heart that swelled and then
  contracted, following a sinister and constant rhythm similar to a
  breath.




  
Too
  many questions, too many internal discussions that would have no
  answers, especially no logical or at least correct answers. They
  finished quickly preparing the moose remains, then Keo gave a
  light
  signal. He was the one in the group in charge of preparing
  flares.
  Since childhood, the young people had been trained in the various
  arts of survival, combat, building improvised weapons in the
  woods,
  rifle maintenance, building traps, first aid, and signaling. Each
  member of the group had an element that could excel in each of
  these
  areas, even if they all collaborated in the hunt. The hunting
  parties, which separated into groups to beat as many different
  tracks
  as possible over an enormous, seemingly endless territory, always
  carried three types of flares: red to signal an imminent danger
  that
  everyone should pay attention to—and it was often used to signal
  an
  attack by the Men in Black—and yellow to indicate that a
  particularly large prey had been hunted, and for this, the group
  closest to them would send a return signal that was little more
  than
  a crackle, more acoustic than luminous, to indicate that they
  would
  help with the transport. Keo had this responsibility and had to
  know
  which one to launch. It had been his job to prepare the dark
  powders
  for the explosion and grind the colored rocks to indicate the
  signal,
  but he wavered on which of the two colors was more logical to
  warn
  the others. He thought that everyone had seen what looked like a
  meteorite and for this, it made little sense to tell everyone
  that
  this was a danger since no one had yet confirmed it and even if
  they
  had, the result was still obvious. It made more sense to tell
  everyone that they had a precious trophy to bring back to the
  village, even though they were very far from it.




  
An
  amber mushroom cloud was still spreading in the sky when the
  young
  people were already on horseback heading toward the point of
  impact
  of the projectile. Probably each of their choices was wrong, but
  they
  were still choices and they had the courage to make them. There
  was
  still a pending issue that no one had yet voiced, whether
  internally
  or externally. What were those tiny crystals that had stuck in
  the
  skin of some of them after the shockwave? At first, those
  formations
  seemed to have no importance: they had not caused pain, nor were
  they
  obvious enough to attract attention, even from those who bent
  down to
  observe them closely. But as time went on, those who looked at
  them
  began to think that they didn't just reflect light, but generated
  it.
  A subtle glow, not external, but coming from their inside: the
  same
  dark light that someone had glimpsed in the heart of the falling
  projectile. Tim and Rae seemed to be the only ones with the
  fragments
  embedded. Jax had found some residue on his clothes, but shaking
  them
  had been enough to get rid of them, and Jax had been protected by
  the
  clearing behind him. He had felt the heat wave of the shockwave,
  but
  he had not been touched by the black dust.




  
While
  they were traveling, Tim approached Rae. He was tired of that
  silence
  and wanted to exchange a word, seeing that his friend was
  massaging
  her bare arm.




  
"I
  have them too, and I can't figure it out."




  
"Yeah,
  they're on the surface of the skin. They seem glued on, but they
  won't come off. I'm almost tempted to remove them with a
  knife..."




  
"Don't
  do it. It could get infected, and we don't know what they are.
  There's this strange dark glow, a light that seems to absorb
  light
  and pulse in the way a black heart would. Are we going to find
  out
  what that thing that fell from the sky is?"




  
"Exactly,
  but at the same time, I don't know about you, but I feel almost
  drawn
  to it. Don't you feel this force?"




  
Tim
  thought for a moment, then shook his head, unable to perceive
  that
  invisible thread that bound Rae to the meteorite and forced
  himself
  to imagine what she must be feeling. Yet, with every step toward
  the
  remains of that mountain of fire, he felt a growing warmth, an
  energy
  that seemed to intensify. It was then that he understood what Rae
  was
  referring to and that inside himself he had isolated and
  recognized,
  giving that sensation a name that he still couldn't formulate. He
  decided to keep those thoughts to himself and continued in
  silence,
  next to the rest of the party.




  
Mae
  rode at the head of the group, her eyes fixed on the horizon,
  where
  the sky still pulsed with an unnatural light. Her dark hair
  escaped
  from her hood, moved by the gallop. Her mare, with an ash-colored
  coat, wore a saddle worn by time, with the rifle held firmly in
  the
  side holster. By her side rode Ruk, her lifelong companion, his
  gaze
  tense and his jaw clenched. The tracks left by the group of young
  people were still fresh, and thoughts tumbled through Ruk's mind:
  the
  guilt of not having protected his daughter, the anger for not
  having
  been listened to, the visceral love of someone who knows a part
  of
  themselves is in danger. And it was not clear to him whether the
  danger was the three-horned moose that his stubborn daughter,
  along
  with her friends, had decided to hunt, or the fiery monster he
  had
  seen fall from the sky a short time before. It was crazy to think
  that his wife wasn't thinking the same things, but she seemed
  calm,
  impenetrable, even though her features were so rigid that if the
  meteorite itself had targeted him, it certainly wouldn't have
  even
  scratched her; their daughter was in danger and no one could stop
  them.




  
Behind
  them, Nub, the old hunter, led with wisdom, trying to add a
  little
  irony to the group and defuse the tension. His hoarse voice rose
  above the sound of hooves as he invented names for the younger
  members of the group.




  
"You
  haven't had your Hunting Names yet, but for your courage, I will
  do
  it now. You, little arrow, I will call Lua, because you shine
  with
  the light of the brightest of stars even in the hunt," He said
  to the young huntress, who blushed without taking her eyes off
  the
  path. Next to her rode another boy, silent and attentive, whom
  Nub
  gave the name "Three." "It was the ancient name of the
  wind, because you are like the air that flows through the
  branches:
  silent, but always present."




  
The
  group advanced through the barren hills and the woods blackened
  by
  the impact. The tracks of Mae and Ruk's son became weaker and
  weaker
  until they disappeared altogether.




  
They
  rode in silence, the horses' breath mixing with the wind that
  carried
  the acrid smell of burnt earth. The tracks of Mae and Ruk's
  daughter
  and all the others, light footprints, broken here and there by
  rocks
  and undergrowth, signs that their steeds had jumped, run, been
  spurred and had certainly guided them there, to that point... and
  then vanished.




  
Mae
  pulled the reins with a sharp gesture. The mare stopped abruptly,
  pawing the ground under her, as if the animal also perceived the
  anxiety in the air. Ruk got off his horse slowly, his face
  furrowed,
  and knelt on the icy ground. He ran his hand over barely visible
  marks, trying to distinguish the significant tracks from those
  erased
  by time and the fury of the impact. But he found nothing. Only
  dust,
  fragments of blackened rock, and a thick, oppressive silence that
  seemed to crush the air around them.




  
"They
  were here." He murmured, in a barely audible tone, his mind was
  elsewhere. "Then... the void."




  
Nub
  approached, scanning the horizon with eyes veiled by age, but
  still
  capable of catching details that escaped the younger ones.




  
"The
  shockwave has swept everything away," he said, in a grave tone.
  Mae turned to them, her face shadowed by her hood, but her eyes
  shining with worry.




  
"What
  if it wasn't just the wave?" Mae asked, more to herself than to
  the others. Ruk stood up slowly, his gaze fixed on that still
  pulsing
  sky. Inside, his fear grew: it wasn't just the disappearance of
  the
  tracks that worried him, but the idea that something unknown was
  watching, in silence, somewhere among the shadows.




  
It
  was at that moment that it happened.




  
Lua,
  the young huntress, turned her gaze to a specific point in the
  sky,
  pointing to something on the horizon.




  
"Maybe...
  it's them."




  
Her
  call drew the eyes of everyone present to the point on the
  horizon
  she was indicating, and it was then that they saw it: a luminous
  signal, a column of light that was rising upward with a luminous
  column. Without the need for words, Mae spurred her mare. The
  others
  followed her, the beat of the hooves blending with the beat of
  their
  hearts.




  
"We're
  close." Ruk said to Mae, showing his intention to console her,
  but the woman didn't need any consolation. "Are we really
  close?" she thought, clearing her mind of the clouds that were
  clouding her concentration.




  
They
  rode for a long time. The group of young people had an advantage
  of
  almost an hour over their pursuers and had fresher horses. Also,
  not
  all the paths were clear of snow and the horses had to struggle
  twice
  as hard. They took two breaks so the animals could rest, and
  while
  they pushed as hard as they could, killing their steeds in an
  attempt
  to get to their destination was certainly the least suitable
  choice.
  During the longer break, they were forced to take it at the exact
  point from which the signal that Keo had launched had
  come.




  
It
  was absurd to think that the young people were waiting for them,
  but
  in Ruk's heart, this secret hope resided, but he didn't want to
  say
  anything. Mae, meanwhile, jumped off her horse to immediately
  look
  for signs, clues, or anything else that could reveal the group's
  passage, but she was also aware that no one was there
  anymore.




  
Three
  partially unearthed the remains of the moose. It wasn't difficult
  to
  find it; they had camouflaged it in such a way that any presence
  from
  the village would clearly see that kind of signaling, which would
  not
  be the case for any other animal.




  
Nub
  looked at the road they had certainly taken. The horses' hoof
  marks
  were quite visible to the naked eye.




  
"They're
  going east, over there, where the earth is still burning and the
  great mountain fell from the sky."




  
"Why
  didn't they wait for us, damn it."




  
Ruk
  let it slip out of his mouth.




  
"They
  are young, they are impulsive, they want to be like the hunters
  and
  prove that they are older than they are, do you want to blame
  them?"




  
"If
  I were close to them right now, I think I would do a lot more
  than
  blame them, but for now our goal is to reach them and do it as
  quickly as possible. Let's get on our horses and catch up with
  them.
  We can cut some corners."




  
"No,
  it's too soon." Nub replied. "Give the animals time to
  recover their strength. It takes time, son. I understand you, I
  know
  your fears and your intentions, but if I'm here, it's to try to
  curb
  the group's irrationality and tell you things as they are, not
  what
  you want to hear."




  
Nub
  was sharp; he had always been. But he was also the wisest person
  in
  the village, and this was not because he was the oldest. His
  chronological age had been surpassed by many others. Many of
  those
  had then failed, and those who had not known how to take the
  right
  steps had ended up tumbling in one way or another. It was Nub,
  many
  years earlier, who had led the great escape from the Men in
  Black.
  Simple people, miners and some farmers, all of them, directly or
  indirectly, had lived in a small town, much further south, with
  very
  different rhythms of life, even though they already shared a
  passion
  for hunting or the habit of surviving in precarious conditions,
  since
  it was not uncommon, during the winter, for their village to be
  isolated for months, with no possibility of getting supplies,
  food,
  or electricity. They had always managed to close ranks in the
  group;
  they shared everything they owned, and even though a few
  fistfights
  were never lacking, among those who loved to drink that extra
  glass,
  sometimes going beyond what was lawful to say or do, they all
  considered each other brothers. They were simple people, used to
  not
  having too many thoughts that were not directly connected to
  their
  work or family life, and they cared deeply about both, proving
  generous in giving concrete help to the small needs of the
  community.
  The night the Men in Black arrived, no one, honestly, would have
  ever
  expected such a thing. The mine and the quarry were all that fed
  those people. They worked independently for the government, in a
  serious and scrupulous way, and had been awarded several times
  for
  their dedication to their work. They had found a way to lighten
  the
  workload on people; they had established flexible shifts, they
  gave
  life more importance than work results, and for this, that job
  had
  become even more precious, and their professionalism was
  recognized
  everywhere. What they didn't know yet, and perhaps they were the
  only
  ones to have found out, was that not only their village, but
  their
  entire state had fallen into the hands of evil men, who had tried
  to
  invade them several times in history, but this time their attempt
  was
  different. They had machines, they had weapons, and they were
  decidedly more belligerent.




  
They
  mercilessly killed the few who had the courage to rebel openly.
  The
  others, reduced to slavery, were forced to work in the same
  places
  where they had once toiled freely. The houses were looted one by
  one,
  wanting to deprive them not only of physical objects but of every
  memory they had accumulated among themselves and among the stones
  of
  those houses. For those simple people, used to living with little
  but
  with dignity, there was no way out: no possibility of survival,
  no
  alternative other than the one imposed by the enemy.




  
Nub
  was the youngest among the old mine foremen. He knew the
  situation
  well: he dealt directly with the invaders to organize the shifts,
  which were longer and more inhumane. He knew that the community,
  strong in heart but fragile in body, would not resist much
  longer. No
  one had weapons, no one could fight openly. But there remained
  one
  possibility: escape.




  
Nub
  began to plan. He did it in silence, with caution, involving only
  those who could truly make it. Some had small children, others
  were
  sick, but determination was stronger than fear. It was an almost
  perfect, risky, audacious organization. And when the day came,
  they
  moved as a single entity, guided by hope.




  
Many
  died. But they did so with a smile on their faces, because at
  that
  moment they finally felt free. The survivors scattered into the
  wild
  lands, far from the enemy's eyes. And there, among hills and
  forests,
  they founded small communities, where they still lived today,
  handing
  down the memory of that day that corresponded to the beginning of
  a
  new existence.




  
The
  Men in Black tried to chase them several times. They organized
  expeditions, tried to flush them out among the gorges and
  forests,
  but the biting cold and the incessant snow made their vehicles
  useless, unsuitable for facing the rigors of a hostile and wild
  territory. The wind, merciless, wrapped everything in its white
  mantle, erasing tracks, sounds, directions. Visibility was often
  nil,
  and the only true purpose of that hunt was not justice, nor
  security:
  it was revenge. Revenge and flesh to be exploited in the
  mines.




  
In
  the end, they gave up.




  
It
  was a lifetime ago. Yet, that time remained burned into the
  memory of
  those who lived it, like an indelible mark. From the youngest to
  the
  oldest, even those who were born free in the new camps, far from
  slavery, carry within them the echo of that exodus. It is as if
  they
  had lived it too, etched in their blood, in the way they listen
  to
  and tell the stories of their fathers and grandparents.




  
Around
  the fires, on cold nights, those stories have become legend. And
  the
  legend, slowly, has intertwined with the ancient myths, with the
  tales handed down for generations. The stories have been colored,
  enriched, transformed into tradition. Yet, only fifteen years
  have
  passed. Maybe less.




  
But
  the anger of the fathers has passed to the children. Like an
  invisible inheritance, like a flame that does not go out. From
  one
  generation to the next, the memory of that pain has continued to
  live, fueling hope, strength, and the desire not to
  forget.




  
Ruk
  was still thinking these things when, looking around, he couldn't
  see
  his wife, and she had indeed been absent for a while. When he saw
  her
  emerge from a side clearing, he felt all the breathlessness of
  someone who had run at full speed, and Mae was an exceptional
  athlete
  who had learned to ration her strength and energy, but from how
  she
  appeared in front of Ruk, she seemed to have a demon at her
  heels.




  
"Load
  your rifles and keep your close-combat weapons ready, they're
  coming!"
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The
  inhabitants of the eastern village were among the few who had
  chosen
  to push beyond all known borders, leaving their small hometown
  behind. They had done so out of fear, a deep, ingrained fear,
  more
  intense than that felt by any other community. When the Men in
  Black
  had tried to attack that northern area directly, which had become
  their new home, they were the only ones who did not resist. They
  did
  not fight. And because of this, they were never truly accepted by
  the
  others. They were isolated even among the isolated.




  
But
  they didn't care. They didn't seek approval or alliances. They
  lived
  far away, forgotten. In the beginning, two roads led to their
  village, but over the years they had dissolved, swallowed by snow
  and
  indifference. No one traded with them anymore; no one sought
  contact.
  They were simply called the hermits, and over the years, even
  their
  name had faded from collective memory.




  
They
  were not great farmers, nor skilled artisans. Like everyone, they
  went hunting when they could. But their true source of sustenance
  was
  a rare, unique plant that grew only in that forgotten land: the
  


  

    
Arctic
    Ice-Thorn
  


  
.




  
No
  plant embodies the silence and resilience of the Great North as
  much
  as the Arctic Ice-Thorn. It does not sprout everywhere; it only
  appears in places marked by profound events: death, rebirth, the
  passage of fire or ice. It does not allow itself to be
  cultivated,
  nor does it yield to those who seek it eagerly. It does not
  respond
  to desire, but to necessity. It appears where it is needed, where
  the
  earth preserves memory, where time has etched its scars.




  
Its
  appearance is as humble as it is enchanted. The leaves, thick and
  fleshy, are arranged in a low rosette, clinging to the ground, as
  if
  they want to embrace the earth to protect it from the cold. They
  are
  a deep green with blue reflections, and covered with a silvery
  down
  that shines in the faint light of the winter sun. This down is
  not
  just for beauty: it is a natural barrier against the frost,
  capable
  of retaining heat and repelling dew.




  
But
  it is the flower that makes the Ice-Thorn a legend. It blooms
  rarely,
  and only during the clearest nights of the thaw. It has the shape
  of
  a six-pointed star, with translucent petals that seem carved from
  ice. At its center, a faint light pulses, like a heart beating
  slowly. Some say it is the breath of the earth itself; others say
  it
  is the memory of what has been lost.




  
Its
  roots are deep, deeper than one would expect from such a tiny
  plant.
  They descend into the thickest ice like patient fingers, melting
  it
  slowly thanks to a natural secretion that prevents freezing. This
  is
  how it survives, feeding on the water hidden under the frozen
  crust
  of the world.




  
Somewhere,
  someone also called it "the plant of memory." Not only for
  its rarity, but because it often grows in places where life has
  been
  broken: battlefields, abandoned villages, craters left by
  meteorites.
  Where everything seems lost, the Ice-Thorn flourishes and brings
  life.




  
The
  fate of the eastern village was cruel. The mysterious properties
  of
  that 


  

    
frost
    fruit
  


  
—which
  for years had nourished the community in extreme
  conditions—seemed
  to have attracted, by a cosmic mockery, the very event that had
  given
  rise to their survival. Grown in the hollows carved by ancient
  meteorites that had fallen centuries earlier, that plant had
  represented life. But now, a new impact had brought death.




  
It
  was the meeting of the alpha and the omega, in the most lethal of
  duels. Where hope was born, destruction now reigned. And the
  village,
  which had resisted the frost and isolation, could do nothing
  against
  the fury of the sky.




  
The
  horses advanced slowly. They were tired and exhausted, but they
  had
  transported their riders to their destination, even though the
  spectacle was desolate: a white and silent desert, broken only by
  the
  wind that raised swirling snow between the blackened remains of
  what
  was once a small village. The sunlight barely filtered through
  the
  low, gray clouds, but it was unable to touch the skin and give it
  a
  warm caress. The crater left by the meteorite dominated the
  scene: an
  enormous wound in the frozen ground, dozens of meters wide, with
  jagged and smoking edges, giving the idea that the earth itself
  was
  still trying to breathe after the impact.




  
Around
  the crater, the snow, melted by the heat of the explosion, had
  left a
  dark, frozen slush, mixed with fragments of rock and debris. Some
  trees, bent or broken, lay like carbonized skeletons, their
  branches
  reduced to black stumps. The smell in the air was pungent: a
  mixture
  of burnt wood and stirred earth.




  
Although
  the village was not the epicenter of the meteorite's ruinous
  impact,
  it still could not escape the fury of its shockwave. The
  explosion
  reached it violently, sweeping everything away with its miasma of
  destruction.




  
Observing
  what remained of it, it was difficult to imagine that until the
  day
  before that small settlement had about fifteen houses. Modest
  structures, built with what nature offered: timber collected in
  nearby clearings, stones torn from the beds of frozen rivers or
  the
  slopes of the mountains that defined its borders, and materials
  laboriously extracted from the frozen ground. A condition not
  dissimilar to other neighboring villages, since this one was also
  born out of necessity, survival, and the ingenuity of those who
  had
  nothing but their own hands.




  
Those
  structures were reduced to piles of rubble. Some walls still
  seemed
  to be standing, tilted so precariously that they seemed about to
  collapse at any moment, while others had been completely swept
  away.
  The roofs, often made of bark and moss, had totally disappeared,
  leaving only broken beams that protruded, revealing the broken
  wooden
  ribs of a torn chest.




  
Among
  the ruins, one could glimpse objects of daily life: an overturned
  chair, a blackened pot, a wooden toy half-buried in the snow.
  Everything was covered by a layer of frozen ash, which made the
  landscape even more spectral.




  
There
  were no apparent signs of life, neither animals nor people. Only
  silence, broken every now and then by the crackle of settling ice
  or
  the lament of the wind among the ruins.




  
Rae
  and her team moved cautiously, sinking into the snow and mud,
  observing with eyes full of dismay and respect. They were
  convinced
  they had entered a sacred place, a monument to the fragility of
  man
  in the face of the fury of the sky: a great mausoleum to witness
  so
  many broken lives, even if a single winter would have been enough
  to
  cover the traces of what man had built and return the region to
  what
  it was before his passage.




  
After
  tying up the horses in a small pasture, sheltered from the wind,
  just
  outside the town—a tiny oasis that had survived the destruction,
  where the heat from the impact had melted the snow and revealed
  the
  grass that lay underneath—they decided to split into two groups.
  Keo and Zed would scout the ruins, while the other three friends
  would head toward the heart of the impact.




  
The
  two friends began their search, house by house. Not many
  remained: of
  most, only traces on the ground could be distinguished, faded
  signs
  of what once defined their perimeter. Everywhere, the landscape
  was
  strewn with corpses, shreds of clothing, rags, broken souls, and
  the
  remains of poor constructions made of wood, mud, and
  stone.




  
The
  condition was that of a hostile titan, who had put the entire
  village
  in a big bag and mixed everything together, then emptied the
  contents
  onto the ground. Both Zed and Keo approached some of the corpses
  from
  time to time, those that appeared to be in a state of sleep,
  checking
  if, by a gesture of fate's kindness, they were only injured or
  stunned enough to need some help. When one of them bent down to
  check, he would soon meet his friend's gaze, who would
  immediately
  shake his head. As they walked down one of the alleys, they
  passed by
  the gutted wall of a house, which, however, maintained its other
  three sides in their original perpendicular position, which
  intrigued
  the two. There was almost nothing left of the roof. The peat,
  mixed
  with mud, wood, and dry straw, initially used to insulate the
  upper
  part of the house, now dripped inside the only remaining room,
  while
  what had not been blackened by the smoke had been completely
  swept
  away by the impact of the boulder that had hit the building,
  destroying everything.




  
After
  exploring the rest of that handful of houses, all severely
  damaged
  and reduced to ruins, the two found themselves in front of a
  house
  that, surprisingly, seemed to have resisted. Almost intact,
  solitary
  among the rubble, it pushed them to venture inside. Neither of
  them
  explained to the other the reason why, instinctively, they
  decided to
  enter. But perhaps, deep down, both harbored the same hope: that
  the
  walls of that dwelling had protected someone, that at least one
  story
  had remained alive between those boards and stones. Assuming
  there
  was still someone in there.




  
Keo
  observed the surroundings and noticed that the furniture did not
  differ much from that of the village he came from. A large
  fireplace
  dominated the room, surrounded by tables and chairs hand-carved
  from
  the majestic fir trees that grew around the village. Now
  everything
  was scattered on the floor, following the trajectory of the large
  hole that opened in the side wall. That gap, probably caused by
  the
  impact, had gutted the wall, which was designed and built to be
  solid
  and capable of protecting the inhabitants from the frost and the
  whistling wind of those inhospitable lands. But it had not been
  enough. The fury of the blast had overwhelmed everything—alive or
  inanimate—for kilometers, and no structure, however robust, had
  been able to resist.




  
Keo
  noticed that, in a corner of the room, the rug was slightly
  displaced. This detail revealed the presence of a trapdoor that
  led
  to a lower floor. It was not completely hidden, but probably,
  without
  the explosion, it would have remained concealed from view.




  
In
  almost all the villages, especially in the early days, when
  collaboration between communities was still strong, they studied
  strategies to protect themselves in case the Men in Black decided
  to
  attack. The possibility of repelling them was remote, and
  everyone
  knew it. The weather conditions were their only truly effective
  weapon, accompanied by a dose of courage that, in the first
  direct
  war, had been enough. But if the enemy tried again with greater
  cunning and tactics, that courage would not be sufficient.




  
In
  that context, escape was considered the most sensible strategy.
  However, running away in the middle of a blizzard, sinking in the
  snow, meant condemning oneself to certain death. No one would
  have a
  chance. For this reason, many villages had begun to build
  underground
  shelters, hoping that at least someone could be saved.




  
For
  this reason, the first interventions did not immediately lead to
  the
  construction of real houses, an event that would only happen
  later.
  Initially, the urgency imposed more immediate solutions: digging
  in
  the snow and under the ground to create safe shelters, capable of
  offering protection and escape routes. The underground tunnels,
  in
  fact, allowed the inhabitants to reach points far from the
  village,
  even in case of a siege or sudden attack.




  
In
  the early years, those tunnels became much more than simple
  shelters.
  They were places of meeting, exchange, and study. Food was
  stored,
  friends met, and they explored what those apparently inhospitable
  lands could offer. For expert miners as they were, digging and
  building underground was almost natural—a piece of cake. And it
  was
  thanks to those structures that they managed to survive in the
  early
  days.




  
As
  the years passed, however, the need for light, to cultivate the
  land
  in the milder months, to return to a semblance of normality,
  pushed
  almost everyone to abandon the tunnels as the focus of daily
  life.
  The tunnels remained secondary service routes, while above
  ground,
  shacks began to appear, then real houses. And from that moment
  on, no
  one ever went back.




  
Keo
  knew that the trapdoor led directly underground. While his friend
  continued to inspect the rest of the house, he opened it and
  began to
  descend. The steps, small and steep, creaked under his weight.
  They
  were not designed for frequent use: too narrow to accommodate the
  entire foot, too cramped for an easy descent. Keo had to lean
  carefully, advancing slowly in the dark.




  
Only
  when he reached the bottom, immersed in a black and silent pit,
  did
  he remember the torch. The small porthole of light that filtered
  from
  above was barely enough to illuminate his backpack. He rummaged
  inside and found the flint, which he used to light a stick made
  from
  a branch of 


  

    
Ignifloris
    Eternum
  


  
—rare
  trees that grow near the villages, in the few but lush forests of
  those lands. Their peculiarity is unique: the branches, once lit,
  burn very slowly. This slowed decay makes them almost eternal,
  and
  the flame that is born from them is alive, dancing, capable of
  offering a suggestive spectacle to those who have never seen
  it.




  
The
  light slowly spread, revealing the environment around him. Now he
  could see where to place his feet, distinguish the walls, and
  choose
  a direction. In front of him, two tunnels: one to the right,
  where he
  was looking at that moment, the other in the opposite direction.
  Neither seemed to offer clues or obvious signs. Yet, something
  pushed
  him to search. Who knows what he hoped to find down there.




  
It
  was absurd to think that if the villagers had continued to live
  in
  the tunnels, perhaps they would have all survived. But dwelling
  on
  sad fantasies was useless, and Keo knew it. He didn't have time
  to
  explore kilometers of tunnels, although perhaps it would have
  been a
  good idea to do so, maybe with the help of the others or by
  involving
  people from other villages. Who knows, maybe someone had made it.
  Maybe there was still someone down there, injured, waiting for
  help.




  
"Found
  anything?" Zed shouted to him from above.




  
"No,
  only dust and loose soil. Some provisions, a bit of junk. We
  should
  tell the others to come down here. There could be
  survivors."




  
"We
  will. But if there were someone still alive, they would probably
  have
  already come out. Anyone who was hit directly by the impact
  hardly
  had the strength to take refuge down here. In any case, I didn't
  find
  anything. This was the last house. Come up, let's go to the
  others."




  
Keo
  mumbled an assent and began to climb. He took a few steps, but
  with
  the torch still lit and the need to use both hands, it slipped.
  It
  bounced on the floor and rolled away, stopping a few meters away.
  Keo
  cursed himself for not having turned it off. He couldn't leave it
  there: it was a precious tool, and he would probably need it
  again
  very soon.




  
When
  Keo picked up the torch, he noticed something at the end of the
  corridor: a shadow. He hadn't seen it before, and the flickering
  light of the fire was not enough to distinguish it clearly. It
  looked
  like a dark spot, with irregular contours, that was moving
  slightly.
  It was not clinging to the wall, but standing in front of
  it.




  
"Hello,
  is anyone there?" He asked, with a curious tone, surprised that
  he hadn't noticed that figure before.




  
"Are
  you sick? Do you need help?"




  
The
  figure slightly tilted its head, swaying unnaturally. The closer
  Keo
  got, the more it was evident that it was a person. Yet, it didn't
  answer. Keo didn't hesitate: something inside him pushed him to
  go
  forward. The shadow took a step toward him, then stopped,
  motionless,
  with its head bent to one side, as if petrified.




  
"I
  don't want to hurt you. Are you injured? What's your
  name?"




  
Keo
  advanced again, until he was less than a meter from the figure.
  Now
  he was certain: it was a person. But what he saw froze his
  blood—and
  it was certainly not the cold's fault. His leg muscles felt
  heavy,
  and they no longer responded to the commands of his mind, which
  was
  screaming to run.




  
Then,
  a whisper. A word barely pronounced, a whisper:




  
"H...e...l...p..."




  
But
  before Keo could react, the figure lunged forward. Its arm moved
  with
  an unnatural, almost disjointed gesture, and its fist smashed
  through
  his chest, passing from one side to the other. His brain did not
  have
  time to process the shock. He did not feel pain. His eyes closed
  a
  moment later, while a thin trickle of blood ran down his lower
  lip.




  
He
  fell backward, like a sack abandoned in a corner, slipping from
  the
  arm that had pierced him a moment before. His arms settled along
  his
  sides, and the torch slipped from his hands again, rolling away
  into
  the darkness.




  
Meanwhile,
  Zed was already outside the house, wrapped in his heavy jacket
  that
  protected him from the cold. He mentally calculated how long it
  would
  take to reach the others, but they were not too far away. He came
  out
  of an alley and saw them, on a small hill, in front of the fiery
  colossus that had crashed into the ground. A tragic and majestic
  spectacle that few would be able to tell about. For a moment, Zed
  remained there, contemplating it in the way one admires a work of
  art.




  
Rae
  spotted him from afar, while with the others she was trying to
  understand how safe it was to approach the crater. She waved to
  him,
  first as a greeting, then to invite him to join them. Zed
  responded
  with a gesture, but in his mind, something wasn't right: why
  hadn't
  Keo come up yet?




  
He
  retraced his steps and looked into the trapdoor.




  
"Keo,
  are you coming? We'll come back down here, but for now, let's go
  to
  the others."




  
Silence.




  
"Come
  on, if it's a joke, it's not funny. I'm not coming down there for
  nothing, hurry up."




  
Seconds
  passed. Then minutes. Zed began to think that maybe it would be
  better to ask the others to come down with him. But what could be
  so
  dangerous down there? Maybe Keo had just moved away, maybe he
  couldn't hear.




  
He
  didn't have the time or the desire to go back and forth for
  nothing.
  He went down the stairs, looking around.




  
"Where
  are you, idiot? You don't scare me!," he yelled, his voice
  echoing between the walls. But this time too, the only answer was
  the
  echo of his own words.




  
There
  was something wrong. Zed felt it clearly. He was not as brave as
  Keo,
  nor as curious, but when he saw, at the end of a corridor that
  curved
  slightly, the flickering projection of a lit torch, his heart
  leaped
  into his throat. He approached cautiously, and as soon as he
  turned
  the corner, he found himself in front of something that made his
  heart stop for an instant.




  
Keo's
  body lay on the ground, motionless. Above him, a sinister figure,
  vaguely human but clearly not so, slowly raised its head and
  stared
  him straight in the eyes.




  
"H...e...l...p..."
  the creature whispered, with a voice that seemed to crawl on the
  walls.




  
Zed
  understood immediately. That being was not there to ask for help.
  It
  was the author of the massacre. Without thinking twice, he turned
  and
  began to run. He didn't even turn to check if he was being
  chased.
  Every step on the stairs seemed longer, more difficult. The
  descent
  now became an interminable climb.




  
With
  every step, Zed felt closer to salvation. But then, his right
  foot
  slipped. And in that instant, he felt something—slimy, cold, and
  tentacled—grab his calf with force. It was dragging him
  down.




  
With
  all the strength he had, he clung to the sides of the stairs,
  trying
  to resist. He screamed, a powerful, desperate cry that seemed
  capable
  of crossing mountains and valleys, amplified by the hollow carved
  into the ground. Sweat ran down his forehead, mixing with fear.
  His
  muscles trembled; his arms gave way.




  
He
  did not want to surrender. Not there. Not like this.




  
He
  pulled with all his energy, using his legs and arms. But the more
  he
  struggled, the more the creature tightened its grip. And when he
  finally managed to give a tug, his body lost its balance. He fell
  backward. And disappeared, swallowed by the
darkness.
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Despite
  Ruk being quite sharp, he had to have his wife repeat what she
  had
  just seen three times. Partly because she was visibly shaken—for
  once, he saw her fragile, much more so than she had ever shown
  herself—and partly because he refused to believe what he was
  hearing.




  
"I
  didn't understand what's coming... I've never heard of such a
  thing."




  
"I'm
  telling you they are three-horned moose calves... or at least,
  that's
  what they look like. The head and body are similar, but also more
  swollen, massive, their legs are incredibly longer, and the
  pointed
  horn has growths on it. They have stones embedded in their
  bodies,
  something black, maybe the result of a disease... I've never seen
  anything like it."




  
"Okay,
  calm down. Where did you see them?"




  
"Over
  there, behind that clearing. There's an open area. I found clear
  signs of a struggle. The kids went through there. I followed some
  tracks in the snow to figure out what happened... and I found
  myself
  in front of those creatures. They emerged from the forest. I
  immediately hid, but they were sniffing the air, agitated with
  those
  little legs that look like stilts. One of them was following the
  kids' footprints. I don't know if that thing they have on them is
  a
  disease or something else, but they're very agitated... and, most
  of
  all, very strong."




  
"What
  do you mean by strong?"




  
"One
  of those things shook its head; it wanted to charge something...
  or
  someone. But in front of it, there was only a tree. It hit it
  with
  such violence that it broke it clean off and also destroyed the
  one
  behind it. As if they were grass stems. They're fast. And
  angry."




  
"Alright.
  Let's get the horses and leave."




  
"I
  don't know if we'll have time. Just before I ran away, they were
  sniffing the air, and their heads were turned toward me. Maybe
  they've already smelled my scent or ours."




  
"So
  what should we do?"




  
"Face
  them. Take them down. And do it as soon as possible," Mae said,
  her voice firm. "If we fight by our rules, we'll have a chance.
  If we choose to run and they chase us, we'll have no
  hope."




  
Ruk
  was silent for a few moments, then turned to the others.




  
"Nub,
  Three... take care of the horses. Take them to a safe distance,
  hide
  them and hide yourselves too."




  
"Lua,
  you come with us. You've already proven to be an excellent
  huntress
  this season. We'll do this: we'll outflank them and surround
  them. We
  have to make them feel they are surrounded, so they will stop in
  the
  center, all more or less the same distance from us."




  
He
  paused, scrutinizing the tense faces of his companions.




  
"Then
  we'll position ourselves with the rifles. The targets will be
  easier
  to hit. But be careful: according to Mae, they are calves, yes,
  but
  no less lethal than their parents for that. Aim for the head:
  it's a
  wider target, given their structure. And most importantly, let's
  avoid overlapping trajectories. Is everything clear?"




  
They
  all nodded in silence. The group split without further
  words.




  
Three
  ran off, ignoring the effort of moving in the deep snow. He
  didn't
  wait for Nub, who nevertheless moved with surprising speed, aware
  of
  the urgency. The horses were tied up not far away and were
  restless;
  they had sensed the presence of a predator. But they remained
  docile
  enough to be led.




  
Three,
  who arrived first, grabbed the horses' bridles but waited for
  Nub,
  who pointed out a safer place for him to lead them. Neither of
  them
  had fully understood the nature of those creatures, but Mae's
  excited
  tone—a person who is not easily impressed—was enough to make them
  act with the utmost caution. They had to put as much distance as
  possible between themselves and that area.




  
Meanwhile,
  Mae led Ruk, Lua, and the others toward the clearing. She pointed
  out
  the places to position themselves to stay downwind as they
  approached
  the spot where she had sighted the creatures. They tried to
  measure
  every step, maintaining a careful gaze and maximum concentration.
  The
  ground was silent, but the air was vibrating with tension.




  
Tim
  was still bent on his knees, intent on analyzing the burnt
  ground,
  when he suddenly turned toward the village. A moment later, by
  instinct, he turned toward his friends. He wasn't the only one
  who
  had heard that haunting scream. He had never heard anything like
  it:
  it was a human cry, but so full of pain that it seemed inhuman.
  For a
  moment, he thought he recognized the timbre of the voice.




  
"Did
  you hear that too?" Jax asked, but the question was purely
  rhetorical. Anyone in the vicinity had heard it. It sounded like
  the
  lament of a soul that had escaped from hell, only to be sucked
  back
  into the same silence that reigned before. But that silence, now,
  was
  no longer the same.




  
Rae,
  Tim, and Jax stared in the direction from which that primal sound
  had
  come, their eyes wide, their gazes lost. Then Rae snapped out of
  it;
  a sudden thought had crossed her mind.




  
"Wait...
  I saw Zed a moment ago. It was his voice. We have to go help
  him."




  
The
  three friends ran toward the gutted house. They stopped first to
  observe the perimeter, then cautiously ventured inside. But they
  found nothing. No trace. No sign. Only silence, even more
  disturbing
  than before.




  
The
  only thing that jarred in that unreal silence—and it was
  precisely
  what made the group hesitate—was the "elephant in the room":
  a wide-open trapdoor, which opened like a wound in the ground,
  leading into the dark belly of the earth.




  
Rae
  stared at it, motionless. The others also looked at it, but no
  one
  dared to say anything. Then, with a deep breath, Rae spoke. Her
  words
  were those that no one would have wanted to hear, not even
  herself.
  But she could not ignore her role, or her friends.




  
"We'll
  have to go down there to check. I think they got hurt... or
  something."




  
"Are
  you crazy?" Tim blurted out, his voice cracked with anxiety that
  bordered on panic. "There were two of them. They are two.
  Neither of them is answering. I've already called them, several
  times. No answer, no noise. It can't be a stupid joke... even
  though,
  perhaps, that would have been better. Whatever is down there is a
  danger. And we can't go in there like this, blindly, without a
  plan."




  
Tim
  seemed like a coward, and maybe in that circumstance, he was
  proving
  to be one. But Rae couldn't help but think that, deep down, he
  was
  right. No one would have wanted to go into a dark tunnel. A
  fierce
  animal could be down there... or something worse.




  
And
  then there was a detail they couldn't ignore: when they had
  called
  their friends, something—or someone—had heard. Whatever was
  hiding down there, now knew they were there. It had heard their
  voices, and perhaps at that moment, it was still listening to
  them,
  in silence, from the darkness.




  
The
  threat was real. And underestimating it would be a fatal mistake.
  Rae
  knew it well: showing courage didn't mean being stupid enough to
  make
  a reckless gesture. She wouldn't risk her friends' lives. Not
  without
  a plan. Not without knowing what was waiting for them down
  there.




  
In
  Rae's mind, a thought was making its way with increasing
  insistence:
  she couldn't leave her friends down there. Fear gripped her
  stomach,
  but anger was growing inside her, a heat that slowly came to the
  surface. Every time that heat rose—or at least she perceived it
  that way—the crystals embedded in her arm began to glow, pulsing
  with an increasingly intense light.




  
It
  wasn't just her imagination. That light was real, visible to the
  naked eye, and now it illuminated the inside of the gutted house
  with
  iridescent, restless reflections.




  
Rae
  looked at Tim. He returned an understanding look; he had guessed
  the
  same thoughts. That heat, that unnatural iridescence, was fueling
  something inside her: not just courage, but the awareness of
  possessing a strength that didn't entirely belong to her. An
  alien,
  foreign force, but one that seemed to protect her, an invisible
  cloak
  that enveloped her, making her more daring, more
  determined.




  
Then
  she turned to Jax. He was the only one who hadn't yet taken a
  stand.
  He just stood there, in silence, holding his rifle with an
  apparent
  calm. After taking down his most dangerous prey, he seemed to
  have
  acquired a new confidence in himself and in that weapon, a
  confidence
  he had never had before.




  
Rae
  stared at him, looking for an answer, a reaction. But Jax just
  shrugged slightly, to indicate that whatever decision they made
  was
  fine with him.




  
"We
  can't leave them down there," Rae said, her voice firm, even
  though she was trembling inside. "Whatever is there... I won't
  leave them alone."




  
Tim
  looked at her, his eyes full of tension. Then he sighed.




  
"Then
  we have to get ready. We can't go down there so
  recklessly."




  
Jax
  nodded slowly, gripping the rifle tighter.




  
"I'll
  cover you," he said. "Whatever is down there... it won't
  get past me."




  
Rae
  felt the heat rise again, and the crystals on her arm shone like
  stars on a moonless night.




  
Jax
  unsheathed the rifle barrel with quick, precise movements. He
  checked
  that the rounds in the barrel were free of obstructions, checked
  the
  firing chamber, then closed everything with a sharp metallic
  "clack"
  that echoed in the silence.




  
"Decide
  what you want, but hurry," he said, raising the rifle with one
  arm. "Whatever is down there is dangerous... but it can be taken
  down."




  
Rae
  stared at him for a moment, then turned to Tim. Before speaking,
  she
  motioned for her friends to leave the building. She didn't want
  anything down there to be able to listen to them. Once outside,
  with
  the wind whistling through the ruins, Rae spoke.




  
"If
  we decide to go down, all three of us have to. Tim and I each
  have
  two hunting knives, sharp and lethal. You have the rifle. We are
  armed enough to face this threat."




  
She
  paused, then continued in a more thoughtful tone.




  
"I
  doubt it's a wild beast... or an animal we know. The dimensions
  of
  those corridors won't be too different from those of the shelters
  in
  our village. Apart from the storage areas and intersections, the
  rest
  of the passages barely allow a human to walk rotated by
  three-quarters. Not even the shoulders would pass without
  touching
  the walls."




  
Tim
  nodded, his gaze tense.




  
"So,
  if there is a threat, it can't be large. Maybe they are really
  injured. Maybe they fell into a trap. Maybe... it's the same trap
  that awaits us."




  
Rae
  clenched her fists, feeling the crystals in her arm pulsing with
  light.




  
"If
  the threat is human, we can handle it. If it's an animal, it
  won't be
  huge, and if it were, we are trained and armed. But we only go
  down
  if we all agree. And not from here. We'll use the trapdoor of a
  house
  further south and go back toward this area."




  
The
  others nodded. The proposal made sense. All the houses in the
  village
  were connected by an underground system of shelters, identical in
  structure. It seemed like a good idea.




  
It
  seemed so.




  
But
  it wasn't at all.




  
About
  an hour's ride away, proceeding at an average pace, in a place
  immersed in the undergrowth, Mae led Ruk and Lua toward the point
  where she had sighted those strange creatures. Her movements were
  measured, careful, and with a gesture of her hand, she invited
  the
  two to be even more cautious than usual.




  
"Walk
  slowly. Measure every step. Here, silence is the only way to
  survive."




  
They
  moved from one bush to another, trying not to break the fragile
  balance of the place. But under their feet, dry twigs and leaves
  inevitably crackled, in the way wood catches fire in a fireplace.
  To
  them, it seemed like they were screaming in a world that did not
  tolerate noise. When they arrived at the exact point indicated by
  Mae, where she had seen the calves, they realized there was
  nothing
  there. No creature. No sign of their presence.




  
Ruk
  visibly relaxed. He gave Lua a look that said more than a
  thousand
  words: 


  

    
maybe
    those monsters had left and the danger was over.
  


  

  He wanted to defuse the tension that Lua was trying to mask
  behind
  her determination. It was a new situation for her, as it was for
  the
  others in reality, but despite her courage, she didn't feel
  completely at ease.




  
Then
  Ruk gave Mae the same look, but this time it was sweeter, more
  consoling. He nodded his head to indicate that perhaps it was
  better
  to leave; those creatures had fled far away.




  
"There's
  nothing here, Mae," he said in a calm voice. "All in all,
  we got lucky. It's better not to meet such monsters and even
  better
  to avoid facing them. Are you sure they weren't just
  shadows?"




  
Mae
  didn't answer immediately. Her eyes scanned the undergrowth
  carefully, looking for something the others couldn't see.




  
"I
  know what I saw; they weren't shadows," she murmured finally.
  "They were horribly real."




  
Lua
  approached the woman, placing a hand on her arm.




  
"Then
  we must remain vigilant. If they're still here... they'll come
  back."




  
"Maybe
  they just ran away, honey." Ruk added.




  
Mae
  stopped, raising a hand to signal the others to do the same. Her
  gaze
  was fixed on the ground, where the snow had been trampled by
  something that didn't belong to the landscape.




  
"Maybe..."
  She said in a low voice. "But let's stay here for a moment. They
  were sniffing the footprints left by the kids; I saw them
  following
  the tracks in the snow. Then they stopped when they found traces
  of
  blood. That seemed to be the point where the three-horned moose
  was
  taken down. They were calves... the kids killed their mother, the
  carcass we found."




  
Ruk
  frowned, observing the ground more carefully. Then he turned to
  Mae,
  his voice full of doubt.




  
"That's
  possible... but are you sure about their size? And about a
  brutality
  that I've never seen in any calf?"




  
Mae
  hesitated. The images in her mind were confused but clear in
  their
  disquiet. She searched for words, but it was not easy to describe
  what she had seen.




  
"I
  wouldn't know how to describe those legs... nor do I think that
  anything similar exists in nature. It looked like their hooves
  lifted
  their body more than a meter and a half off the ground. And that
  strength... damn it, only an adult, and a particularly strong
  one,
  can do the damage I saw them do."




  
The
  trio exchanged words in a low voice, almost whispering, so as not
  to
  attract unwanted attention. But to Ruk, all that talk began to
  sound
  like a dark fairy tale, a campfire story to scare children. It
  was
  then that, all of a sudden, a dry snap on his left side made them
  jump.




  
A
  creature emerged from the undergrowth with fury. It was one of
  those
  calves—if it could still be called that—with glassy eyes immersed
  in a fiery red field, its fangs prominent, its body deformed by
  rage
  and the run. It lunged toward them, crossing bushes and brambles,
  dragging branches, leaves, and debris with it. In its passage,
  every
  obstacle was just a sheet stretched out in the wind.




  
Its
  speed was such that, if it hadn't been for the sound of its
  clattering hooves—the same sound they were trying to avoid—it
  would have overwhelmed them without leaving them a chance.




  
Ruk
  reacted instinctively. With a shove, he threw Lua to one side,
  and
  with his other arm, he grabbed Mae, dragging her away from the
  beast's trajectory.




  
The
  creature snorted, furious. When it realized it hadn't hit anyone,
  it
  veered sharply to the left, but its legs did not respond with the
  same speed as its mind. It crashed to the ground, rolling on its
  back, emitting a guttural, broken sound.




  
For
  the first time, Ruk found himself a few steps away from the
  creature.
  Close enough to see what was afflicting it. Its body was littered
  with crystalline, black, obsidian-like hexagons that jutted out
  of
  its skin like spikes. They seemed forcibly implanted, but the
  flesh
  had accepted them: there were no wounds, no signs of
  rejection.




  
Its
  chest was swollen, pulsating, and some of those crystals were
  even
  growing on its face. The creature shook its head frantically,
  giving
  the impression that those foreign bodies were causing it
  unbearable
  pain and driving it insane.




  
The
  trio remained frozen, watching the scene. Yet, they knew that the
  creature had fallen into a natural trap. It looked like a turtle
  turned over on its shell; it wouldn't be able to get up.




  
Lua,
  still on the ground, whispered:




  
"It's...
  mutated. It's not normal."




  
Ruk
  nodded, without taking his eyes off it.




  
"It's
  not just a calf. It's something different. Something that
  shouldn't
  exist."




  
Mae
  grabbed her husband's arm, her eyes full of terror and
  awareness.




  
"And
  it's not the only one."




  
It
  kicked so violently that, in its delirium, it hit a tree trunk
  with
  one of its legs, breaking off a piece of bark that came off in a
  thousand splinters. The sound was dry, brutal. Mae was the first
  to
  recover from the shock. With a quick movement, she aimed her
  rifle
  and shot. She could have gotten closer, maybe a meter from the
  creature, but the monster kept spinning on itself, stretching out
  those spider-like legs—long, bony, dangerous—that seemed like
  tentacles animated by a will of their own.




  
The
  bullet hit the animal squarely in the chest. The impact was dull,
  as
  if it had sunk into a pool of tar. A gush of black, thick blood
  spurted out, running onto the ground in viscous rivulets. But the
  creature didn't even seem to feel the pain. In fact, its fury
  increased. With a thrust of its loins, it spun on itself and
  managed
  to get back on its feet. From the wound, the blood continued to
  gush,
  slow but constant. Perhaps its body was trying to expel something
  unnatural.




  
Ruk,
  still out of breath, watched the scene from a few steps away. It
  was
  the first time he had seen the creature so up close. And what he
  saw
  left him speechless.




  
The
  animal's body was deformed by a kind of mutation: crystalline,
  black,
  and shiny spikes grew in perfect hexagons along its back and
  chest.
  They seemed forcibly implanted, but the flesh had accepted them,
  incorporating them without showing wounds. Some were even growing
  on
  its face, and the creature shook its head frantically; those
  crystals
  were causing it unbearable pain, driving it insane.




  
Mae
  slowly lowered her rifle, her eyes fixed on the beast.




  
"It's
  not just injured... it's corrupted."




  
Lua,
  still on the ground, slowly got up, her gaze fixed on the
  creature.




  
"It's
  as if something took it... and transformed it."




  
Ruk
  nodded, without taking his eyes off it.




  
Three
  and Nub were still leading the horses along the path, when the
  boy
  turned to the old man with an uncertain tone.




  
"I
  think this is enough... we've gotten pretty far away."




  
Nub
  didn't slow down. His eyes scanned the horizon, his nostrils
  slightly
  flared, sniffing the air looking for something.




  
"If
  we want to get out of this, we have to get as far away as
  possible.
  But follow me this way... I smelled its scent. It's following
  us."




  
Three
  turned instinctively, his heart racing, but he saw nothing. Only
  trees, wind, and silence. Without asking questions, he followed
  the
  old man who, meanwhile, had left the path, heading toward an open
  plain. The ground there was bare, devoid of shelters, and offered
  very few opportunities for escape, especially if they were being
  chased by a fast predator.




  
"There
  are no shelters around here," Three said, looking around with
  growing concern. "If that thing, as you say, is following us...
  we should hide and point our rifles at it."




  
Nub
  stopped for a moment, then turned to the boy with a harsh but
  clear
  look.




  
"I
  know what I'm doing, boy. Follow me and do what I tell you. And
  spur
  the horses... as fast as possible."




  
Three
  nodded, even though doubt was gnawing at him.




  
The
  boy followed the village elder's directions perfectly. He had the
  reins of two horses, which he managed to lead without too much
  difficulty: they were well-trained, docile animals, but at that
  moment, they seemed more agitated than usual. Their eyes moved
  nervously, their ears tense. They too had sensed
  something.




  
Then,
  on the horizon, a black dot appeared. Tiny at first, but it
  approached with impressive speed, devouring the distance like a
  hungry shadow. Nub stopped his horse and turned toward that
  direction, his gaze fixed, motionless. Without saying a word, he
  motioned with his hand to Three, indicating for him to get behind
  him.




  
This
  time, Three did not protest. He immediately moved, obeying with a
  readiness that betrayed his growing anxiety. His heart was
  pounding,
  and for a moment, the boy thought it would burst out of his
  chest. He
  tried to stay calm, but his salivation had increased, and his
  eyebrows moved uncontrollably, a sign that panic was
  rising.




  
Nub
  pulled out his rifle with a glacial calm and aimed it at the
  creature. The monster, if it could be called that, did not seem
  to
  care at all about the danger. It continued its frantic run, as if
  nothing could stop it.




  
Three
  watched it, and for a moment, he thought that Nub could never
  stop
  that moving mass. 


  

    
It's
    too fast... too big...
  


  

  he thought. Then, in an impulse, he wondered if he could help.
  Maybe
  grab the second rifle and stand next to the old man. But Nub
  hadn't
  asked him to. And at that moment, he felt like an idiot.




  
He
  didn't even have time to move. Nub fired.




  
The
  shot exploded in the air with the roar of thunder. And Three
  understood, from the position of his arm and the way he had
  aimed,
  that he had waited for the exact moment, that Nub knew exactly
  what
  he was doing.




  
Mae
  started running, turning back for only an instant to signal Lua
  to
  follow her. Ruk brought up the rear, keeping behind them, his
  gaze
  vigilant. Mae hadn't reloaded her rifle yet; it would have only
  taken
  a few seconds, but in a flight with a monster at her heels, even
  a
  handful of moments could make the difference between life and
  death.




  
Ruk
  guided the girls toward a specific point on the plain. Mae, with
  the
  experience of someone who knew that territory, had already
  guessed
  his plan. Lua, on the other hand, was only thinking about
  running,
  keeping up, not falling.




  
The
  terrain had changed; the soft ground had given way to snow in
  which
  they sank up to their ankles. Every step was a struggle against
  the
  resistance of the frost, but no one slowed down.




  
Ruk
  turned slightly toward Lua, his voice tense but firm.




  
"Be
  ready."




  
Lua
  gasped, her breath short from the run.




  
"Ready
  for what?"




  
"That
  thing is chasing us. In a few moments, it will be on us. When I
  signal you, you throw yourself to the left and shoot. Is the
  rifle
  loaded?"




  
"Yes,
  it's loaded... but where should I aim?"




  
"Anywhere.
  It doesn't matter. I just need you to point it at him. As soon as
  you
  see him emerge from that side... fire."




  
Lua
  nodded, gripping the rifle tightly. Her hands were trembling, but
  her
  gaze became more determined. The moment was approaching. And
  there
  would be no way to think.




  
Ruk
  and Mae positioned themselves on one side of the clearing,
  separating
  themselves from the trio again. Lua, without hesitation, placed
  herself exactly where Ruk had told her to. She trusted him
  blindly.
  She waited, motionless, for her fate to be fulfilled.




  
She
  knew it was a risk. But at that moment, the rush of dopamine gave
  her
  a mix of emotions she knew well: tension, excitement, lucidity.
  Every
  time she held that weapon, she felt a deep pleasure, the same one
  she
  had felt the first time she had built it with her own
  hands.




  
None
  of the elders had ever given her a rifle. She had waited
  patiently
  for the moment she could build one from scratch. She had modified
  it,
  improved it, made it perfect. She always kept it in working
  order,
  ready to use. It wouldn't jam even if it fell in the mud. And
  unlike
  the others, it could fire two shots before needing to be
  reloaded.




  
Lua
  was ready to sacrifice herself for the group. She would give her
  life
  for them, without batting an eye. It was the right thing to do.
  And
  if death were to come at that moment, she would have no regrets.
  That
  was the end she had imagined, the one she had accepted.




  
Ruk
  turned for an instant, meeting her gaze. Lua nodded. She was
  ready.




  
A
  few seconds dilated in Lua's mind, turning into an eternity. In
  that
  short span of time, memories resurfaced in the way that sudden
  waves
  move: her childhood in the village, the hand-carved wooden toys,
  the
  runs in the fresh snow, her first heartbeats. Everything seemed
  distant yet vivid.




  
Then
  she did exactly what Nub had taught her during training. She
  closed
  her eyes. She turned off her sight and relied on instinct. She
  let
  her other senses expand, exploring the environment: listening,
  perceiving, almost "smelling" the air. Every rustle, every
  vibration in the ground, every variation in the wind became a
  signal.




  
And
  finally, she felt it.




  
The
  dull sound of hooves sinking into the frozen ground. A growing,
  heavy, unstoppable rhythm. Lua forced herself to remain
  motionless,
  impassive. One knee on the ground, the rifle firm in her hands,
  her
  torso tilted forward, the weapon perfectly aligned at ninety
  degrees
  to her body. A statue ready to explode.




  
When
  she opened her eyes, she saw the target emerge from the tree
  line.
  She did not hesitate. She did not think. She pulled the
  trigger.




  
The
  shot broke the silence with the intensity of a lightning strike
  on a
  starless night.
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