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Content Warnings


This story contains the following content: 
	Animal attacks

	Character death

	Whipping

	Broken bones

	Cave-ins



If this book isn't for you, no worries! But if it is, we hope you enjoy this story about some misfit guards and some very unfriendly cats …
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The Unusual


Ivy climbed to the top of the watchtower shortly after sunset, throwing her day pack on the floor of the small wooden structure with a grunt. 
“Fucking tower duty,” she mumbled. For the most part, Ivy liked being stationed as a guard on the Caldera. The population was sparse, the wilderness vast. She would much rather be out in the wilderness, though, not stuck in a tower watching for non-existent threats. 
Ivy sat and looked out at the thick pine forest and the rim of the Caldera rising above it. The slope was gentle at first but turned into a sheer rock cliff for the last hundred feet or so. It was impossible to get over and into the Caldera. It did lend a bit of spookiness to the area, Ivy supposed. 
“Nothing out there,” she said. Nothing had come out of the Caldera … ever. Children’s tales. The three guard stations on the rim, the guard towers, the fort below, were all just there to get rid of subpar members of the guard, the weird ones that no one knew what else to do with. Again, Ivy quite liked that most of the time, but she had a realistic view of what duty on the Caldera was. 
The trees below were bathed in shadows and the moon was just rising when Ivy decided she was going to sleep. She wasn’t supposed to, of course, but who was going to catch her? 
As she moved to the back of the wooden tower, the ground shook beneath her, sending her sprawling on the floor. Something snapped beneath her, and the hut pitched to the side. 
“The fuck … ” Ivy got up carefully, the lantern she had brought with her somehow still lit. She looked around, listened. As her pounding heart started to calm, her mind caught up to what had happened. 
Earthquake.
A decently big one at that. Ivy was used to tremors, but it had been years since one so large had hit.
Well, at least she was going to be able to get off tower duty. She should get back to the station and report the damage. First she had to get out of the fucking tower before it collapsed and killed her. She moved slowly toward the door, which was now pitched toward the ground. She was surprised it hadn’t been knocked open. Ivy took a deep breath and  scooted on the floor to the door and got outside onto the little wraparound porch. She tried to ignore the way her arms were shaking. She looked down at the ladder, and it seemed to be intact to a point just above the ground, easy enough for her to jump off. 
Ivy thought she heard something and glanced at the forest and the Caldera beyond. She squinted. Something felt a little off, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. 
She shimmied along to the ladder and started down. The gap between the bottom and the ground was a bit larger than she thought, but the base of the tower was mostly grass, so she took a chance. She tucked and rolled and got off with no more than a minor cut on her arm. Probably didn’t even need stitches.
Ivy adjusted her pack and took off to East Station. It would only take a quarter hour or so if she walked quickly, and she would do so in the chilly autumn air.
She’d only been walking for a few minutes when thick fog rolled in through the trees. There was a strange smell to it, not a smell she would associate with any volcanic activity. It smelled like … sweet rot? Like apples that had fallen off a tree and had been on the ground quite some time. Ivy tried to ignore the smell and the fog, but it was odd. She’d been at the Caldera her whole adult life and had never seen fog that thick, and the smell was bothersome. She knew there were no apple trees around that part of the forest. 
“Focus,” she told herself. It was just fog. Normal fog. It was just an earthquake, just fog, there was nothing abnormal about anything going on, or at least not dangerously abnormal. 
At last, she saw the lights of the station ahead. 
Something darted across the path before her and Ivy blinked.
“What the fuck.” 
Ivy had been roaming around the Caldera for over twenty years and had never, ever seen anything like what just ran before her. It was perhaps the size of a bobcat but much too slender and, well, it might have been a trick of the light, but it looked green and somehow shiny in the moonlight. Something about it made Ivy want to run. 
She walked as calmly as she could toward the station. If there was something predatory out there, it would chase her if she ran. She was almost at the station, and once she got in, she would be safe. 
Someone screamed from inside the station. At nearly the same time, something growled behind her, a sound not unlike a house cat growling. Ivy drew her sword, or tried to, but something hit her from behind, landing on her pack, knocking her off balance, and sending her sprawling face-first into the grass. 
Something was ripping and tearing, luckily just into her pack, giving Ivy a moment to regain her composure. She rolled over and drew her knife from her belt. The creature skittered away for a moment then jumped toward her chest. She managed to dodge, and the creature’s claws tore into her arm. 
Ivy grunted in pain and took a stab at the creature. She wasn’t sure if it was a fatal hit, but the creature ran away. There were more screams from the station. 
“Fuck!” Her arm was bleeding badly. She slipped off the path and into the forest for enough time to pull her med kit out of her backpack and quickly wrap the arm. She stood and immediately stumbled back against the tree. 
There were more of them. A lot more. At least five creatures were staring at her, hissing and growling. Ivy knew she wasn’t going to be able to deal with them all. There were more screams coming from the station.
One of the creatures jumped for her, and Ivy tried to hit it but slipped on the dewy grass and tumbled down the hill. She landed with a splash in the pond below. She looked out into the moonlit night and waited for the creatures to attack.
“Where are you, little fuckers.” 
They weren’t coming. Did they not like water? Ivy started to shiver, but she thought maybe she should stay put for a little bit.
By the sound of the screams from the station, there was nothing she could do there. 

      ***Calla made her way up to the roof of the fort to look for the station lights. She paced back and forth while she waited. Most nights she was there at midnight on the dot, stood still, saw the lights, and went back to her room. It was, on a normal night, a ten-minute routine. 
Tonight was different. 
Earlier that evening, an earthquake shook the area, and Calla had a bad feeling that one of the stations wouldn’t light. Everyone else had gone to bed as usual, sure that things were fine, but Calla knew something was wrong. Something bad happened hours ago, and she was going to be the one to see it. It was up to her to see it. 
West Station lit up first, then, shortly after it, Mid Station. Calla looked to where she knew the light for East Station would be. 
Nothing. No light. Calla looked at the other stations again and back to East Station. Still there was no light. Calla knew there was something wrong, but she waited a few more minutes just to be sure then went down and straight to Captain Marcus. 
“Something wrong, Calla?” 
Calla jumped. “Damn you, Zero.” Zero laughed, standing up from where he had been crouching in the dark near the captain’s quarters. He ran his hand through his light hair and, still smiling from scaring her, spoke. 
“So, something wrong?”
“East Station didn’t light,” Calla said. “I need to inform Captain Marcus. I think we should lead a party tonight to see why.” 
“Always doom and gloom with you, Calla,” Zero said.
“And you’re never serious, are you? They didn’t light for a reason, what if there was a collapse or something and people are hurt?” 
“I know. Get your pack and meet me out front in five. Marcus authorized a quick foray in the dark,” Zero said. 
“Just the two of us?” Calla said. 
“For now,” Zero said. “Come on, better than nothing, isn’t it?” 
“Right,” Calla said, leaving Zero and heading to her quarters for her pack. While she was worried about East Station, she didn’t really fancy going on the journey with Zero and just Zero. The man annoyed her to no end. He annoyed most people and seemed to like doing so. But she didn’t really have a choice in the matter, so with Zero she would go. 
The night air was chilly but the moon was shining bright. Calla had been up to the stations many times in her years at the fort, but there was always something about going there at night that made it feel like one could get lost. 
Zero took the lead, and Calla thought she could at least trust him to not get them lost. She’d rather be going through the dark forest with Ivy, though, an expert navigator, versus the joke of the whole Caldera. 
As they wound through the forest and up to the stations, a thick fog set in. Oddly thick. Calla couldn’t remember fog that thick before, especially when the weather had been so dry. It gave her an odd feeling. No light, thick fog, earthquake. 
Calla had grown up on legends centered around the dangers of the Caldera. Most people discarded them as just stories, things that hadn’t happened or were figurative and not to be taken literally. Tales of danger and monsters and brave deeds. There was truth there, Calla always thought, and all the stories were swirling in her head just as the fog was swirling around her and Zero. 
Calla hoped it wouldn’t take too long to get to the station. 
“Bit like a scary story out here tonight, isn’t it?” Zero asked. 
“Indeed.” 
“Nervous, Calla?” 
“A bit, you’re not?” 
“A bit, it is rather creepy out tonight. I wouldn’t worry too much. We’re guards after all, aren’t we? We’re supposed to be brave, right?”
“I know,” Calla said, glad it was too dark for Zero to see her blush. She was being a bit cowardly, she supposed. They continued on through the fog with the moonshine almost making it worse. 
Zero, on the other hand, almost seemed happy to be going to the station in the middle of the night. 
Calla groaned. 
“Yes?” 
“You’re going to the station because you want to sleep with someone there, aren’t you?” Calla said. 
“Well, that might be one of the reasons,” Zero said with a smile. Calla scoffed, but they were at least going to the station, so she supposed she should be happy with that. She should have realized sooner what Zero was up to; he slept around with quite a few guards. It wasn’t hard to see why; he was, by most standards, handsome. Calla could see it even though she never really cared to look at men that way. 
Suddenly Zero stopped ahead of her. “Do you smell that?” 
“What? No. I don’t smell anything.” 
“It smells like blood,” Zero said. 
Calla scoffed, “Zero … ” 
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