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The old man leaned forward from where he sat, his bones creaking as the small campfire burned to hold back the night’s cold.

But it was always night down here, underground.

The flames’ shifting light threw the wrinkles on his pale skin into stark shadow as they reflected amber in his eyes. Eyes that had long ago seen a hopeful world of wonders die in an unexpected cataclysm, leaving a new world, a much darker one, struggling to rise from the ruin. 

Behind him, the gloom of the chamber meant the walls and high ceiling were barely discernible aside from where the damp reflected the flames of his campfire or the last of the remaining glow bulbs, cobweb-cloaked, dirty and green. This was just one space, a safe place, part of a long and sprawling network of rooms and tunnels, joined to many others, and what his family called home.

The rambling network of tunnels from the old world reached the surface in places but also dug down many levels to where murky water flooded their ways. Some parts were home to others. Much of the endless warren was unsafe. 

But their small part here had been barricaded off, secured with gates, locks and wire fences. Still, it was all just a ruin — a memory of what had once been. 

Of the world of yesterday.

In a soft voice, as he did every night, he began his tale for his small audience, “They say the stars in the sky used to have names, that strings of them shone bright and twinkled high above, making patterns, patterns which made pictures. Each of those pictures told a story, ancient tales of great men and women, of the wise, brave and just." 

The old man then paused to lick his lips as he sat hunkered down by the fire, the flames burning low in blue and amber, giving off dark wisps of smoke.

He continued, “But the world of yesterday means nothing now, and neither do their tales.”

His gaze drifted until it locked onto the flames and then became lost to them.

Two small children huddled under a shared dog skin. They leaned forward on the other side of the campfire, waiting for him to go on. 

Their grandfather's stories always gripped them, not just because they usually told of the old world, a world now gone, but because they knew if they learned the wisdom in them, they might also reach a ripe old age.

Most people did not. Not in this bitter new world.

They could only hope for a similarly long life where they might keep their bellies fuller than empty and live so long their teeth grew worn and their eyes clouded over.

Neither of the girls thought the latter two sounded like much fun, but the adults spoke of them as if they were good boots or a warm blanket. Regardless, they could wholly appreciate the contentment of a full belly.

Their older sibling, Eli, watched her two young sisters sitting further back. She had heard Grandpa’s stories dozens of times and knew his words would occasionally stall. It would be her job to prod him on as she did now. “Grandpa, the stars must still tell us something about our world?”

He started at the sudden sound of her voice, reminded he wasn’t alone. His thoughts drifted more and more now. Such spells would likely be his death. 

Perhaps even the death of them all. 

He nodded and said, "Now the stars only announce one thing: the Sky Hunt is underway."

The younger children leaned closer to one another, pulling the dog skin tight. They glanced skyward in reaction to his words despite being deep in the tunnels with a thick layer of stone and earth overhead. They were safe from the Sky Hunt in the dark maze that spread under the towering ruins of the past, although their underground world had its own dangers.

Beyond their circle of flickering light, only wet stonewalls and darkness loomed. Eli sat at the edge of the light, as did her grandmother, who watched the one approach to their campsite.

Despite the locked gate and barricaded entrance a few tunnels back, nothing in this world was truly safe.

The air moved with a whisper, like the shadow of a breeze. The stinking draft was a constant of life in the tunnels below the rotting bones of the old world. Sometimes, the draft carried the sounds of life elsewhere, but sometimes, it only warned of death.

Distant, the barking of dogs sounded out, their hungry calls echoing through the layered underground warren. After the initial eruption, the ragged chorus faded as the pack chased down whatever scent they had found.

They all hoped it was not a person.

They knew it was unlikely. Slowly, people were dying out, both down in the undercity and certainly above. The last centre of humanity known to the family was Green Square, and their last attempt to get there was what had claimed Eli’s parents, orphaning her and her sisters.

The youngest, Anta, flinched at the pack’s harsh call. Still, she was distracted as her grandfather spoke again, his words bursting out as if Eli’s question had freed a blocked drain, "If you’re on the surface and the clouds part, the night opening to show you the stars above, you need to find cover. Only a bright red star can give safety."

The old man's wife approached the fire and sat down, her old bones creaking as her joints popped. She stifled a groan, not wanting to intrude on the telling, as any tale of the flyers needed to be heard clearly and its wisdom learned.

The two smallest grandchildren looked on. The girls edged forward but also leaned closer together as they sought both the fire's warmth and the security of each other. Their anxiety was real. They all knew it was the flyers who had
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