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        Aesop’s Fables: The Kingdom of the Lion

        The Lion, as king of the beasts, set up a kingdom where he proclaimed that all animals, friends and enemies alike, should live together in perfect peace and harmony. The Hare said, “I’ve longed for this day where the weak take their place at the side of the strong without fear.”

        And then the Hare ran for his life.
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      Hannah was standing by the window, staring out into a world so changed from anything she’d ever known. The sky was there, still and blue, the only constant among the tumult of the last twenty-seven days. It was cerulean, like a painting, bright and promising, all the things she remembered it being as a child. She’d never been one for crayons, but that sky would have made it onto her parents’ fridge.

      Hannah’s mother was in the military. Her father. Two of her uncles. Crayon-aged Hannah wouldn’t have touched a gun.

      A black-winged bird slammed into the glass inches from Hannah’s face, the noise making her fingers tighten around the stock of her M4. She wanted to turn away from the window, from the disingenuousness of that promising sky, and cross the darkened room. But Hannah was on watch. She straightened, eyes narrowed against the light of a hidden sun, and another bird smacked into the glass with a dull thud.

      Thud. Thud, thud, thud.

      “Captain,” Hannah called over her shoulder. “Captain!”

      She walked backward, pacing slowly, heel-first. There was debris scattered over this floor, over every floor in every standing structure since the monsters had come. The monsters they’d chased to the gateway. The monsters that weren’t supposed to come back.

      Hannah pulled the gun up to her shoulder, leaving a good ten feet between her and that glass.

      She’d never wanted to join the army. She never would have.

      Now she didn’t have a choice. The Breach had made her. That was what they’d called it, as if these creatures had broken a contract, knocked a hole in a wall. Hannah had seen the chaos. Breach was not a strong enough word. When the monsters had fallen from the sky, they had wreaked havoc. Trees had been uprooted, buildings razed, people flayed open in the streets.

      Hannah had watched the monsters as they’d toyed with her neighbors; she’d seen them up close. They’d not Marked her, or seized her, or killed her. But they’d taken her choice.

      Now, there was nothing to do but this. Nothing but to save herself and the people who were left.

      “Captain!” she yelled a third time, irritation clear in her voice as she pushed her helmet away from her brow. The captain came up behind her, finally, his boots muted against the damp concrete floor.

      “What is it, Mitchell?”

      “Birds,” she told him.

      He shifted, coming into her peripheral vision as two more bodies slammed against the glass. He nodded. “It’s happening at East Creek, too. Nothing to be alarmed about.”

      Nothing new, he meant. Nothing to add. Nothing to necessitate one of their team trekking across two open lots to report to a higher-ranking officer. He stood beside her for several long moments in the stale air, both of them watching the dark shapes striking the glass. It was reinforced, it wouldn’t break—which was why they were here—but that didn’t make it less disturbing to watch.

      “They look dazed,” she said quietly.

      He nodded again. Nodding was the captain’s thing. Hannah suspected it was because he had no better idea about what was happening than she did.

      Hannah, though, did have a better idea than the soldiers at East Creek. She stared at the glass, thinking she might have a better idea than even those fool scientists and high-ranking officials the military had sent to ground zero. Because Hannah had been in close contact with one of them. A creature.

      Maybe the only one who mattered.

      Weeks after the original invasion, after the Breach and all that followed, Hannah had been in one of the trucks sent to ground zero. She had known the other soldiers for only a matter of days, but they were not easy days. She and a seventeen-year-old redhead named Riley had become close. She’d relied on him, she’d realized later, in a way she’d never meant to. And when Riley had told her what happened, when it had turned out he needed her, Hannah could not keep herself from promising she would help. She didn’t think she regretted it, but it was hard to be sure.

      She’d followed Riley across the storm-beaten land, home after home destroyed to the point they were no more than lumber strewn over pads of concrete, and into the one house that had weathered the Breach. It stood, albeit marked by the event and missing half a roof over the upstairs bedrooms, and they’d walked in to search for Riley’s sister Mackenzie. They’d found her. With a creature.

      Hunter, she’d called him, as if he were merely a man. And he did look more like a man than a beast—he’d no wings or horns like the others who had attacked. He’d been dressed in jeans and tee shirt, not capes and furs and war paint. But Hannah had seen the marks glowing through his skin. She’d felt the energy radiating from him.

      Hannah had shot him.

      Her fingers tightened around the M4 at the memory. She’d never shot a man before, but her mother and father had shown her how it was done. She had hit a target enough to know she’d aimed correctly. But the bullet had missed. Hunter, that being from a hole in the sky, had curved its trajectory around him. Her gun was useless, she knew it, and yet Hannah stood in this darkened room and gripped it like it was the end of the world. Because it was the end of the world.

      “Tell me again,” her captain said beside her. Hannah relaxed her fingers around the stock of her weapon, chagrined she’d let him see her agitated. “Talk it through,” he told her. “Don’t let it be fear.”

      Hannah gritted her teeth, but she knew he was right. It would paralyze her if she let it. The first event, the Breach, Hannah had been too shocked to understand. And she’d had her family, a full support system and the safety of their home. But this time, when the monsters had returned, Hannah had been alone. And she’d been closer to the Resurgence. She’d been at ground zero. “The sky opened,” she said, stopping when another bird hit the glass.

      She realized she’d been waiting for it to happen, holding each breath. She sighed. “It was a soundless blast of air, a buzzing over our skin, and then the boom.” She hadn’t told them all of it. She hadn’t told them about the creature, Hunter, who had brought them to safety before he’d opened the gate. She hadn’t told them about how he’d saved Hannah and the others, how he’d gotten countless men to run and hide and stay safely out of the way. The creature had brought them here, behind the shelter of this reinforced glass, his eyes glowing with a light so blue that each of them could see it was unnatural, and they’d been so terrified they’d followed him anyway. No one had included it in their report. Hannah didn’t know if it was because the creature had saved them, or if it was the stories they’d heard about exposed humans being quarantined and tested, or—more troubling—if that strange draw the creature had seemed to have over Riley and his sister had affected the rest of them too.

      “The beasts descended first,” she said. “Winged, flying things, with horns and fur and those big… horrible claws.” That had been the worst. The claws they had used after the Breach to claim the lives they would be taking. They had been Marked, infected with some sort of toxin through the wound that the military could not identify or remove. No one had known what the Marked were meant for, until the Resurgence. “The monsters came through, and then there was the chaos, like a six-tailed tornado. I saw a tank lifted from the ground like it was nothing, tossed into the air. It just disappeared. A supply truck smashed into the temporary command center, flattening six shelters at once. That’s when the gunfire started.”

      It hadn’t taken them long to realize it wasn’t working, and Hannah was baffled why the military hadn’t figured out something she’d understood within the first five minutes of meeting one. But Tyler had told her they’d upgraded to some sort of high-tech tracer ammunition that was supposed to be unbeatable. He’d said they’d used it to shoot one down near Adamstown and that the military was studying the thing. They couldn’t use missiles, Tyler had said, because when they’d tried, the monsters had turned them and every single shot had exploded some military base or soft target nearby. There had apparently been massive incidents in several other countries—thousands killed at their armed forces’ own hands.

      Hannah hadn’t entirely believed him, because the trickle of information the officers got was usually nowhere near the same story. But she had to admit, at least some of the information Tyler had brought them had turned out true.

      “I remember thinking, ‘This is it,’” she told her captain. “‘This is where they drop the bomb. Where we all die.’” She swallowed hard, waiting for the next bird to hit the glass, like a child counting the seconds between lightning and thunder. It didn’t come.

      “They didn’t drop a bomb,” he said.

      “No. Everything got sucked in. All of it, monsters and people and everything, gone in the blink of an eye. We stood there for a minute, stunned. Our ears ringing, just in shock. The monsters were gone. The sky was closed. It was over.”

      It wasn’t over. They knew that now. But for one brief moment, there had been pure hope. Rejoice. Relief. Weeping. An effort to regroup.

      And then came the attacks. Systematic. Orderly. Pointed. They hit strategic targets: power plants, tech firms, supply routes. It was the worst thing they could imagine, the scariest turn of events. These were not the initial attacks. The monsters weren’t merely beasts playing with their prey. This was intelligent. Deliberate.

      Tyler had said the military thought the monsters were extraterrestrial, that their appearance was too sudden and worldwide to be anything else. The creatures were alien certainly, but there was no doubt once you saw them up close that they possessed some very human-like features. The zealots thought them a second coming. There was some disagreement whether they might be angels or demons, but thousands stood holding hands and singing, or screaming out for the sinners to repent before it was too late. Everything had changed once they’d found ground zero, though. They’d not been able to pin down the location during the Breach, something about the electrical signals and how the energy had originally registered throwing detection machinery off. But the day of the Resurgence, it had spiked, a clear and traceable signal that had led them right to the source.

      Hannah didn’t know whether these things were aliens or demons, she just knew they were an epic pain in her ass.

      “You good?” the captain asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tyler will be by in about twenty minutes. You can take a break, all right?” He nodded in apparent agreement with himself, and shifted to go.

      “Captain,” Hannah asked, “what do you think happened to them?”

      She didn’t have to say it. The Marked had been heavy on the minds of everyone since the first night: why had they been chosen? Were they picked at random, just to die? Once they’d been taken through the gateway, it was clear it wasn’t anything like rapture. It had been an otherworldly hole in the sky, gaping and huge and glittering like stardust. Not heaven. Not angels.

      A void. And monsters.

      Hannah had heard stories about the Marked who’d been quarantined by the military. Ripped through block walls and out of locked cells, their bodies barely sustaining damage as the material surrounding them shattered into bits of dust and ash. It had happened so fast that no one had been able to try to stop it, even if they’d had some manner of material stronger than stone. Unstoppable, they’d said. Inescapable. They’d talked of blood-curdling screams and unadulterated terror, of the overwhelming horror of the men being torn from their cells.

      Hannah had seen it firsthand though. She knew the truth. Riley had wanted to go. He’d kept the wound a secret, hidden from everyone so he could join the troops and fight against it. But when the gateway started to pull, she’d seen him moving toward it, trying to leave the safety of their shelter. She’d misunderstood at first, thought he’d been going after his sister, to help her escape the storm. Hannah’s fingers had clawed into Riley’s shirt as he fought her, tearing the material to reveal a duct-tape-covered arm. It had been hot, buzzing, and suddenly she’d known what he’d been hiding all along. Riley had been Marked.

      The creature, Hunter, had hidden Riley and Hannah with a few others in the very bunker they watched from now, in what he’d called a safe place. Don’t fight it, he’d said. It’s the only way to stay alive. Hannah had assumed he’d meant the invasion: Don’t fight the monsters or you’ll be killed. But she wasn’t sure now, because Hunter had a power that seemed to grab at Riley and his sister in the strangest way. She had the unpleasant feeling that the message had been to let him go. It wasn’t unpleasant because Riley had gone, because if what the creature had said was true, that meant Riley was somehow still alive. What bothered Hannah was what if it had happened to her? What if that was why she’d allowed it to carry on, why she’d followed a monster into this darkened building and trusted his words? What if he’d used that power on her?

      Hannah had shot the creature on first sight—clearly she’d had her senses then. But she couldn’t be certain exactly how she’d lost her footing in the minutes that followed. It was hard to be sure of anything during an apocalypse, she supposed. Tyler said the military had set up an investigation at Riley’s house—the last house standing near ground zero—tracing all signs of those creatures and riffling through Riley’s and his sister’s things. If there was anything strange, Tyler was supposed to report to Hannah. Immediately.

      Until then, she’d just hope that creature would stay on his side of the sky.

      The captain glanced down at her—Hannah stood to about everyone’s shoulder, and she suspected this was as tall as she was ever going to get—and she gave him a brave sort of smile for reassurance. He nodded, and said, “Let’s just hope we live long enough to find out what happened.”

      They were not the comforting words she’d hoped for. The captain turned to go, and Hannah stared at the glass, trying not to miss her mother and father too much. They were doing important work, she knew, but the knowledge of it didn’t ease her homesickness for them and their life before. At least when they’d been gone for months in the past, she’d only had to fear them dying in some non-wartime accident. Now, there was this other… the unknown that waited somewhere beyond that bright blue sky. A future full of monsters.

      The birds had ceased their reckless window-bombing, and Hannah relaxed her grip on the gun and rolled her ridiculously tense shoulders. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there, but she knew she’d been awake for at least two days. The commotion after the Resurgence had been extensive and drawn out. There had been wounded to tend, information gathering, report after report as first-hand witnesses. Hannah and her troop had been a handful of only a hundred or so who had survived at ground zero. Those who had fought—who had not been led to safety by the creature like Hannah and the others—had been killed or sucked into the vortex with that final draw.

      She was exhausted, her muscles trembled, but she hadn’t been in a sleeping sort of mood. Almost dying every five seconds could do that to a person. But now, in the damp, dark cool of their bunker, she could feel the fatigue creeping in. She thought she should call to swap out, but she heard the echo of far-off footsteps and excited whispers and knew Tyler was making his way through the other guards to take her place. The idea of rest so near had her legs going to jelly, her fingers itching to stretch, to lie down beside that gun and hug it in her sleep.

      The echoed pad of footsteps stopped, and Hannah picked up the low buzz she’d imagined was the ringing of her ears. An overhead light hung loose from its fixture, suddenly glowing a soft yellow-brown. Voltage slump, her mind supplied, but there was no power coming into this building. The entire area had been wiped clean of electrical poles and wiring as far as the eye could see. Underground wiring? she thought. And then the fixture popped, sparking to life an instant before going dark. Hannah’s head snapped toward the glass, hand tight on the grip of her weapon. Her breath was caught, eyes unblinking as a hunk of metal that might have been a tanker truck slammed into the front of the building.

      Metal screeched and block exploded, knocking her back into the rear wall and stealing her breath. She’d had to be ten feet from that wall, at least. Dust filled the air, covering her face and choking her. And then Tyler was there, grabbing her beneath the arms and dragging her with him farther into the building. He was screaming, Hannah knew, but she couldn’t for the life of her make out what he was saying. He jerked her to her feet, shaking her by handfuls of her fatigues as they stood face to face, and the muffled wail in Hannah’s ears quieted enough she could make out two words.

      Run. Now.
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      Hunter had been lied to his entire life. Not only him, all the Iron Bound who populated the dying lands had been fooled by Malkyn. Their king. But Hunter was especially gifted, and therefore especially misled. He was the chosen. He alone held the power to open the gateway between realms. He was responsible for the dying lands and he was heir, sole being in line to rule after the king. He was to follow the very man who’d betrayed him.

      “Malkyn is on the other side of the gateway now, in the undying lands. Undoubtedly trying to destroy them,” Hunter told those gathered he’d named his kingsmen. “He has risked our entire existence and deceived our people.”

      Hunter understood the man’s reasoning, but he still couldn’t believe Malkyn had actually done it. Their realm lived only because of the reaping, when energy and souls were gathered from the undying lands to feed and populate it. Their lands could not be sustained without the reaping. Malkyn had long been afraid that the other realm was becoming inundated with technology and disease, might be overcome by war or destroyed by humans. He’d imagined they could not go on as they had done, that the time between this reaping and the next was too far. He’d feared the other realm would be ruined before they returned to gather souls.

      That both realms would die.

      “He has broken the laws of our land, he has forsaken the realm. Call a gathering. The Iron Bound are about to name their new king.”

      The expressions on the assembled kingsmen’s faces did not betray their thoughts, but Hunter could imagine what they were thinking. In their entire history, no new king had been named until the old king had passed. Certainly, no new king had named himself.

      Hunter had been the chosen, a savior to the dying lands. That was before word of his transgressions had spread. Malkyn had done something far worse though, and Hunter might have had the Iron Bound’s full support, if he hadn’t been sneaking over the borders all his life. They didn’t quite trust him. And now he’d claimed a human girl as his queen. One he’d snuck through too early, breaking yet another unbreakable rule.

      He cleared his throat. “You’re dismissed.”

      The kingsmen bowed their heads and stepped swiftly from the room, a loosening of their wings the only sign they were anxious to go. He would have to wait to discover the rest of the Iron Bound’s response.

      Hunter turned to the balcony, pushing through the sheer curtains Krea had somehow managed to install after the reaping. “How do you find the time?” he said, and she gave him something that might have been a smirk as she glanced over her shoulder.

      “Time is of no matter here.” Krea tilted her head toward him as she moved to leave Mackenzie’s side.

      “Thank you,” Hunter told her.

      “It is not for you I do these things,” the older woman said with a wave of her small, thin hand.

      Neither Hunter nor Krea were speaking of the curtains. They had meant Krea’s standing with Mackenzie on the balcony. Keeping her safe.

      Krea had raised Hunter. She had saved him and Mackenzie first when they’d nearly been killed by Azral and the kingsmen, and again after the reaping. She had proven how far she’d go to protect them both, and she’d only left Mackenzie when he’d stepped in to take her place.

      Hunter and Mackenzie were alone on the balcony now, and she had not yet turned around. He stared at her a moment, the long, dark waves of her hair already picking up streaks of gold. She was changing so fast. He was terrified of leaving her, of missing one single moment. It was ridiculous, he knew. And it wasn’t as if he actually had a choice. He moved closer, placing a hand over hers on the railing, twining his fingers into hers, and Mackenzie turned to him with a small smile.

      “It’s changed so much,” she told him. “Everything feels tingling… buzzing… alive.” Her smile grew with the last word, with the decision that it was the right one, the one she’d been searching for.

      “The reaping,” he said. “The energy that was brought over will feed the power here first, and then spread, filling every corner of the realm. The forest, the grasslands, the outlands, eating up the field of ash.”

      The dying lands would be flush, wild again. The ash that had been their dead would be overtaken by bracken and moss, the forest lush and its creatures alive. The energy would keep it going for a thousand cycles, feeding their realm. And then the lands would slowly die again, the edges of the forest and outlands being overtaken by creeping ash as the energy was drained from the beings and land. They relied on that energy for existence, and the reaping day was its singular method of recharge.

      That was the hardest part for Hunter. Knowing that the reaping was the only way to save his realm. He’d been born as the chosen, the gatekeeper between worlds. But Hunter loved both lands, and he could never have imagined the stories and legends and the lifetime of waiting would only make him feel empty, like he was betraying the undying lands by stealing its people from their lives, their homes, their families. Hunter understood what the ash was, though. He knew that if the reaping had not taken place, that would be all that was left of his world. He understood it more than anyone, because he was the key to how the energy moved.

      “I’ve been trying to spot Riley,” Mackenzie said, gesturing toward the hundreds of thousands of human men and women below. “I know I’m not allowed to disturb him.” She bit her lip. “But I really want to just see him.”

      “He’s there,” Hunter told her. He’d made certain of it. “Your brother is under the protection of a trusted guard.”

      Mackenzie looked at him with the strangest expression. He was her king. She kept forgetting that, and every time something happened to remind her, he almost wished she’d see him as only the injured boy from her basement once more.

      “We need to talk about what will happen,” he said. What would happen when he was gone, when he went again through the gateway.

      She turned toward him, her eyes alight with the energy of the realm. “Will it be soon?”

      She was brave, but Hunter knew her fears. She did not speak the language. She did not understand a single thing about his world, except that every time she’d been here, someone had tried to have her killed. “It has to be. I have to see what Malkyn and the others are doing to your world before it’s too late.”

      She nodded. This was the one thing she could allow him to leave her for. Even if she’d left that world behind to be with him. And to be with Riley.

      “Krea will be at your side,” he promised. “She will protect you.”

      “And you,” she said. “You’ll be over there alone. A hundred monsters and an army of men trying to end you.”

      “I’ll be safe.”

      Her
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