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​Chapter 1: The Nagy
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The nagy towered over her, beady little eyes sunken into its round eggplant-colored head. Askari stared for a moment at the rows and rows of yellowish teeth spiraling around the gaping black mouth, and then gagged at the putrid smell blasting from it.  An enormous tentacle crashed into the brush to her left and she ducked out of the way just in time. Being eaten by a nagy might be an interesting way to die, but she’d rather it didn’t happen today. 

As the monster roared, Askari dove to the right and landed on her elbows, a long, slimy tentacle whipping past her left ear. She rolled under a bush and then dragged herself upright. She needed to find Shujaa, and fast. Alone, there was no way she could kill it. She would have to run, and hope she was faster than it was. Or else find help. Or else die. 

Another tentacle crashed into the ground beside her. Bracing herself with one arm, she sliced as deeply into the nagy’s flesh as she could with her blade. Black blood gushed from the wound. The nagy let out a loud shriek, pulling the tentacle back abruptly. 

Without hesitating, Askari leaped to her feet and launched forward, racing through the forest. Her heart thundered in her chest as she ducked under tree branches, leaped over bushes, and pounded her feet against the earth. A bow and quiver bounced on her back, useless against the nagy’s thick skin. 

This creature would never stop hunting her, she knew that. Its sense of smell was too good, and while nagy might be stupid, they were also stubborn—it wouldn’t let up on what it thought was easy prey. 

She had to confuse it or kill it, or she’d never escape.

Branches whipped across her face, leaving scratches. Pricker bushes ripped and tore at her clothes, and sticks cracked under her feet. Deciduous forests were always the worst, heavy with underbrush and hidden surprises—like the nagy, that could silently slither through the trees or rise up on its tentacles like legs, and smash anything in its path. 

Glancing briefly over her shoulder, she grimaced. She couldn’t see it—that was a bad sign. It had decided on stealth, which meant she had to rely entirely on speed.

Ahead of her she could see the top of the Tuske, a towering tooth-shaped mountain that rose up from a largely flat landscape spreading out around her. It was covered with old pines and rock faces, and at this time of the summer, tiny white and yellow flowers ran down in streaks as if someone had dumped cans of paint at the top. 

If she could make it there, maybe she could outclimb or outwit the garg that chased her.

Another advantage to the Tuske was that it was in the opposite direction of her community. If she led the nagy toward them, it could kill everyone, as opposed to just one stupid warrior wandering around the countryside on her own.

She ran faster. Her thighs and calves burned; sweat dripped down her cheeks. Her hair was tied in a tight braid, but she had snagged it on so many branches, it had started to escape from its bindings in a thick black frizz with a mind of its own. To her right, a flock of bright orange mandarak birds burst from the trees in a cacophony of chattering and chirping. Too bad the nagy didn’t prefer fowl to human flesh for dinner. 

Light filtered down through the trees ahead, slightly to the left. A clearing? She burst out into the sunshine and skidded to a halt. No—a cliff. Steeply angled rocks rose up in front of her, twenty, thirty feet, with tufts of trees and plants growing out of them in very few places. A tuske-goat scurried across the top, no doubt heading for safety in the face of the monster due to arrive any minute.

Askari turned left. If she couldn’t go up, she would have to go around. Behind her, the nagy let out another roar that shook the trees. Stones rattled down the cliff face. 

Then she heard a sharp, piercing whistle. She looked up. A short figure stood at the top of the cliff, waving both arms back and forth, pointing in the general direction Askari was running. There must be a trail, partially hidden under the brush.

She scanned the ground, looking for any telltale signs of the trailhead. The whistle broke through again. She glanced back up to see the figure pointing in the other direction. She must have missed the trailhead. 

She elbowed her way through the brush until she stumbled on a narrow, overgrown trail. The nagy roared again and reared up over top of the trees, knocking one over with its massive arms; the tree crashed to the ground.

Askari ran. 

Straight up, it felt like. Up and up and up. Though there was less undergrowth blocking her path, running up the Tuske was much harder than running through the forest. Her legs didn’t just burn, they slow-roasted over coals and then were doused in fuel and set ablaze. 

Rocks slid underneath her shoes, making it difficult to keep her balance. She slipped more than once, bloodying the palms of her hands when she caught herself. Her lungs burned.

“Hey!” a voice called. 

She paused her ascent to look around for the voice, allowing herself a moment to gasp for air. Shujaa stood a few yards ahead with a basket in one hand and a knife in the other. Askari collapsed to her knees and sucked in oxygen. 

“What are you doing here?” Shujaa asked, a small frown on her face. 

“Looking for you.” Askari coughed. Her mind swam as the oxygen tried to catch up. 

“I was fine on my own.” Shujaa shook her head with an exasperated sigh, and then reached out to help Askari stand. “We have to keep going though. The nagy is still moving this way.”

“Fine, fine.” Askari took deep breaths to help slow her heartrate. “How close?” 

“It’s paused at the bottom of the cliff.”

Askari nodded once, and then followed Shujaa up the mountain, thankfully more slowly this time.

For the next while, they ran and walked intermittently. The trail wound back and forth up the side of the mountain, which Askari found frustrating—given its size, the nagy could probably skip past all of the winding and weaving if it chose to, but the brush was so thick here, there was no way they could avoid it. Not to mention, the trees were high enough that she couldn’t see over them to keep an eye on what the nagy was doing. She would have to rely on listening to the crashes and roars of the creature. 

Finally, Shujaa hollered for Askari to stop. She had halted a few yards back and was pointing over the edge of a ridge. “Look!” 

Askari scrambled over the rocks and peered over the edge. The nagy still sat at the bottom of the cliff, staring up at them. It probably couldn’t see them, but could likely smell them.

“It’s not following,” Askari breathed. She plopped down on a rock and wiped sweat from her upper lip. “Think we can sneak down the back of the mountain and head to camp? Maybe it’s lost interest.”

“I don’t think that’s the smartest idea.” Shujaa frowned. Her hair was pulled back into a tight knot on top of her head, and her dark skin glistened with sweat. “Nagy are too stubborn. They don’t give up on prey that easily. More likely it’ll wait at the bottom of the mountain for a while to see if we come down. When we don’t, it’ll circle the mountain until it finds our scent, and then it will follow us—track us until we lead it right back home. Then it will kill our entire community—that is, if we don’t kill it first.”

“Couldn’t we confuse it, like walking in circles around the mountain for a while?”

“If there were a river handy,” Shujaa said, “we might be able to throw it off our scent. But I think our best bet is to kill it.”

“And how are we supposed to do that with only two of us?” Askari scowled and crossed her arms. With one person, it was impossible. With two? Also impossible. “The garg is the size of a barn! It’s got impenetrable skin, slime that’ll paralyze you if you touch it, and teeth that can slice through a cow. We’d be better off letting ourselves get eaten than leading it back to the community.”

“Well,” Shujaa replied, shrugging, “if we’re going to let ourselves get eaten, we should at least have a go at killing it, right? Give it our best shot.”

“And how do you propose we do that?”

Shujaa smiled a little. “I guess we’ll have to get creative.” She began to walk up the mountain again. 

Askari sighed and stood up, stretching her stiff and tired muscles, and followed. 

“What were you doing out here, anyway?” Askari asked as Shujaa leaned over and sliced through the stem of a plant with her blade, stabbed it, and put it in her basket.

“Collecting juneberries.” 

“You know you’re not supposed to go off alone.”

“I know, but I’m still underage—for two more days at least. I can’t get in that much trouble. Plus, I was planning to sneak out and sneak back in again—no one would ever have known I was gone if you hadn’t come looking for me. You, on the other hand, are expected to follow the rules. Like not wandering off alone. Which you did. Who knows what punishment they’ll give you when we get back?”

“I was just doing them a favor—finding you!” Askari shook her head. Sometimes, the Baratok community rules were absurd. What they needed were guidelines, not hard and fast rules. They needed principles, not laws. “You didn’t show for breakfast and hadn’t been to dinner the night before. I was afraid you were lost.”

“Why didn’t you go to the elders, then?” Shujaa asked, glancing over her shoulder with raised eyebrows.

“They were busy,” Askari said, frowning. “Fia was having her baby. I didn’t want to bother them—it’s not like I couldn’t find you eventually. There was no need to worry everyone. Plus, it was a great opportunity to practice my tracking skills.”

Shujaa let out a short laugh. “Guess you need some more practice.” 

“I found you, didn’t I?” 

“If you say so.” Shujaa grinned at Askari and bent down to pick another plant from the ground, this time wrapping a rag around it before pulling it up by the roots. “But it kinda seems like I’m the one who found you.” She raised her eyebrows at Askari. “Anyway, we should probably talk strategy.” She gestured toward the sun, which had begun its descent. Night would be upon them in only a few hours. “Tell me everything you remember about nagy.”

“Well, they’re big, for starters.” Askari’s teachers had beaten more than a few facts about nagy—and plenty of other species of garg—into her head. “They have twelve tentacles with suction cups that can stick to anything from a rock to a rabbit to a human to another garg. They have sharp teeth that can gnaw through nearly anything—including wood and metal if they need to get to their prey. They can’t see well, but their sense of smell is insanely good. They hate pain, even the mildest, like when I cut it earlier. And their skin is rubbery. It’s very difficult to get an arrow to lodge—they bounce off.”

“Don’t forget the slimy, mildly paralytic agent that covers their entire body,” Shujaa said. “It makes them moist and prevents prey from getting away.”

“Yes, that.” Askari shivered. She had almost touched the monster multiple times, and not only when she had sliced it open with her knife. She looked at her hand—no weird bumps or bruises and it wasn’t numb, so she was probably fine. 

“So, what do you think?” Shujaa asked. “We could lure in another monster and get them to fight while we run.”

“Ha,” Askari said. “Then we’d have two gargs after us. Great idea. We could also pray to the universe to strike it dead with a bolt of lightning.”

“There aren’t any clouds out,” Shujaa replied, a smile on her lips. 

Askari thought it almost looked like she was having fun, despite their impending death.

“We could try waiting it out. Maybe it’ll go away overnight.” Shujaa picked a couple more plants, then clambered over a pile of rocks.

“Why?” Askari asked.

“Well, you don’t normally see nagy this far north. They like it where it’s warm and humid. Maybe it’ll get cold and go away.”

Askari raised her eyebrows. “That’s not really a plan. It’s more of a ‘if we get lucky’ type of scenario.”

“Yeah, wishful thinking.”

“I was going to run. And keep running.” Askari shrugged. “But I’d need to sleep eventually, and then I’d die anyway.”

Shujaa pursed her lips. “I might have another idea, but it’s a long shot. Worth a try, though, or at least a discussion. Do you have arrows left?”

“Yes.” Askari shifted the quiver that hung across her back. “You think I should shoot it? Because their skin is practically tougher than metal. Even if I could shoot at this distance, hit it, and have the arrow pierce the skin, it would probably annoy it, not kill it.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Shujaa said, bending down to pick another plant from the ground. She pursed her lips, thinking.

“If shooting at the garg is going to be part of the plan, I’ll need a better spot, too,” Askari added. “Somewhere without too many trees, where we can see it.”

“If we follow the trail a little further,” Shujaa said, “I think it comes out on top of the cliffs.”

They climbed higher. The bushes became thinner as the soil grew rockier. When she out over the view, Askari felt like she could see all the way to the edge of the earth—though she knew that was probably not true, because legend had it the world was round.

The trail eventually curved back around and dropped them on a flat ridge overlooking the cliff face. They could see the nagy below, its tentacles waving in the air, reaching, stretching upward like it was debating whether or not to climb.

“Could you shoot it from here?” Shujaa asked.

“Yes, but I doubt I could pierce its hide up close, let alone at this distance.”

“What about in the eye?”

Askari shook her head. “Maybe, but its eyes are so small, it would be a tough shot.”

“How about the mouth?” Shujaa asked. “Maybe if we can make it roar...?”

“Maybe...” That was an interesting idea. It might at least injure it, if not kill it. “How would we make it roar?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Maybe if we drop rocks on it,” Askari suggested. “Or we could set a plant on fire and burn it.”

“I need fire anyway,” Shujaa said, “so we might even be able to make hot rocks.”

“What do you need fire for?”

“I want to dip the tips of your arrows in poison from the plants I’ve been gathering,” Shujaa said. “I’m going to mix them together, heat it up, and hopefully it will have more effect than plain old arrows.”

Askari raised her eyebrows. “Good idea.”

Shujaa grinned at Askari and pointed at some of the plants in her basket. “I grabbed some wild foxglove and some nightshade. This green spiky-leafed plant is jimsonweed, and the dark shiny one is poison ivy. Had to be careful grabbing those. No one has found any one poison that works on nagy, but I’m hoping that if I mix enough different ones together, I can cook up something really nasty that will bring down even a garg as big as it is.”

“I’m willing to give it a try,” Askari said. “It’s not like I’ve thought of anything better. What do you need?”

“Well, fire for starters,” Shujaa said. “And a rock to mix the plants on. You do the fire—I have a better idea of what I need the rock to look like.”

“Works for me.” 

They split up, each going about their respective chores. Shujaa went hunting for stones, while Askari headed into the bushes and began to snap off dead wood and old branches for fire starters and kindling. There weren’t many large branches this high up, but what she could find she dragged out onto the ridge. 

After a while, flames licked into the sky, spitting sparkling specks of burning plant matter into the darkening deep blue of night. A few stars twinkled in the darkness, and the full moon glowed. That was good—they would have enough light to navigate back to camp if they managed to kill or incapacitate the nagy.

Shujaa waited for the flames to turn to coals, and then set her concave rock on top of them. She had also found an oval rock, and began to pound and mash the various poisonous plants into a noxious solution that steamed, hissed, and smelled awful.

“Don’t breathe any of the steam,” she said. “It might kill you.”

“Seems like sound advice.” Askari hastily stepped back away from the fire. 

“If you’re going to be shooting all of your arrows into the nagy’s mouth,” Shujaa said, “maybe you should go make us some spears, so we have something to protect ourselves with on the way home. But leave your arrows here—I’ll coat them with the poison.”

“Good call.” Picking her way carefully by the light of the moon, Askari moved away from the campfire, searching for slightly larger trees. She scavenged some dead, dry branches, bigger and more difficult to break. She looked for live branches too, but found most of them too willowy, bending at the slightest pressure. 

The shadows cast by the moon wavered as a breeze caused the trees to sway. The wind this high up was chilly, chapping Askari’s skin. She shivered, but focused on her objective: spears. After choosing the four best branches and hacking them with her blade until they broke off the tree trunks, she began to make her way back to the fire. 

Then she heard a branch crack.

She froze, squinting into the trees around her, hoping she could see whatever had made the sound, but nothing moved in the darkness. She slid her knife out of her belt and stilled her movements, treading as quietly as she could. Askari wished she had a way to warn Shujaa without shouting, but since she didn’t know what was out there, moving as quickly and as silently as possible seemed to be the best option. 

Another rustle came from the trees, this time from the other side. Askari froze. Were there two things out there? Or was she being paranoid? She began to move more swiftly, less focused on silence and more on speed. The bright round moon overhead cast fewer shadows as she moved out into the open, and Askari squinted as far into the darkness as she could, trying to discern if there was something hiding there. 

The bright, round moon would be full in just a couple of days, and the elders always said the gargs did crazy things on a full moon. She hoped that was an old wives’ tale.

Then she heard a scream.

Askari broke into a run, bursting out onto the ridge a few moments later. Shujaa stabbed a flaming stick into the air and clutched at a shallow wound in her side.

“What happened?” Askari demanded, scanning the shadowed bushes around them.

“Gyiks!” Shujaa exclaimed. “Nasty little gargs. I chased off two, but they travel in packs. There could be dozens!”

“I’ll make the spears if you can hold them off for a minute.” Askari dashed forward and sat down beside Shujaa. She pulled out her knife and began to whittle the ends of the branches into sharp points as quickly as possible. They didn’t have to be pretty—just solid and sharp. 

With a crash, a reptile-like creature the size of a dog with a long, spiked tail burst out of the trees. It had greyish-greenish scales covering the body, sharp talons on its front and back legs, and razor-like teeth. Big, bulging eyes looked out in two different directions, and right above those, two antennae stuck out of its forehead. Its long legs propelled it forward as it aimed its claws for Shujaa's face. Shujaa yelled at the top of her lungs and brandished the flaming branch. The gyik squealed and disappeared back into the trees.

“Here!” Askari called, tossing the first partially finished spear to Shujaa. Shujaa began to shave the end into a sharper point as Askari turned her attention to the second one. She finished and had just set it down when another gyik leaped into the clearing. 

“Watch out!” Askari yelled, launching herself to her feet and shoving Shujaa out of the way. She threw her knife; it spun through the air, glittering in the light of the fire, and landed squarely in the gyik’s chest. The gyik fell over, dead, and Askari ran forward to retrieve her knife.

“Thanks,” Shujaa muttered, dragging herself up. She checked to make sure the spear hadn’t broken in the fall, then took a defensive stance facing the direction the gyik had come from, spear in one hand, flaming branch in the other.

"We have to move!" Askari hissed.

"But the nagy!" 

“I know.” Askari scanned the edges of the darkness for any signs of more gyiks. “That’s what I mean! We have to kill it now.”

Shujaa nodded. “The arrows are by the fire. Already poisoned.”

A gyik leaped out of the woods, spitting and hissing. Shujaa jabbed it with the spear, catching it in the eye. It howled in pain and fled back into the woods.

"Those were probably scouts," Askari guessed. "The rest of the pack will be here in a minute." She pulled an arrow out of her quiver and fitted it into her bow. "Next problem—how do we get the nagy to open its mouth?” She peered over the edge of the cliff, trusting Shujaa to either protect her or warn her when the rest of the gyiks made their attack. She could see the shiny head of the nagy reflecting the light of the moon below, but she wasn’t sure where its mouth was. 

"Another one is coming!" Shujaa exclaimed. "Two! Three! Four!"

Askari spun around, loosing an arrow at a gyik. As soon as the arrow pierced its skin, the garg fell over and began to convulse. She reached down and grabbed the extra spear, shifting her body weight forward to avoid falling off the cliff. She jabbed at the next gyik that attacked. Her weapon slid right through the gyik’s abdomen, and it fell, tripping the one behind it. Askari yanked her spear out and threw it at the other gyik as hard as she could, piercing its skull. When she looked up, Shujaa had killed the last one and once again stood in a defensive stance, watching the darkness and the trees. 

“We need to get the nagy to open its mouth.” Askari looked down again at where the nagy lay in wait. They had rocks and dead gyiks. Throwing things at it seemed like the easiest thing to try.

She bent down and grabbed a spear stuck through one of the nearby gyiks. It slid right out, so she bent down and grabbed the garg with her hands. “Ow,” she muttered as its sharp spines sliced through her skin. She ignored the pain, dragged the lizard’s body to the edge of the cliff, and shoved it over. It was dark, making it impossible to see where it fell. But the next moment, the nagy let out a roar, and she knew it had hit her mark.

“More gyiks incoming!” Shujaa yelled. 

Askari spun around to see Shujaa trying to fight off two gyiks at once with a third one coming in close behind them. Askari ran forward and speared the third gyik, then stabbed a second one through the heart at the same time as Shujaa did. 

“I’m going to start shooting,” Askari said, yanking her spear back out of the dead lizard garg. “You okay?”

“I’ll do my best to hold them off,” Shujaa said with gritted teeth. “But hurry.”

Askari dragged three more gyik corpses to the edge of the cliff and placed them in a row. Taking care not to touch the poisoned tip, she notched an arrow and aimed it toward the nagy. Then she kicked the first gyik. It rolled over the edge and crashed against the rockface. The nagy let out a roar.

“Keep doing that!” Shujaa stabbed a gyik that had slunk out of the darkness, and then turned to face the two that rushed in behind it. “It’s making them nervous!” 

Askari kicked another gyik over the edge, and let an arrow fly as she did so. The nagy howled again, this time louder. The third gyik tumbled off in a slightly different direction, but the nagy let out another roar, and Askari shot another arrow. This time, the arrow itself made the nagy screech so loudly Askari ducked and covered one ear with her hand. She had made it angry—actually hurt it. 

“I only have three more arrows,” she said. 

“Keep trying!” Shujaa gasped for breath as she drop-kicked a gyik to the ground. She waved the flaming branch in the air and a few gyiks scampered backward into the brush. The gyiks chattered, and a couple of them lunged, but Shujaa was ready for them. She dropped the branch on the ground and sliced one across the face with her knife, then drove her spear through another’s gut. Askari darted forward and dragged their corpses back to the edge of the cliff.

She peered over the edge. The nagy was still there, but it looked bigger. She frowned. Bigger? Her jaw dropped as she realized it had started to climb. One tentacle slapped against the edge of the cliff, using the paralyzing liquid to create suction against the stone. Another tentacle followed the first, and the creature inched slowly up toward them.

“It’s climbing,” Askari groaned, frozen for a moment. Then Shujaa stepped close and kicked another dead gyik over the edge. The nagy roared and something yellowish flashed in the darkness. 

Its teeth! Askari could see its face!

“Do it again!” she yelled. 

Shujaa kicked another one over the edge, and Askari took careful aim and loosed the arrow. It flew straight and true into the nagy’s mouth.

“Got it!” Askari exclaimed. “Two more times!”

“Again!” Shujaa said, and kicked the gyik over the edge. The nagy roared; Askari let an arrow fly, again right into the mouth. This time, its roar was so loud the ground shook as the sound echoed across the valley. It started low in pitch, but rose slowly until it was a piercing, unending scream. Askari felt like her brain was melting slowly into a viscous liquid that would start dripping out of her ears at any moment. 

The gyiks screeched in return and then fled, running as fast as their spiny, bony legs could carry them. Shujaa fell to her knees, holding her hands over her ears with an expression of pain.

But the nagy kept climbing. The tentacles slapped the rock face, pulling the monster higher, one now over the edge of the cliff. In no time, it would be on top of them. Askari had no trouble finding its face now. She could see every nasty tooth, the back of its throat, its beady little eyes. 

Askari gritted her teeth and aimed again, not for its mouth this time, but for its eye. “I hope it hurts,” she muttered. Her last arrow flew straight and true through the pupil and lodged in its skull. 

The piercing scream ceased abruptly, and with hardly a twitch, the nagy let go of the cliff and tumbled, end over end, to the base of the Tuske. It landed with a crash and an eruption of dirt and leaves. 

Askari stared after it. Shujaa leaned forward and peered over the edge as well.

It didn’t move.

“Did it work?” Shujaa whispered. 

“I think so,” Askari replied. “It’s not moving.”

They stared into the darkness at the bottom of the cliff for a few moments longer.

“We should go,” Shujaa said abruptly, breaking the silence. She gathered up her spear, flaming branch, and basket, and began the trek back down the mountain. Askari slung her bow across her back and grabbed the other spear. 

The nagy was dead, and they had lived. At least for tonight.
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​Chapter 2: The Rarohan
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The sun had just begun to nose up over the horizon, painting the low-hanging clouds shades of pink and gold, as Askari and Shujaa stumbled out of the woods into the Baratok camp. Elder Kira was waiting, arms crossed and bags under her eyes. She scowled as she watched them limp past.

They slipped into the medic’s tent where Leka was patching up Adelbert, a younger warrior with a nasty gash on his arm. 

“You take good care of that,” the medic told him, “and come see me in a couple days.”

“You got it.” Adelbert gave Shujaa and Askari a wry grin as they entered, and then slipped out into the early morning light.

“Sit down,” Leka said with an observant glance, “and let me have a look at you.” She clearly had a good idea of what had happened, but didn’t press for too many details as she stitched their wounds and made sure they hadn’t sustained any serious injuries. She wasn’t particularly gentle on either of them, but Askari felt they probably deserved it. They had both broken community rules, after all.

“I’m all set,” Askari said, pulling her hand away from Leka when she had finished stitching.

“No, you’re not!” Leka said. “You need extra bandages so you can keep it clean, and your leg needs—”

Her thought was cut off as Elder Kira burst into the tent. “You two are on latrine duty for a year!” She loomed over them, her scowl so deep that Askari thought it would permanently engrave creases into her already weary skin. “Well, not you, Askari. You should know better—your punishment will be more severe.”

“I’m sorry, Elder.” Askari bowed her head. She knew it was best to at least pretend she was sorry—if she didn’t apologize, she would never get off latrine duty. Ever. She winced a little, trying to imagine what could be worse than a year’s worth of latrine duty, but her imagination came up short. She glanced at Shujaa who was crying a little. She really was sorry—or at least afraid of Elder Kira.

“Me too,” Shujaa whispered, swallowing back her tears.

“I believe you, Shujaa,” Elder Kira said. “Not you, Askari. What were you two thinking?”

“I wanted to pick some juneberries as a surprise,” Shujaa said quietly. “I wandered too far.”

“I went to find her is all,” Askari said, meeting Elder Kira’s eyes defiantly. “Everyone else was busy with the baby.”

“Yes, the baby.” Elder Kira crossed her arms as she stared them down. “You’ll be happy to know both Fia and the child survived, no thanks to you two. And they will continue to survive unless one of you does something stupid that puts the whole community in jeopardy. Like leading a nagy back to camp. Yes, we heard it screaming. It kept everyone up all night. Once you’re done here, Shujaa, you go get some rest. Askari, you are coming with me. The council of elders wants a report on exactly what happened.”

Askari looked over at Shujaa, jealous of the sleep she would be getting. No doubt Askari was in for a full team scolding, since she was of age and Shujaa wasn’t—though that would only be the case for a few more days. It wasn’t fair—they were only two years apart, and Shujaa was more than competent as a warrior. The rules here didn’t make any sense. At the same time though, she was glad Shujaa wasn’t going to get in too much trouble. She would never wish that on her friend.

Elder Kira ducked out of the tent as Leka bent down to examine the scratches on Askari’s leg. She cleaned them and then turned her attention back to Shujaa.  

“Thank you for coming to find me, Askari,” Shujaa murmured. “I never would’ve survived that nagy on my own. I hope the elders aren’t too awful to you on account of me.”

“It’s my own fault,” Askari said. “I decided to come after you alone. I should have stayed with the camp or gotten some others to go with me—at least gotten permission. I figured I could handle it on my own.”

Leka ripped off the end of the clean rag she had used to tie up Askari’s wound once the stitches were securely in place. “Shujaa, I want you to sleep here so I can keep an eye on you. Askari, don’t rip out those stitches, and tell Kira I require at least two days of healing before you start in on whatever punishment they have planned.”

“Okay,” Askari replied, standing. “Thank you, Leka.”

“You can go now,” Leka ordered.

Askari sighed and pulled back the flap of the tent, staring at the busy encampment. Everyone had been up since the crack of dawn. The Baratok had remained in this spot for two weeks because of the baby, but now that he was born, they would have to pack up and move. It was dangerous to be in one location for too long. Once one garg learned where you were, all the others would eventually figure it out too, and hunt you down for dinner. 

At least, that’s what the elders said.

“Out!” Leka called. 

Askari sighed again and stepped out into the center of camp. A few people shot her glares or grins as she walked through the rows and rows of tents set up inside the large clearing. A team had cut down several trees around the edges to make room for everyone when they had first arrived, and even so, some of the tents were under the cover of the canopy. 

The tents were made from the skins of several varieties of monsters salvaged from previous attacks. The Baratok community didn’t hunt monsters, but when they were attacked, they fought back, and then made as much use of the remains as possible. If they didn’t have to leave so soon, the elders would probably have sent a team to collect bits and pieces from the dead nagy.

“Chin up, Askari!” Janko called, waving at her from the other side of the fire that blazed in the center of camp. “Sun’s up, smiles out!” 

She gave him a small smile. Janko was probably the most cheerful person she’d ever met, and it was hard not to smile when he took time to say hello, even when she was heading toward her doom.

Kira’s tent, which was where the elders met, was set up directly opposite the medic tent, on the other side of the massive fire that was always burning. Askari walked as slowly as she dared, her feet scuffing the dusty ground, hands clenched into fists at her side. 

“Askari!” a voice called. She turned to see Harcos jogging toward her, his fluffy head of curls bouncing. He wore a leather vest over his bare chest and ripped-off pants they had found during a ghost village raid. It was rare that the Baratok ventured near these empty towns—usually they were afraid of what gargs might be lurking. But at the time of the most recent raid, both Harcos and Askari had been old enough to patrol the border, and Harcos had sneaked into a house and found this pair of pants. He was proud of them. 

Harcos and Askari had been fast friends since she had rescued him from an older warrior’s “remedial” quarterstaff trainings, which consisted of him beating the then eight-year-old Harcos to the ground before walking off laughing. Harcos was not particularly athletic, but he was one of the few next generation community members who had learned to read. He was also good at math, strategy, and thinking in general, and only fought when absolutely necessary.

“Hey,” she said, bracing herself for the lecture she knew was incoming.

“What were you thinking!?” He skidded to a halt next to her. “Why didn’t you ask me to go with you? You could have died! And now you’re up for disciplinary action, and who knows what they’ll do! Idiot.” Then he made an overdramatic sad face. “Plus, I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends,” Askari said. “I figured it wouldn’t be a big deal.”

“It was a big deal!” Harcos’s tone was more serious this time. “You could have died!”

“I’m sorry, okay?” She crossed her arms and frowned at him. “It’s too late now.”

“Is Shujaa alright?” he asked, glancing toward her tent.

“She’s with Leka getting fixed up. She also gets to sleep. I do not get to sleep. Because I’m of age.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Harcos rolled his eyes. “You should’ve known better. I’m going to check on her.”

Askari watched him jog off before strolling the remaining distance to the Elder Kira’s tent. She stopped outside and tried to listen to what they were saying, but the noises of the camp made it impossible.

“Come in!” a voice boomed from inside the tent. 

Askari took a deep breath, then slowly pulled back the tent flap and ducked inside. The elders sat on a circle of cushions on the ground. Elder Kira was directly across from the entrance, with Elders Faro and Timo to her left, and Elders Sheo and Dano to her right. They were an intimidating bunch, all sitting together like this. Staring at Askari. 

Kira’s hair hung in long braids over her shoulders, and her face was stern. Elder Faro kept his hair cut short, and it was starting to grey. He had a nice face, Askari had always thought, a wide nose and square jaw, and his wrinkles were mostly smile lines. Sheo was tall, and even sitting she looked imposing, especially as her hair poufed out around her head, making her seem even taller. Dano was slim and narrow-boned, the quietest of the elders, who listened more than she spoke. 

There were only two elders missing: Elol, who was responsible for things like strategy and training the warriors, and Vica, who took care of food prep, scavenging, and maintaining their supply of fresh, clean water. 

The tent was otherwise largely empty. A trunk sat in one corner, likely with Kira’s clothes and possessions, and a bedroll had been folded up and left on top of the trunk. Beside it was a backpack, stuffed full, and Kira’s preferred weapons—an axe and several knives.

“Sit,” Elder Kira ordered. She was the oldest of the elders and had put in a great deal of effort into building the community to become so large and successful. She had a lot of clout, which was not good, given that she and Askari had been at odds for as long as Askari could remember. 

Askari lowered herself gently to the floor across from Elder Kira and tried not to slouch. It was hard. All she wanted to do was go run and hide. Plus, her hand hurt and her head was throbbing, and she really, really needed a nap.

“First,” Elder Kira ordered, “tell us how you killed the nagy.” All the elders’ eyes were on her. This was new for Askari; she had never been disciplined by all of them at once before. It was usually just Kira and Faro. Sometimes Elol. Her stomach was in knots.

“It was Shujaa’s idea,” Askari said. “We ran up the mountain and the nagy didn’t follow us—it was waiting for us to come down, we think. She made a poison from a mixture of different plants she picked on our way up the mountain. She dipped my arrows in it, then when the nagy screamed, I shot it in the mouth.”

“How did you know it would scream?” Elder Kira asked, crossing her arms and gazing at Askari with a frown.

“We didn’t,” Askari said. “We dropped dead gyiks on it, hoping that would make it mad. I’m not even sure the poison killed it, because it was climbing a cliff face, and I shot a poisoned arrow through its eye. It let go and crashed to the ground.”

“You also fought gyiks?” Elder Faro interjected. He was leaning forward, eyes intent on Askari. He seemed more curious than angry, she thought.

“Yes, sir,” Askari said. Even though Kira was older, Askari respected Faro more. He was kinder, and more prone to forgiveness than Kira. And he had been the closest thing to a father she’d ever had.

“How many?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” Askari replied. “There was a full pack of them, but I think we only killed about ten or so. We dropped most of them over the cliff on the nagy, and when it started screaming, they ran away.”

“Interesting,” Faro mused, leaning back. He began to rub his chin with one finger almost unconsciously, as if he were deep in thought.  

“Thank you,” Elder Kira replied. “We will also be asking Shujaa to write out a more detailed account, so we can have that information for our records. If we need any other information about the incident from you, we will be sure to follow up.”

Askari looked around at the elders. They all wore their traditional necklaces, filled with the teeth and claws of monsters they had killed. Kira had six strands, and the others had at least three or four. 

Askari didn’t have a necklace yet. Technically, she had killed a couple of gargs, but the tradition was that someone else had to give you your first tooth to get the necklace started. It was a symbol of maturity. No one had taken it upon themselves to give Askari one yet. 

The elders each had dozens of teeth, and it was rather intimidating to think of how many creatures they must have killed, especially combined. 

“Askari,” Elder Faro said gently, interrupting her thoughts. “It’s time for us to discuss your recent behavior.”

Askari swallowed and nodded. She had a feeling that the word “recent” meant they were going to be discussing a lot more than her jaunt away from camp yesterday.

“Two moons ago,” Faro continued, “you were out with a group collecting tubers.”

Aww, garg’s blood, Askari thought. They were bringing this up. Hadn’t she already apologized? What more did they want from her?

“You saw a trail, presumably made by some kind of monster. What did you do?”

“I left the group and followed it,” Askari said. “But they still had three other warriors—”

“That doesn’t matter,” Faro interrupted, cutting her off with a wave of his hand. “You left them vulnerable. Baratok law states that had they been attacked and killed, you would be to blame for their deaths.”

Askari nodded and looked down at her hands. They were clenched so tightly, the skin on the back was stretched completely smooth. 

“Then one moon ago, you were on sentry duty.”

Askari sighed. She had already been disciplined for this one too.

“You left your post.”

“I heard a noise,” Askari replied. “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t anything.”

“You left your post. You should have stayed and called for someone to investigate. We have these rules for a reason, and I know you don’t agree with all of them, but you still have to follow, just like everyone else here.”

“I know.” She hadn’t wanted to cry wolf, but that wasn’t a good enough excuse. It was so frustrating to not even be allowed a little bit freedom, to not be allowed to make any decisions for herself. But it was about the community, not about her—at least that was what they always said. “I’m sorry. I completed the terms of my punishment, though.”

“Then, last week,” Faro continued, “you were again supposed to be on sentry duty, but switched your shift out with Zaj.” 

Askari felt a twinge of guilt. She shouldn’t have dragged Zaj into it—she should have waited until she had the night off.

“Now, Zaj shouldn’t have agreed to it, of course, but your reason wasn’t because you were sick or because you hadn’t slept the night before. No. Your reasoning was that you needed a night off, and where did you go on this night off? To practice your tracking skills. Alone. In the dark.”

“I know,” Askari said. This hadn’t been her best choice, she knew that. But they only ever practiced tracking during the day, and doing it once hadn’t seemed like a big deal at the time. How was she supposed to improve without practice? She had enjoyed herself a great deal, but had paid heavily with several days of solo latrine duty. “I’m sorry.”

“And then yesterday, you went off in search of Shujaa, alone. Do you know what the consequences of that could have been?”

Askari dropped her eyes toward the ground. She wasn’t ashamed of her decision. Shujaa could have died, and because they were together, both had lived. But she couldn’t face the piercing stares of all the elders at once.

“You could have led that nagy back to camp,” Faro said, “risking not only the community, but the life of a brand-new child. You know how difficult it is for us to have children in the world we live in, and yet you let your impulsiveness drive your decision making.”

Elder Kira raised a hand. “We have put your punishment to a vote. Some felt that forcing you to leave the community was too harsh.”

Askari jerked her head up, eyes wide. Had Elder Kira just said the words, “leave the community”?

“Others of us felt that your behavior was far too rash, and given your...” she cleared her throat, “...heritage, there is too much chance that eventually your impulsive decisions would destroy the Baratok, resulting in many deaths.” She smoothed the fabric of her pants, and then braided her fingers together. “We have decided on a compromise.”

Destroy the Baratok? That was a bit overdramatic, Askari thought.

“To atone for your behavior, you will be sent on a mission,” Faro said, clasping his hands in front of him. “You will venture out, alone, to a village a short distance from here. While there, you will find an item which has been left for us, and then return. We will be moving on from here, so you will have to find us when your mission is complete. It shouldn’t be too hard, but it will be dangerous.”

Askari could hardly breathe. This was the worst punishment she had ever heard of. Being forced to leave the community by herself, even if for a short time, was just short of a death sentence. 

If she ran into even one garg, what were the chances of her survival? One garg happened upon her while she was asleep? Dead. Step in one batch of paralytic slime? Dead. Accidentally wander into the territory of any carnivorous garg? Dead. Maybe the elders wanted her dead. Maybe this was their version of execution—temporary exile and may the best one win.

“Find the item, return it to us,” Faro finished, “and you will be welcomed back into the Baratok community. We expect that you will use this time alone for some contemplation, and to gain a new awareness of the reasons for and value of the structure we have created here.”

“But... but...” Askari’s hands became tightly clenched fists, her nails biting into her palm. “This... this... how... what am I... how... this is—” she stuttered, unsure of how to phrase her shock and horror. “How am I supposed to survive? I... I’m a warrior. My job is to fight, hunt, track. But I’ll die if I go out there alone!”

“I think you’ll be surprised at how possible it is to survive,” Faro replied calmly. “Difficult, yes, but we survived, those many years ago when the monsters first appeared. And if we could survive back then, when everything was chaos, you can survive now that it has calmed down. After all, you survived a nagy only last night.”

“What if I refuse to go?” Askari pressed. “I could pretend to leave and follow the community at a short distance.” She probably shouldn’t be saying these things out loud. She might need this strategy.

Elder Kira held up her hand. “Askari, you have no say in this. And if you try anything like that and we catch you, we will tie you up and leave you to get eaten.”

Askari’s eyebrows shot up. That was a bit harsh, she thought. “Leka says I have to rest for two days,” she tried instead.

“We’ll send rags and antiseptic so you can keep your wound clean.”

“But... but...” Askari sputtered. “Am I not even allowed an opportunity to defend myself?”

“No,” Kira said. “The decision has already been made.”

Faro held up his hand. “I think it’s only fair we give her the chance to speak in her own defense.” He nodded at Askari. 

“Fine.” Elder Kira crossed her arms and leaned back, a scowl settling into her wrinkles.

“Please,” Faro said, nodding at Askari. “Speak.”

“Shujaa could have died!” Askari said. “If I hadn’t gone and found her, either the nagy or the gyiks would have done her in. That should at least count for something. Together, we were able to beat the garg!”

“Perhaps,” Elder Faro replied. “But Shujaa knew the risks of going out alone. And she shouldn’t have. And from your story, it was her quick thinking that ultimately saved you, not the other way around.”

“It doesn’t matter how it happened,” Elder Kira said bluntly. “You broke the rules of the community. You also knew the risks. And because you keep disobeying the rules, you keep increasing the chance that one of your foolhardy risks will end badly. For all of us.”

“Why aren’t you threatening to exile Shujaa then?” Askari asked, although she knew she was just being spiteful at this point.

“Shujaa is not yet of age,” Elder Kira replied, “and she does not have a history of repeat rule-breaking like you do. At any rate, her punishment is none of your business.” 

“And this isn’t exile,” Faro said. “We are sending you on a mission. You are going to accomplish something for the community and prove your value, and then we will welcome your return.”

Askari’s heart began to race and her face flushed. Anger burned in her chest as she thought about the punishment. Part of her railed that she wasn’t even sure she wanted to stay if they were going to treat their own community members like this, but on the other hand, she was one of the most skilled warriors in the community. They needed her! They couldn’t send her away! But it didn’t look like they even took that into consideration. 

Faro was about to speak, but Askari broke in with one final attempt to defend herself. “I’m one of the most skilled warriors,” she said. “What if you get attacked and need help?”

“We have many warriors,” Faro said gently. “And it is because you are a skilled warrior that we think you can handle this mission. Now, I would like to give you the map, if you don’t mind. So you’ll know where to go, and also how to find us upon your return.”

Askari’s mind raced. How would she survive on her own? She knew the basics about survival, but what if she encountered a monster she couldn’t handle? What if she injured herself? What if she encountered another community, a violent one? What if she got captured by slavers? What if she couldn’t find food, and starved? She would likely not even last a moon.

But there was nothing else she could do. She had to go. They wouldn’t let her stay, and as Kira said, if she pretended to leave and followed at a distance, they would inevitably catch her and tie her up to get eaten by the next lucky garg—or whatever similar punishment they came up with. 

Her best bet was to collect as much food as she could, along with her bedroll, extra clothes, rope, cooking utensils, and anything else she might need; make sure she had a solid blade in addition to her bow; and listen to everything Faro said, because one single detail might save her life.

Faro pulled out an old wrinkled piece of paper and spread it out before Askari. It was a map, with roads and a river drawn in black ink. There were words, but she couldn’t read, so she had no idea what they said. He pointed to an X drawn in blue ink.

“We are here,” he said. Then he pointed to an X in red ink. “You must go here.”

Askari bent down and examined the drawing a little more closely. 

“This is a small village on the other side of the river. In it, you will find a square building with a painting of an eagle on the side.”

Askari shook her head. “What’s an eagle?”

“Um...” Faro paused, “it looks like the head of a bird. It’s blue and it’s got a beak and some feathers.”

“Okay,” Askari said, listening closely. 

“Enter the building and turn right. You will see a grey door in front of you. Inside that door to the left will be a large basket with a book in it. Get the book.”

Askari nodded and then repeated the instructions back to Faro. “Find the building with the head of a bird. Inside the door, turn right. Walk through the grey door. The basket to the left of the door will have a book.” Askari pictured the actions as she said them aloud to Faro. She had to remember them, so she promised herself that she would repeat the instructions over and over all the way there if necessary.

“That’s correct,” Faro said.

“What if I find more than one book, or none?” Askari asked. 

“Then bring them all or return with another item from the location,” Faro said. “But there will be a book, I have confidence.”

“But there’s a chance it won’t be there?” Askari pressed. Maybe this was an opportunity to get out of the mission or to get them to assign another warrior to go with her.

“Of course,” Kira cut in impatiently. “It’s not like we can pick up the phone and ask if it’s done, now can we?”

“Phone?” Askari frowned. She had heard the word before. Some kind of communication thing, she thought, but didn’t know how it worked. 

“Never mind,” Faro said. “Just go. Cross the river, head north, find the village, and get the book. If you can’t find the book, bring us back something else to let us know you tried.”

“And don’t die,” Askari said, almost to herself.

“Yes,” Faro replied, giving her a soft smile. “And don’t die.”

“When do I leave?” Askari asked.

“You need to collect your things,” Elder Kira said brusquely, “and leave before sundown.”

At that moment, Zaj, a tall, thin warrior who was in charge of training the younger warriors, stumbled through the tent flap and collapsed to his hands and knees, breathing so hard he could hardly speak. 

“Rarohan,” he gasped. “Pack. Twelve. Coming this way full pace.” He coughed and spat on the dirt. “Sentries mobilizing.”

The elders leaped to their feet as one. 

“Askari,” Faro ordered. “Go rouse the sleeping warriors. Tell Elol to brief them and make a plan for attack.” He turned to Dano. “You go to Fia and the baby. Sheo, go find Leka and prepare her for casualties. Kira, find Vica and get the community ready to move.” Faro stepped forward and offered Zaj some water from his flask. No one argued—they moved.

Askari didn’t wait to hear any more. This was her chance. Maybe if she proved her worthiness to the elders, they would let her stay. She ran through camp, calling for Elol. He appeared from behind some tents. 

“Rarohan!” she yelled. “Incoming! I’ll wake the sleepers!”

The community hadn’t been attacked in months, and never by rarohan. The gargs were rare, but they roamed in packs, making them especially dangerous. They ate whatever meat they could catch, including humans. They were as big as horses with huge heads and skeletal bodies. Their two front fangs were a foot long, and their tails had spikes. Their fur—what little they had of it—and mane were varying shades of blues, greens, and greys that let them blend into tall grasses. One rarohan could rip a full-grown man to shreds in seconds. Not to mention, they were extremely difficult to kill. You had to sever the head from the body—they didn’t feel pain, and a mere arrow would do nothing to stop it, unless you hit it squarely in the eye.

“Wake up! Wake up!” Askari yelled, running through the quiet end of camp, where last night’s sentries slept. “Rarohan! On the way!”

Sleepy warriors began to pop their heads out of their tents, asking for details and instructions on where to go. “Weapons, then find Elol!” Askari said, rattling tents of those still sleeping and making as much noise she could. 

The biggest problem with rarohan was that every single one had to die. A pack of them would hunt the Baratok endlessly, particularly since a community like this offered so much food. Even if you killed them off slowly, one by one, the remaining ones would continue to hunt the community until the food supply ran out. 

Askari rushed to the armory wagon. No one was managing it—they were all preparing for the fight. She had her bow, but this time she needed a blade for head severing. There were three machetes left, so she grabbed one, and then jogged to the cluster of warriors in the middle of camp. Elol, the elder in charge of all warriors and warrior training, stood in the middle, shouting and waving his hands. 

“Senior Warriors,” he yelled, “you’re the last line of defense. Protect and defend the camp. Do not let a single rarohan close enough to even see our children.” The Senior Warriors broke away from the main group. They were the oldest warriors and a much smaller group. Many had retired from fighting and now served as teachers, cooks, and other less physically demanding roles in the community. But they still knew how and were willing to fight. 

“Third Rank Warriors, you’re in the woods. Groups of four patrol the outskirts of camp. Support the sentries. Everyone must be on high alert. Call for help from other groups if you need to.” This group turned, broke off into practiced teams, and headed for the woods. These were the younger warriors, many of whom had not come of age yet. Shujaa would normally be in that group, but she was probably still with the medic.

“First and Second Rank Warriors,” he continued. These were strong, healthy, resilient warriors who were all of age, in their peak of skill and health, and who had passed the lower-level warrior trainings. “Break out into your groups. Leaders, here.”

Askari was a Second Rank Warrior, and her team leader was named Agi, a First Rank Warrior. Agi was the tallest woman in the tribe, and extremely skilled with a blade. Askari still found her intimidating, even after years of working and training with her. Harcos was also on Askari’s team, but he was easily the least skilled member of the team. He was often called on for strategy recommendations, though, and had a good head for planning.

“Team Ot!” Agi called. “West!”

Askari fell into line behind Lyront and in front of Sasa, and they began to jog through the camp and into the forest. As soon as they hit the trees, Agi called out, “Fan!” and the platoon spread out, still all jogging at the same speed. They moved through the forest silently, keeping their eyes open for any sign of the rarohan.

They jogged for nearly two miles before Agi called for them to stop. They drew around her in a circle, still focused on the landscape around them, searching for any movement, any indication that they were about to be attacked. 

“Half a mile ahead is the edge of the Plains of Tork.” Agi stood in the center of the group, shoulders back and chin up, projecting strength and confidence. “The rarohan will be hard to see in the grass. If you do see one, shout. They can likely smell us already, so don’t worry about alerting them to your whereabouts. Remember, there are only two ways to kill one—an arrow through the eye or cutting off the head. Focus on cutting off heads. Watch out for their claws.”

“And their venom!” Lyront called out.

Everyone laughed. Rarohan had a poisonous liquid they secreted from their teeth, but while it paralyzed other monster forms, it only caused a mild rash on humans. Everyone laughed about it to ease the tension, even though nothing else about the rarohan was a laughing matter. 

“Big bad tiger going to give me rash,” Sasa added. 

Everyone laughed again.

“Groups of three,” Agi said. “Let’s go.”

Askari looked around for her team of three. She was usually paired up with Lyront and Zaj, both of whom were excellent archers. They could do a lot of damage all shooting together. 

Zaj was already a good distance into the trees. Askari began to jog after him. The trees in this area had trunks that Askari couldn’t even wrap her arms around. They stretched high into the sky, creating a thick canopy that only let flickers of daylight through. 

There were plenty of small animals living here too, and the community had managed to catch a multitude of meat dinners during their stay. Askari’s favorite were little fuzzy tree climbers with big ears and bony tails called portos. They got fat around this time of year, and their meat was sweet and rich when smoked. Askari was good at shooting them, plus she found they made for great target practice.

Askari burst out into the open. The Plains of Tork stretched out for miles away from the forest, and the community would head in this direction next. The sun burned down on them, and if she hadn’t been sweating already, she would have started now. The tall dried grasses were nearing the end of their season, but waved gently as a soft breeze wafted through the open field.

To her right, Askari saw a sentry sprinting toward the forest. Zaj paused in front of her and held up his fist to acknowledge the sentry’s presence. 

“They’re coming!” the sentry yelled, waving a red piece of cloth in the air. The cloth signaled danger. 

Askari could see other warriors running out of the forest and into the clearing. 

“Ahead!” Agi yelled, and Askari fell in line between Zaj and Lyront, her bow at the ready. 

“We’re gonna try to shoot while they’re still a ways out,” Zaj said, “even though it’s pretty much impossible to see their eyes when they’re crouched down in the grass. If we could land just one, it would still make our jobs easier. When they get close, aim for their heads.”

Askari nodded, her body tense. Adrenaline rushed through her exhausted body, making her feel much more alert than she should be. This, she reminded herself, was the only chance she would have to avoid exile. If she could make a difference in this fight, they might consider letting her back into the community. She had to try. 

Then, all at once, the monsters raced into view, their bony backs visible above the grass. They kept their heads low, and she couldn’t for the life of her guess where to aim, but she guessed anyway, and let arrows fly.

She had seen drawings of the rarohan, but they didn’t do the creatures justice. They were as big as horses, with skeletal bodies covered in a thin casing of translucent grey-blue skin. Their rib cages were visible through a hard covering, and their tails ended in a spiked ball of bone that could take off a human’s head. The tail itself probably weighed a hundred pounds. Their heads, on the other hand, were covered in green and brown fur that made it impossible to tell where the grass ended and the rarohan began. Dozens of razor sharp teeth filled their mouths, and their tiny eyes were almost invisible beneath their manes. They each had four paws covered with talons that could rip open prey with one swipe—and Askari knew that if they couldn’t kill these things now, everyone in her community would be dead in a matter of weeks.

Arrows flew through the air. She had a limited number, so she tried to focus on only shooting if she knew she could hit, but the monsters hurtled through the grass, roaring, and it was hard enough to predict where they would be three seconds in the future, let alone be sure that it would hit them in the eye. She was a good shot, but this was nearly impossible.

Then, one went down.

“Nice shot, Zaj!” Lyront yelled. He had given up on shooting and slung his bow across his back. He dashed forward and sliced the head off of the rarohan that lay unmoving on the ground. 

That was smart, Askari thought. Guarantee its death, in case it was only wounded or unconscious. She also slung her bow across her back pushed through the tall grass, only to come face to face with a rarohan with a huge scar across its nose. This garg had seen battle. It towered over her, and she stepped back, ducking as it swiped the air with one of its enormous paws. It missed her by a fraction of an inch.

“What’re you gonna do, big cat?” she yelled. “Purr me to death?” She leaped forward, machete in hand and smacked it across the face. The rarohan stepped back once and let out a roar. Then Zaj appeared beside it and brought his machete down forcefully on the creature’s neck. The head popped off and rolled across the ground, and bluish-red blood sprayed color across the brown and green grasses. 

Around Askari, dozens of rarohan roared and charged at the nearest warriors. Their teeth glistened in the morning sun. The warriors around her yelled and attacked, some acting as bait while their team members took the heads off of the rarohan, others advancing full force and trying to avoid the power of their talons and teeth. 

Another rarohan leaped out of the grass toward Zaj. Askari gasped. She hadn’t seen it there, which was clearly the point of their camouflage colors. It slammed into Zaj, knocking him into the ground. 

“Oh no you don’t!” Askari yelled. She ran forward and leaped onto its back. It reared, and Askari flew through the air and landed on the ground with a thud. Zaj rolled out from underneath it as its claws hit the dirt once more, directly where the warrior’s face had just been. 

“Here kitty!” Lyront called. The garg growled and began to prowl toward the voice. Askari took her opportunity and sprinted toward it as fast as she could, holding her machete over her head. She slammed blade down on its neck, and its hot blue blood sprayed all over her. She only managed to sever the neck halfway through, though, and the rarohan reared again, roaring. 

Lyront rushed forward on the other side and sliced through the remaining tissue. Askari gave a huge sigh of relief as it sank to the ground in a
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