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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Great Migration

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was a child, my mother once said that we would one day reach the Promised Lands. This, she said, was Her holy decree—because in a time long before mine, and in a time long before hers, a young woman had sacrificed herself to hold back the darkness, and had saved our people as a result.

      Through poisoned water she delivered herself, my mother had said, into the arms of the Old Gods.

      And from it, I now understand, Her blessing had been made.

      Nearly twenty years after the deadly bloom had begun, we are now preparing to set foot onto the lands that were promised to us so long ago.

      To say I am uneasy would be an understatement.

      As I stand on the last hill upon Earthwalker Eula, and stare out at the pass that cuts through the Blessed Mountains, I consider everything I have known and loved, and realize now that my purpose may not truly be set in stone.

      The Lamb of War, as they have come to call me, has not yet set foot off her one true home. Surely they must see me as a coward. Would they not?

      I’m no coward, I think, tightening my hold upon our Goddess’ fabled Lance.

      If anything, I am merely uneasy about the prospect of leaving home. To call me a coward, at this point, would have diminished everything we have accomplished, everything we have done.

      On this day, which as of now is so young and full of strife, we’ve taken into our arms and placed upon our backs our mortal possessions. From the weapons we used to hang on walls, to the treasures we once kept in chests, there are no shortage of things that have been loaded into our packs and atop our mules. Shepherds herd sheep, parents children, and engineers assist the elderly onto makeshift carts. Only our guardsmen, and those brave enough to take up arms against our greatest foes, prepare to move into the valley below.

      “Bryce,” says the young man who will one day be my husband.

      I turn my head from where I stand looking out at the Blessed Mountains to ask, “Yes, Peter?”

      “Are you ready to leave?”

      I am not sure. While I have placed into my sack my most treasured possessions—including my mother’s wedding dress, my grandmother’s wedding ring, and the portrait the artist once did of my family—I am unsure whether or not I am really, truly ready to leave. I am grief-stricken by the fact that so much will be left behind. But to know that I may never be able to return to reclaim it?

      Just remember, a small voice inside me says, that these things are material.

      “Memories are what’s important,” I whisper, recanting my grandmother’s words verbatim.

      Peter Rothbard crosses his arms over his chest as he approaches to look at the mountains. “I don’t think we have to worry about much,” he says. “You see ‘em?”

      “I see them,” I say.

      The people—most of whom have come from the Five Earthwalkers—are slowly but surely advancing into the valley. Led by the Elves whose persons are ignored by the Fallen Undead, they cut swaths through what few threats remain, and tend to fires that have not yet burned out.

      “Bryce?” Peter asks, then frowns as he turns his eyes to me. “You’re not… scared, are you?”

      “I’m absolutely terrified.”

      He sighs, but draws up alongside and sets a hand on my upper back. “You’re our champion,” he says. “Her champion. Just remember that.”

      “I will.”

      Peter reaches down to grab the pack at his feet and slings it onto his shoulder. “Come on. Katelyn’s waiting for us.”

      Our friend, Katelyn, and her parents, Ethan and Albany Hero, stand waiting for us near the edge of what was once Earthwalker Eula’s northern ramparts. Katelyn waves sadly as we acknowledge her; and I, in turn, wave back. Peter can only offer a nod in response.

      “All right,” I say. “I… I guess I’m ready.”

      “There’s nothing left for us here anymore, Bryce.”

      “I know.”

      And that’s the truth, too. Though most of my possessions are gone, the fact remains that what I do have is right here with me.

      Reaching down, I fumble for, then take hold of Peter’s hand. His grip on mine is reassurance that everything will be okay.

      We approach Katelyn, Albany, and Ethan Hero with determination that can only be found in people who are preparing to leave one thing behind for another. Saddened at our losses, but hopeful for our futures, Peter and I offer nods and even the semblance of smiles as we draw near.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” Katelyn says, leaning forward to hug me with one arm.

      “Why?” I frown.

      “You seemed so lost up there.”

      “I think we’re all a little lost,” Albany Hero says.

      Her husband, Ethan, nods, and reaches out to place a hand on Peter’s shoulder. “Will you be all right, son?”

      “I’ll be fine,” Peter says. “What’s done is done.”

      Though I know he hopes to hide his gaze, I see a frown curse his lips and his eyes flicker toward the Solemn Grounds nearby, wherein his father was only recently laid to rest.

      I squeeze his hand. He squeezes mine.

      Mister and Missus Hero turn to look at the people migrating down the hill, then say, “I suppose we should go.”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “We should.”

      “Goodbye, Eula,” Katelyn says as the five of us begin to make our way forward. “Thank you for all you’ve done.”

      Though I had hoped that Eula would reply, she remains silent. Like the Sky Whales before her, she has been laid to rest. Her purpose has been completed.

      With that in mind, I swallow what’s left of my regret, then move to make my way through the ramparts.

      My breath escapes me the moment we step up to the hill we are meant to descend.

      The world has never seen a migration such as this. From side to side, left to right, back to front and all around, there are people making their way from the Earthwalkers that have carried us for so long. It is an exodus unlike anything I could have ever imagined, but to witness it firsthand?

      It’s amazing, I think, to know that there are so many.

      On one hand, I do not fear any foe, for with a group this large, nothing will surely bid us harm. But truthfully, the lands beyond are a mystery. Shrouded in mystique, and shielded by the Blessed Mountains that rise from the Edge of the World, they taunt us with their offerings, hidden as they happen to be.

      A sigh escapes me as we begin to take our first few steps down.

      “What do you think we’ll find when we get there?” Katelyn asks as she draws up alongside me.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “I’m actually afraid to think about it.”

      “The Sages used to say it was paradise,” my friend offers, shuffling her pack across her shoulders. “That it was unlike anything we could’ve ever possibly imagined.”

      “It might be,” Peter says. “But it could be just like everything we have seen before.”

      “You mean jungle? Desert?”

      “Grasslands?” my husband-to-be says.

      Katelyn smiles and says, “Yeah. Maybe there’ll be a great valley where we can all settle down—where we can all have our own homes and build our new lives in peace and harmony with one another.”

      “Maybe,” I mumble, but am not sure if that will be the case.

      I have never been privy to the happenings to those on the other Earthwalkers. For all I know, the people upon them, and the Sages who help rule, could clash upon our arrival. It would not be unlikely, all things considering. But is it wrong of me to think the worst when we have what could undoubtedly be the best before us?

      I don’t know; and that, in the end, is what leaves me feeling small and helpless.

      In the end, it doesn’t matter.

      What will happen will happen; what will not will not. I have done my part for the time being. I have secured my people their passage through these lands.

      My only question is: will we make it through?

      

      The brightening sky is without clouds or mercy. Upon our heads beats the unrelenting sun. A soft wind skirts along the valley, cooling our backs and skin. It feels almost comfortable, considering we were once so high up, and in that sense, makes me wonder if this is normal.

      Normal? I think, and then laugh. What is normal about this?

      There are so many of us making our way toward this single passage, beyond which anything could lie. I know most of us have hope—faith, it could be said, in our Goddess’ promise—and yet, I know that there are a choice few who doubt the veracity of the claims made by the Sages in years past. This can be heard in whispers among us, so soft and yet so audible.

      What if there’s nothing on the other side? someone asks.

      There has to be something, another person offers.

      Yes. I know. But… what if that something isn’t for us?

      Isn’t for us? I wonder. What could they possibly be mean by that?

      I try not to let these cautious uncertainties discourage me as we continue to progress across the wide valley. Even the furthest ahead of us have not yet reached the pass; and for that reason, I can’t help but wonder if any of the people who once lived here happened to escape when the Plague Bloom began.

      Frowning, I adjust the pack along my back and try my best not to think about the possibilities at hand, but find myself doing just that.

      “How are you feeling?” Peter asks at my side.

      “I’m fine,” I say, even though I do not truly feel as such. “Just… nervous, is all.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m just worried about what we’ll find, Peter.”

      “Do you not think that we’ll find paradise?” he asks.

      I draw alongside him and gesture him to lower his head. He tilts his ear toward me to seek my response, and when I say, “I don’t know,” he frowns and turns his head toward me.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t know.”

      His frown deepens.

      “I want to have faith,” I say, “and I do, considering, well—” I lift the Lance “—but I just don’t know if it’s going to be as great as everyone makes it out to be.”

      “Are you worried about being optimistic?”

      “I don’t want to be disappointed is all.”

      “I… I guess that makes sense,” he says, but sighs nonetheless.

      Presences appear at my peripheral.

      I turn, only to find that Delvin and Florence have appeared.

      “Hello,” the younger Elf says.

      “Hello,” I reply, suddenly saddened for not only their loss, but my own. “How are you feeling?”

      “We’re doing as best as we can,” Florence replies. “It’s Neverwind that’s taking it hard.”

      “Kaelan was his best friend, wasn’t he?”

      Delvin nods. “Yes. He was.”

      “Kaelan was very brave,” Peter offers at my side. “Not many people would’ve chosen to do what he did.”

      “Damn good it did. All it did was get him killed.”

      “Delvin—” Florence warns.

      “What?” his partner asks, turning to face him. “He’s dead, Florence. It’s not like he’s here to discipline me.”

      “His actions let the ballista take Ziara down,” I say. “Without him, I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did.”

      “Still…” Delvin lifts a hand to shield his eyes. “The damn bastard. Why did he have to be so brave?”

      Florence wraps a protective arm around Delvin and allows him to press his head against his chest. Delvin, in response, merely sighs; while Florence, looking ahead, nods and says, “A sacrifice from one can sometimes change the world for many.”

      “Which is why, when we get to the Promised Lands, we’re going to celebrate in his honor,” Peter says.

      Delvin lifts his teary eyes and smiles. “Yeah,” he replies. “We will.”

      I can only offer a short nod in response.

      The truth is: I’m still bothered by Kaelan’s death. By seeing his body. By seeing him dead. Though Ziara hadn’t killed him personally with tooth and fang, the resulting fall had been enough to end him.

      I can only hope that his end had been swift, and that he’d felt nothing but peace upon landing.

      

      It takes much of the day for the human and Elven peoples to make their way across the valley.

      Come time night falls, we are utterly exhausted.

      “Shouldn’t we keep moving forward?” Katelyn asks.

      “We have to rest,” High Sage Hera says from her place beside our group’s massive fire. “Besides—our guardsmen dare not brave the pass in the dark.”

      “Do they fear that something’s inside?” I question.

      “You must fear everything when all is unknown.”

      The frown that crosses my lips causes Peter to lift his gaze from the fire. “We’ll be okay,” he offers. “I mean… it’s not like anything’s going to come and bother a group as large as ours.”

      I lift my eyes to survey the distance and find fires pockmarking the horizon like fireflies in the night. Around them, people huddle, people speak, people think, and though many of us are hungry, most are content to finally be moving forward. I hear little in the way of complaints, beyond those from the children.

      A sigh escapes my throat as I turn my head to regard the pass.

      “I see you’re betrothed,” High Sage Hera says from her place across from me.

      “I—” I start, then lower my eyes to look at the ring on my left hand. “Yes. I... I am.”

      “Congratulations,” she says, “both of you.”

      Peter nods. I blush.

      “We’ll have to celebrate once we get to the Promised Lands,” Katelyn offers, reaching out to brush a hand along my arm.

      “We have many things to consider once we arrive,” the High Sage says. “Especially to the one who’s betrayed us so.”

      Distantly, I can make out the once-Grand Sage. In chains he has been led for much of the day, as from his place in the barracks’ prisons he was pulled. Now he sits idly, staring daggers in not only High Sage Hera’s direction, but my own.

      I swallow.

      “Ignore him,” Hera says. “You need not worry what he thinks.”

      “What do you think will happen come time we arrive?” I ask as I return my eyes to her.

      “There were few conflicts that resulted in violence upon the Earthwalkers backs—assaults, yes, but never did they end in vicious murders. We’d thought that we were all in this together, so we needn’t fear the idea of murderous intent. Now that this has happened, though,” she says, and it is here that the High Sage sighs and lowers her eyes to the fire, “we must decide what the course of action is.”

      “You won’t put him to death?” Peter asks.

      High Sage Hera frowns. Though I at first believe she will admonish Peter for his statement, she doesn’t, and instead says, “I do not know if death is the right choice for him.”

      “Why?”

      “He is too prideful, too arrogant in his disposition. Surely you would not think that life in a cell would be a more fitting punishment?”

      “Are there going to be cells once we arrive? Will that be the first thing we build?”

      “I... I do not know.”

      Peter doesn’t reply. Instead, he lowers himself to the ground, gathers the blanket that he has pulled from his pack around him, then closes his eyes.

      “I am sorry for upsetting you, Peter.”

      “Don’t be,” Peter replies. “I was already upset.”

      I press a hand to his shoulder only to find that he shies away.

      As I lift my head to the sky—and as I see our world’s twin moons looking on overhead—I wonder, for a moment, if Kira is judging me for wanting a man such as Archimus gone.

      The truth is: I cannot, nor will I ever, know.

      I suppose that is the way some faith works.

      With boundless questions and so few answers, one must seek comfort in their own morals rather than that of an old god’s.

      I guess it doesn’t matter.

      In the end, Archimus will stand trial for what he’s done. That is all I can hope for.

      

      I sleep with Peter beneath the stars. Curled up beneath his blanket, and looking distantly above, I find myself unable to sleep and, even worse, unable to rest.

      A thousand thoughts bombard my conscience.

      What will happen in the pass?

      What will we find? What will we see?

      Will there be friends wandering by? Foes lying in wait?

      What, I wonder, will await us?

      The unfortunate truth is that I cannot know—at least, not now, not while I’m lying here. Tomorrow will certainly be another day, but tonight?

      I shake my head.

      No. Thinking on this now, while I’m so restless, will only serve to inhibit my attempts at sleep more.

      I have just closed my eyes when I hear the sound of footsteps padding through the grass.

      I open them, only to find a familiar face passing by.

      “Neverwind?” I ask.

      The Elf stiffens.

      Pushing myself upright, I turn my eyes on him, only to find that he has not moved an inch. Not even to turn his head and acknowledge me.

      “Neverwind?” I ask again.

      “Yes?” he asks, a certain callousness in his voice.

      “Are you all right?”

      Once more, he doesn’t reply.

      Sighing, I stand, and wait for my body to acclimate to my upright position before stepping toward him. “What are you doing up so late?” I ask.

      “We Elves need less sleep than you humans,” he replies. “I volunteered to patrol.”

      “I see.”

      “Come with me, Bryce.”

      Though I follow, my hesitation is present in my steps, in my breaths, in my thoughts. The drum of my fingers along my hips, though unheard by me, is apparently sensed by Neverwind, who simply sighs as he spins to face me. “What do you want?” he asks.

      “I want to apologize,” I say.

      “For what?”

      “For being responsible for your friend’s death.”

      He blinks. Stunned into submission, he merely looks at me. His only response is to frown.

      “I… I know that part of Kaelan’s decision to jump from Blooma was to protect me,” I say, “and while I can’t say that I would’ve been brave enough to do what he did… I can say that my fear was likely what prompted him to volunteer.”

      “It would’ve been his life or another’s, Bryce. In the end, it makes no difference.”

      “It does,” I reply, “because you’re suffering.”

      He turns his head away from me.

      “I won’t lament,” I say, “because a part of me knows that he’s looking down at us—watching, waiting, hoping for us to succeed.”

      “We will succeed,” Neverwind replies. “Because if something happens… and we don’t… his death will have been for nothing.”

      I nod.

      Neverwind lifts his eyes to face me. “Thank you for speaking with me, Bryce. While your words can do little to ease the pain I feel over my friend’s loss, your compassion is admirable, especially when it was not asked for.”

      “We’ve all lost someone we loved.”

      “I know.” He lifts his eyes to the stars. “That’s what makes it so difficult.”

      Though I know he tries to hide it, I see, in the glimmer of moonlight shining down, a single tear slide down his cheek.

      Neverwind doesn’t bother to stick around.

      Soon, he turns and walks away, leaving me to stand here and wonder whether or not I made the right choice.

      Something tells me that I did.
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            The Pass

          

        

      

    

    
      We stand before the pass the following morning with fear in our hearts and trepidation in our minds. Unsure what we might face, and fearful as a result of that, we stand idly by while ahead of us the Elves and the guardsmen from the various Earthwalking communities converse over what will happen next.

      “Do you think they’ll ever let us move?” Katelyn asks.

      “Eventually,” I say, but frown all the same.

      My friend slicks her tongue over her lips and sighs as the sun’s bright light begins to peek over the far edges of the valley. “I just wish they’d hurry up. It’s gonna start getting hot here soon.”

      “They have to make sure we’re safe,” Peter offers.

      “Why aren’t you up there with them?” Katelyn questions.

      “I was never officially made a guardsmen,” the young man replies.

      “Maybe someday, then,” my friend replies.

      Though Peter is quick to nod, I catch the hint of a frown on his lips as Katelyn turns her head to seek her parents, and find a flicker of doubt within his eyes as a result.

      “I feel safer with you here,” I offer, tightening my hold on his hand.

      “You’re capable in your own right,” he says.

      “Still…” I sigh. “I’d prefer you here than with the guards, especially if something happens.”

      Peter flicks his eyes about the crowd, though what he is seeking I cannot be for certain. However, it quickly becomes clear when—at the head of the crowd, and before the pass—someone standing atop an outcropping of rock lifts their hand.

      “Listen up!” a man calls, cupping his hands over his mouth to amplify his voice. “We’re about to make our way into the pass!”

      “Finally,” Katelyn says, edging forward.

      I reach out to stop her by taking hold of her shirt.

      “What’re you—” she starts.

      But is then cut off by the man as he continues, “We will be entering the pass to the Promised Lands by order of the Earthwalker’s arrangements among each other. This means the people of Eula will go first, then Sana, Dora, Deia, then, finally, Freya.”

      “Why can’t we all go at once!” someone in the crowd calls.

      “Yeah!” another adds. “Wouldn’t that make more sense?”

      “We do not know what is ahead!” the guardsman returns. “Better to allow the Elves to lead us forward than to risk exposing anyone to the Fallen who may have wandered into the pass!”

      I hadn’t considered that the Fallen could have maneuvered so far ahead.

      It makes sense, though, I think, but frown all the same.

      Surely they couldn’t have made it too far through the rocky terrain. They aren’t exactly nimble on their feet, especially as the spores continue to infest their bodies.

      I shake my head to dispel the thoughts of the Fallen from my mind—knowing, beyond all measure of doubt, that they don’t matter, at least not anymore.

      No.

      We—the fortunate few, the lucky thousands—have made it to the Edge of the World.

      In but a few days, we will reach the lands promised to us.

      As I lift my eyes to survey the world ahead of us, and watch the scouting party of Elves and guardsmen as they move into the pass in the distance, I take a moment to consider everything that has happened up to this point, then sigh and wait for momentum to take hold throughout the masses.

      It isn’t long before the mass of people start forward.

      Shifting packs, moving legs, leading carts, dragging livestock—these are the things that compel us so: that, through acts of desperation and desire, spur so many people to make their way toward a land they know nothing about.

      When it comes time for the people around us to start forward, I brace myself for what is to come, then begin to move.

      I can’t help but wonder if we’re safe the whole while.

      

      Entering the pass is paramount to stepping foot into the lands of a God. Parting rock, moving rubble, crunching down on fertile earth—it seems impossible to believe that, after all this time, we are finally here, at the Edge of the World. But the gorge before us, seemingly carved by Kira’s hand itself, is proof of that.

      Forward we go, I think, into lands unknown.

      “Filled with wonder, made so swift,” I then whisper as I recant an old poem.

      I tremble as the temperature changes, but try my hardest to remain stoic despite it. Here, the air is thicker, smells of rock and earth, and makes my nose weep. Brush lines the craggy cliffs, peppering the land so, and though most of the wildlife has been disturbed by the presence of so many people, I see small rodents peeking out from crevices and looking down upon us.

      These lands—they are wild, and brimming with mystery.

      I can only imagine what more we might see.

      “You see ‘em?” Peter asks, pointing at the rabbits whom I’ve only seen pictured in books.

      “They’re cute,” Katelyn remarks, lifting a hand to wave at them. “Hi!”

      They instantly abandon their place on the ridge.

      “Aww,” she pouts.

      “What did you expect them to do?” her father, Ethan, asks.

      “I thought they’d stick around,” Katelyn replies.

      “Guess not,” her mother, Albany, adds.

      Katelyn giggles and turns her head to look at me. “You’ve been quiet,” she says. “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine,” I offer. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I know you had a rough night.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t seem to sleep much. You kept tossing and turning. It woke me up a few times.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She smiles. “I was just concerned was all.”

      “I’m just worried about how long it’ll take us to get through,” I say, “and how we’ll manage come time we arrive.”

      “We have all this livestock,” Peter says. “How wouldn’t we be fine?”

      “The Elves don’t have their Whales anymore. Which means they can’t forage. Which means they can’t return to the Fallen Lands and scavenge for supplies.”

      “It’s a difficult predicament for sure,” Katelyn’s father offers. “But I have faith that Kira will guide us.”

      I want to say that I do, too. But the fact is: Kira’s promise was only to get us to the Promised Lands, not to ensure our prosperity upon them.

      I decide to keep this thought to myself, though—mostly out of fear of summoning the truth, but also to prevent my unease from spreading. There is no need to allow my fear, infectious as it happens to be, to burden another. Right?

      Right, I think, and nod.

      It doesn’t take much more to decide to be quiet.

      With that in mind, I push forward, and continue to follow my people into the pass.

      

      Hours pass before anything meaningful occurs. During this time, we continue through the gorge without much in the way of conversation, keeping to ourselves and only speaking when necessary. Skins of water are exchanged, but only sipped upon for fear of losing their contents, and bellies growl as they request food. Each time they do, however, we push our needs down, and persevere with the knowledge that we will eat come time night falls.

      It is only when we reach a copse of trees that people begin to whisper amongst themselves.

      “Is it a forest?” someone asks.

      “Just a thicket?” another questions.

      The unease is tangible—able to tasted in some ways and felt in others. A bead of sweat runs down my face and onto my lips, inflicting flavors of salt and dirt. I for one am thankful that we will be shielded from the sun’s everlasting rays. But others?

      I turn my head to regard the people who have come to a halt, only to find that High Sage Hera has taken point upon a swell in the earth to reassure her people.

      “We will be fine,” she says. “I have been told that we will continue into the woods, and that there is little to fear.”

      Little to fear? I wonder. What exactly does that mean?

      I break away from Peter and Katelyn’s family to advance toward the High Sage.

      “Bryce,” Peter says. “Where’re you⁠—”

      “I’ll catch up,” I say, spinning to face him. “Keep going.”

      “Are you sure you⁠—”

      I continue to make my way toward the High Sage before Peter can finish.

      Upon reaching Hera, I lift my eyes to acknowledge her and ask, “You said there was little to fear.”

      “Yes, Bryce. I did.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “There are… spiders, in the woods. Pretty to look at, and dazzling to behold, but…” She pauses.

      “But… what?” I ask, and can’t help but frown.

      “They are quite large, and intimidating as well.”

      I turn my head come time I hear a startled cry, only to hear the people begin to whisper amongst themselves once more.

      “I will reassure them,” High Sage Hera says, “that everything is fine. I would like you to keep going, however. There’s no need for you to wait around here.”

      “You’re sure?” I ask.

      “I’m sure.”

      With a nod, I turn and begin to retrace my steps through the gorge, and continue to make my way to the copse of trees in the distance.

      Come time I near them, I find that Peter has paused to wait for me.

      “You shouldn’t have waited,” I say.

      “Why?” he asks. “It’s not like we’re running away from anything.”

      “I just—” I shake my head.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.” I peer through the thicket and into the woods. “Have you seen them?”

      “The spiders, you mean? No. Not yet.”

      “Hera said they were a marvel to look at.”

      “I really don’t like them,” Peter says. “But I guess it’s nothing to worry about. There’s too many of us for them to be an issue.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Shall we go?”

      “Sure,” he says.

      We step into the woods, and file behind the people, careful to ensure that we don’t trip over exposed roots and even more cautious about where we step. Though I’ve yet to see spiders, I imagine they will be in the canopy above—weaving webs, catching prey, watching the exodus of the Kiran and Elven peoples with wide eyes and mouths agape.

      We are strange people in an even stranger land.

      Did we not think there would be wonders to behold, or horrors to be found?

      I shake my head as Peter and I continue to make our way through the gorge—knowing, without a shadow of doubt, that I have nothing to fear here, so long as I do not stray from the path.

      It seems to take ages for me to catch sight of them—for me to witness, through the glimmer of sunlight in the trees, their startling facades. But when I finally do lay my eyes upon one, my heart flutters.

      All I can say is, “Wow.”

      It is about the size of a chicken, and making its way through the canopy upon a string of silver webbing. Glittering in the sunlight piercing through the canopy, and maneuvering effortlessly throughout the trees, the spider—if it can even be called that, for it is far larger than any common arachnids I have seen—comes to a halt at the edge of a tree branch and looks down at us before lifting its front legs to rub them together.

      Peter shivers.

      I can only stare.

      Behind me, a voice goes, “Scary.”

      And I immediately jump. “Katelyn!” I say.

      My friend giggles and presses a hand against my shoulder. “Cat got your tongue?” she asks.

      “More like a spider,” I reply, and take hold of Peter’s hand to drag him along.

      “What’s wrong with Rothbard?”

      “Just a little scared is all.”

      “I’m not scared,” Peter retorts. “Just… uneasy.”

      “About what?” Katelyn says. “It’s like everyone’s been saying: they’re not going to bother us. There’s too many people here.”

      “Still,” I offer, “it’s probably better to be vigilant, especially if there’s other things here.”

      “You don’t think—” Katelyn starts.

      But I nod and say, “Yeah. I’m fairly sure there’s other things here. It’s just a matter of whether or not we can see them.”

      A flicker of movement appears in the bushes out my peripheral.

      I turn, startled.

      A rabbit jumps out darts across the mass of people advancing through the forest.

      “Just a rabbit,” Peter says, and chuckles, though nervously at that.

      “We’ll be fine,” I say. “We just have to be careful.”

      “Of course,” Katelyn says.

      With that said, we continue forward.

      

      We don’t even need light beneath the canopy as the sun falls. It turns out the spiders produce their own luminescence—which, I soon discover, is how they attract their prey.

      “How clever,” Katelyn says as she considers the spiders above.

      “I’m not sure it’s clever so much as it is natural,” Peter offers, drawing his arms across his chest. “I don’t think animals can be clever.”

      “Maybe not,” Katelyn offers, “but it’s still pretty to behold.”

      I nod, and continue to watch the spiders as they go about participating in their evening meals. They first remain deathly still, their white light pulsating in various hues and frequencies. Then they wait—until, finally, something flies into their webs.

      Just like if they were a flame, I think, but then frown.

      We are not completely unlike those moths, though. Given our desires, we, too, are making our way toward a flickering beacon upon the horizon, where there could be anything. Salvation is our hope, desolation our nightmare, and yet, here we are, camping beneath the stars while waiting for someone—anyone—to offer us clarity.

      As the nearby cook begins to disperse the vegetable soup that has been arranged in one of the many pots above the broiling fires, I take a moment to consider just how lucky we are, all things considering, and then nudge Peter with my elbow and ask, “Could you get the soup?”

      “Sure,” Peter says, and rises, though not without glancing over his head first.

      I scoot closer to Katelyn as Peter goes to stand in line.

      “Something wrong?” she asks.

      “Just wanted a moment with my best friend,” I reply, and lean against her.

      Katelyn smiles as she considers the darkness in the distance. “You know that thing you said earlier? About there probably being more here than meets the eye?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What do you think is here?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “But you’re afraid,” she offers. “Aren’t you?”

      “We have to be afraid,” I reply. “At least, a little bit.”

      “I mean… I understand where you’re coming from, but… aren’t you even a bit excited?”

      “I wouldn’t call it excited. More like… relieved.”

      “At there finally being a place for us to call home?”

      I nod.

      Peter settles down on the forest floor beside us and passes me a bowl of soup. “It’s just potatoes and carrots,” he offers, “but it’s better than nothing.”

      “You won’t hear me complaining,” I say.

      “Trust me,” Peter replies as he passes Katelyn a bowl of her own. “After all this walking, I’m thankful for any food.”

      “Me too,” I say.

      Then, we eat.

      

      I lie awake that night. Unable to sleep, and unsure if I even will, I listen to the sound of the crackling flames as around me others dwell in dream. I want so badly to join them, if only so I will have the strength to continue on tomorrow, and yet, I can’t.

      But why?

      I ponder this with a frown on my face as I consider the things that plague me. My anxiety is high—that much is for certain—but right now, it isn’t festering within me, threatening to break free as if it were an abomination attempting to creep from my skin. Rather, it is at a low ebb, a dull vibration, and a slow flicker within my chest.

      Sighing, I roll onto my side with the desperate hope that maybe a new position will cast me into the realm of dream, only to find that it doesn’t.

      No.

      Instead, I see something standing in the darkness.

      My heart stops. My blood chills.

      The something—if it is indeed anything at all—is simply standing in the woods, at the far edge of the firelight. Given its shadowed facade, it is impossible to make out what exactly it is. However, as my eyes settle upon it, and as I begin to make out its shape, I take note of its black clothes, its dark hood⁠—

      Its lupine skull for a face.

      My breath catches. My body jerks.

      For a moment, I fear I’ll scream.

      Then I blink, only to find that the figure is gone.

      What in the— I think, gasping, eager to draw air into my lungs.

      Was I awake? Dreaming? Seeing things?

      I don’t know.

      A part of me wants to wake Peter, who lies with his back against mine, or to summon the guard to investigate, but I know that doing so will only spread unnecessary panic.

      While around me the people continue to dream, the spiders in the canopy above have not stirred—indicating, at least in part, that everything is fine.

      In spite of that, I can’t help but shiver.

      Maybe my nerves have just gotten the best of me.

      Maybe I really was just seeing things.

      Or maybe, just maybe…

      I shake my head.

      No. I can’t think about that, don’t dare think of it.

      With that in mind, I close my eyes—and try desperately to return to the land of dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Phantoms

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t sleep well after seeing the phantom in the woods, nor do I feel rested come time I awaken the following morning. Dead-tired, with my head swimming and my limbs heavy, I begrudgingly awaken the following morning as Peter shakes me to consciousness.

      “Bryce,” he says. “Wake up. We’re moving out.”

      “I’m awake,” I say, feebly smacking his hand away before taking hold of his wrist and letting him pull me up. “What time is it, anyway?”

      “Just before dawn.”

      Pale gray light filters down through the canopy, lighting just enough of the forest floor to guide the way. While I can’t see everything, it doesn’t appear as though the area beyond the camp has been disturbed.

      Which leads me to wonder if I’d even seen anything at all.

      You did see something, I’m quick to think. Whether or not it was real is another story entirely.

      There’s no point in telling Peter, or Katelyn, or even her parents, who are just finishing their preparations for the day. It’d only scare them—especially Katelyn, who’s always been a bit leery about the things that can’t be seen in the dark.

      Nodding, I help Peter secure our belongings into the packs upon our backs, then turn and begin to make my way after the Eulan people.

      It isn’t long after we start that I begin to have doubts about our journey.

      Will we ever make it? I wonder. Will we ever reach the Promised Lands?

      I know that, eventually, we will make it there. But when we do? What will happen then?

      I know I shouldn’t be worrying about these things—that I shouldn’t have to worry about them, considering I have very little sway in it all—but I know I need to, at least in part.

      If I let my guard down, even if it’s just for a moment, I know something is bound to come around and bite me.

      Which can’t happen, I think. Won’t.

      I nod, as if to confirm this to myself, and lift my eyes to face the world, and the backs of the people within it, beyond.

      I don’t know how long we’ll have to walk through the woods, what we’ll find once we leave them, or even what the Promised Lands will look like come time we step upon them. All I know is that, so long as I have Peter and Katelyn and her family alongside me, everything should be fine.

      At least, I hope it will be.

      
      Another day passes, another night arrives. As we settle down, and after we begin to eat, I train my eyes on the darkness in the hopes that whatever it was that I’d seen the night before won’t return, and will allow me the respite I need from a long and restless day.

      “You looking for something?” Katelyn asks.

      “What?” I ask
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