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Chapter 1: The Zyla

Askari skidded to a halt at the edge of a stream, took a quick look around, and knelt to drink. She’d been running for three hours, dodging branches, ducking under low-hanging vines, and trying not to slip on the muddy mixture of melting snow and last year’s leaves underfoot.

She’d spent the last four days hiding out in a barn with Agi, quarantining from the effects of the supposed plague Logan had unleashed to save Agi from Devor. With Dreadnaught and Arrow as backup, Moose and Logan had kept watch, staying as far away from Askari and Agi as possible, to reduce their chances of contracting the illness.

Meanwhile, Askari had little to occupy her thoughts except wondering about Rudi and Polly—were they okay? Did the valik make the trade? Did Cleo have him or did Paityn? How would Askari ever find him? Was he even alive?

What plagued her most was the thought that he’d said he loved her, but she hadn’t said it back. She did love him, of course, but how do you tell someone you’ve known for your entire life that they mean more to you than the world? She should’ve just said it. There was no perfect place or perfect time for the words—they lived in an imperfect world, with little time or opportunity for meaningful connection. She’d spent a great deal of time berating herself for not responding to him in kind.

Add to that the fact that Agi’s “illness” seemed like little more than a light cold, and Askari hadn’t gotten ill at all—the four days had been nothing but sheer, endless torture. She’d almost gotten up and left, but Logan’s insistence that the plague would completely ravish the monster population, Arrow and Polly included, and could potentially have a devastating effect on humans as well, was the only thing keeping Askari in place.

She splashed some water on her face, trying not to think about things like germs and microbes. She needed water, and at the moment, couldn’t spare any energy worrying about what kinds of things might be in the stream. She’d learned a lot about biology in those four days. Though she was already aware of what terms like “contagious” and “germs” meant, she was quickly schooled on other concepts such as “asymptomatic,” “comorbidity,” and “patient zero.”

Logan had painted a bleak picture of what happened the last time this specific plague ravaged his home—bodies piled up in the streets, mothers sobbing for their lost children, millions of deaths leaving empty holes in the society around them. Barely enough food. Barely enough clean water. But then they created a vaccine (which Logan apparently had not brought with him), and somehow managed to come back stronger and smarter than ever—smart enough and strong enough to invade Earth, at least.

Feeling a bit more refreshed, Askari stood and stretched slowly. Arrow prowled somewhere nearby, having kept pace with her so far, even though his injury still needed time to finish healing. She took great care to clean and stitch the deep wound on his hindquarters, but that didn’t negate the fact that even nowhere bears needed time to heal.

Logan had offered his assistance as well, but Arrow had refused—and everyone knew it was stupid to argue with a nowhere bear. Askari noted his refusal closely; she valued Arrow’s instincts on who to trust, and the nowhere bear was clearly on the fence about Logan. The valik might be her father, but that didn’t mean he was on her side.

Her father. The thought still astounded her. And not necessarily in a good way.

When she had grown tired of worrying about Rudi, Polly, and the plague, Askari’s mind turned to considering what kind of person her father truly was. A monster who had lived here since the beginning, hiding in plain sight? Someone who would bring over vials of a plague that could destroy millions of his own kind, in addition to those who inhabited the world they’d colonized? But not the vaccine? He swore he’d only brought it as leverage, but Askari thought the least he could’ve done was bring a fake plague.

It was perplexing, though. Because he was a monster, but he had helped her… hadn’t he? Except… he had done so in the most dangerous way possible, a way that could have destroyed monsters and humans alike if it got out of control. Now Cleo likely possessed the plague, though Logan had stayed remarkably silent on his opinions about what actually happened to it once the valik took it. The only obvious thing about him, she eventually concluded, was that his motivations were patently unclear.

She had found her father. But she wasn’t sure she was glad about it.

Askari glanced up at the sun. Though technically still morning, the sun hovered nearly at its zenith. They still had plenty of time to get a good number of miles in before dark, though Askari might need to make time to hunt, depending on how hungry she became. Askari had refused when Moose and Dreadnaught offered to join her, and now she wondered if perhaps Dreadnaught would have been useful—but no, Moose would have probably slowed her down, and they were a package deal.

Agi had also put up a fight when Askari told her she should stay. The Baratok warrior was still weak, though very much on the mend. The virus only mildly affected her—a runny nose and slight cough, symptoms that lasted all of one day, but also left a deeper, lingering fatigue, which was probably intensified by not having control of her body for weeks. And the nightmares that haunted her sleep.

Askari, on the other hand, hadn’t felt any symptoms and thought it likely she hadn’t contracted the disease at all. Although Logan warned her to give it a little bit longer, she’d decided four days was enough. She had to save Rudi. And time was of the essence.

She was pretty sure they’d left the barn shortly after she did, but there was no way they could have hoped to keep up with her an Arrow, especially with Agi’s lingering fatigue.

The main problem she’d run into while planning was that it was a bit more complicated than just “go find Rudi.” She had no idea where the valik took him, or even if he was still alive. Moose and Logan had thoroughly searched the field surrounding the barn and found no clear indication of which direction the valik might have gone after they left, and since they didn’t know which group had him, they couldn’t even guess if he was in Dwelling Town or wherever Paityn set up camp. Or somewhere else entirely.

After much discussion, they decided Askari should return to Greystone City. After all, if Paityn had Rudi, the easiest way to get him back was to trade Elian for Rudi, and the city had Elian. If Cleo had him, the easiest way to get him back was to talk the city into allying with Elian and the others, and then launch a joint attack.

So Greystone City it was.

But the city was over forty miles from the barn, which normally would be at least a three-day hike. However, Askari was determined to get there as fast as she could, even if it meant sprinting the entire way. She had removed the majority of her supplies from her bag, and now only carried enough provisions for two days, a light jacket, her medical kit, a fire-starting kit, and her machete, bow, and arrows. She didn’t plan on sleeping—it was too cold for that anyway—so this would be a test of how much her body could endure.

She hoped, given her newfound knowledge of her heritage, the valik side of her DNA would kick in and give her that little extra boost she needed.

Arrow padded to the stream and lapped up water, while Askari panted heavily on the bank. She would rest for five more minutes, eat, drink, and start again. It had only been about three hours since they’d left, and she still had lot more energy remaining.

Then the nowhere bear lifted his enormous head from the water with a snort and whipped around to peer behind him. Askari jumped to her feet and gripped the hilt of her machete firmly, squinting into the undergrowth.

A screech pierced the air, and from the bushes erupted a knee-height bird garg with a mane-like burst of feathers around its neck, a hooked beak, three eyes, and four legs, each with massive, vicious-looking talons. Behind it, another launched out of the trees—and another and another.

Arrow roared, rearing up on his hind legs and swiping his sharp claws through the air. He knocked one of the bird gargs to the ground, but it got right back up again. Askari raised her machete and stabbed as another bird flew straight at her, but the metal clanged against the bird’s exterior, as though it too were made of metal. It bounced off her blade to one side as she ducked just in time to allow the bird to whoosh past her.

Askari didn’t hesitate and immediately dodged behind a tree, positioning herself so she could bat the birds away with her weapon. She could hear Arrow growling and thrashing in the undergrowth nearby, but she kept a sharp eye focused above, until she felt a sharp pain on her ankle.

“What the—” she exclaimed, jumping back. Blood gushed from her leg, and one of the birds peered up at her from the undergrowth with beady eyes. She stabbed again, this time at its eye. A greenish-grayish liquid squirted from the socket as the bird let out a shriek and burst into the air.

Askari hopped back toward the tree and looked around its wide trunk. Arrow roared, still standing up on his hind legs, batting at the birds with his paws. But she could see he was having trouble, the wound in his hindquarters clearly aggravated. He kept dropping back down and trying to scamper away, but inevitably, another bird would appear from the trees to block his way. Spots of blood blotted his coat as their sharp beaks and claws managed to get through his thick fur and nick the skin underneath. As she watched, she counted nearly ten of the birds—and she had no way of knowing how many of them remained in the woods.

Frowning, Askari considered her options. She didn’t know how to kill these things. She could run in, machete swinging, and risk getting them both killed—or she could leave. She could continue on her mission to save Rudi, and let Arrow figure out how to survive on his own.

She almost laughed at that thought. As if. She couldn’t leave him. Would never. Arrow had been nothing but loyal and protective since they’d first met. She owed him her life, more than one time over.

Which left her only one option: fight.

Sliding her machete back into her sheath, she stepped out from behind the tree.

“Hey!” she yelled, punctuating her call with a sharp whistle. “Losers!”

All of the birds shifted their attention to her as Arrow landed back on all four paws and thundered toward her.

“Catch me if you can!” she shouted and began to sprint through the trees again.

This time, she didn’t take the shortest, fastest path. She wound in a complicated pattern around trees, crawled under bushes, and purposely ducked under low-hanging branches. Arrow did his best to keep up, though she could see him limping, and every so often he would make a low moaning noise.

Slowly, the number of the strange birds following them decreased, but not by enough. Instead of ten, there were eight; instead of eight, there were six. But Askari was limping now too, and losing blood from her ankle rapidly. Arrow slowed more and more, and she didn’t know how much longer they could run.

They burst out into a wide clearing—what looked like it had once been a farmer’s field. And hovering over it were hulla. Dozens of them.

“Garg’s blood,” Askari muttered, throwing herself to the ground and covering her head with her hands. She could hear the bird gargs shrieking behind her, in their harsh, raspy cackle.

“Need help, Minda’s granddaughter?” one of the hulla screeched.

“Please,” she called back.

“A favor for a favor?”

“Yes, yes, I’ll owe you one!”

As the garg birds burst out of the trees, the hulla launched themselves forward in a cacophony of screeching and cackling. Askari closed her eyes and waited, desperately hoping they would be done soon.

After a few moments, she looked up. Several of the hulla had flown off, carrying the eviscerated corpses of the birds, while the others still hovered overhead. She wished she had watched to see how the hulla had beaten the creatures, but it was too late now.

“Minda’s granddaughter has been saved from the zyla,” the leader of the group announced. She flew down and settled in the grass nearby, sticking her neck out so her gaunt face and beady eyes could peer at Askari.

Hulla used human corpses for reproduction, essentially wearing them like suits. The skin stretched thinly around the bones in their face, and their eyes were dark and cavernous. The back half of their body was feathered like a bird with wide, sweeping wings. And their mannerisms were a peculiar combination of avian and human—human faces cocked to the side like a curious bird and a raspy caw that came from a human throat.

They really were one of the creepiest gargs Askari had ever seen.

Askari assessed the situation around her. The zyla birds appeared to have been thoroughly irradicated by the hulla, and Arrow had collapsed nearby, breathing heavily. He didn’t move, even as the hullas settled on the ground around them.

“Arrow!” Askari exclaimed. She dragged herself to her feet and limped over to him. He moaned as blood gushed from his wound.

Askari pulled off her backpack and dug around in it until she found her medical kit. She pulled out a small tin of kotel leaves, a garg plant that, when dried, acted as a coagulant and temporary stitches, though they did tend to melt off after a couple of days.

“That isss not enough.” The hulla hopped closer to them, though not close enough that Arrow could swipe with his claws if he decided to do so.

“I don’t have any more than this,” Askari said, frustrated.

The hulla hissed and cackled at one of the other hulla that stood directly behind her. It responded in kind, then leaped into the air and flew off.

“Give usss a moment,” the hulla said. It gestured to Askari’s ankle. “Ussse that on you.”

Askari pulled out her small bottle of disinfectant and a clean rag, and carefully wiped the blood from her leg. She then placed the kotel leaves on top of it; they adhered almost immediately, as if stitching the wound shut.

Next, she dabbed at Arrow’s shallower wounds, but he had many. And they were deep. The rag quickly became soaked with the blackish-blue liquid that flowed through his veins. Askari swallowed, trying not to think too much about how much blood he was losing.

“Will he be okay?” Askari asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the great bear.

“Mossst surely,” the hulla replied with a head tilt that Askari did not find reassuring in the slightest.

A few moments later, the other hulla returned, carrying something small between its claws—a tiny glass bottle with a screw-on cap. A clear liquid sloshed inside.

“Given freely by a lecui.” The hulla dropped it on the ground at Askari’s feet. “For Assskari, granddaughter of Minda.”

Askari narrowed her eyes at the hulla. “Why would you give this to me?”

Lecui blood had healing properties and was valuable among human and gargs alike. And lecui were rare enough that it was unusual to find someone willing to share their supply for anything other than a mortal wound.

Mortal wound.

“Is he going to die?” Askari exclaimed, grabbing the bottle from the grass and turning back to the bear.

“The zylazzz have a unique brand of poissson, harmful only to our kind,” the hulla said, alighting on the ground nearby. “You’d bessst not wait.”

Those damn zyla. Askari had never heard of this particular variety of garg, but she hated them already. She popped the stopper from the vial and reached out to pour it into Arrow’s wound, but the hulla stopped her.

“He mussst drink it.”

Askari glanced at the vile creature speaking, and then crawled closer to Arrow’s face. He moaned and moved slightly, the weakest she’d ever seen him. He was no longer a monstrous, terrifying creature of lore that could sever the head of his enemies with the swipe of one massive paw; instead he was a sad, weakened pup facing death.

She carefully reached out and opened his jaws, slightly nervous at being so close to his teeth, and poured a few drops on his tongue.

“Give it all,” the hulla hissed.

A few drops at a time, Askari poured the potion onto his tongue, waited for him to swallow, and poured a few more. When the vial was finally empty, she dropped it in the grass and gently stroked his soft fur.

“Please don’t die, Arrow,” she whispered, burying her face in his fur.

The hulla, to their credit, stepped back and waited quietly. Askari tried not to think about their beady eyes and disturbing human faces as she crooned softly to Arrow the lullaby the Baratok sang to their children: “Little one, don’t be afraid, your family’s here, we haven’t strayed. Tonight, the gargs will stay away, so let your fears fade, fade away, let your tears fade away.”

Arrow’s eyes fluttered and closed, and he let out a gentle snort.

“No,” Askari whispered, but she saw his big chest still moved—he still breathed, taking one slow breath after another.

“He needsss sssleep,” the hulla said, hopping forward.

Askari leaned back on her heels and took a deep breath, keeping her eyes fixed on his chest. Up, down, up, down. He was still breathing. That was a relief. She only wished she could do more.

“Now about our favor,” the hulla said.

Askari looked down at the empty bottle of lecui potion on the ground beside her. “Why would you give me this?” she asked with a frown, picking it up and rolling it over in her fingers. “To save a nowhere bear of all things?”

“Our favor… isss not sssmall.” The lead hulla glanced over her shoulder at the others, who all nodded and clucked to each other.

“I see.” Askari examined the creatures for a moment. The last time she’d encountered a hulla was months ago as they were trying to escape from the City of Dod. One saved her from Sicarius, the voro inhabiting Connie’s body. Before that, she had watched as her grandmother made a deal with their queen, the Elnok, to save the Baratok community from an attack of both rarohan and gyiks. And before that, she hadn’t interacted with them more than at a distance—seeing a flock descend on a poor dead creature, circling around the fight between the kover and pok in Kover Village, or hearing stories about them from travelers.

They were scavengers that ate carrion primarily, and used dead bodies as the husks for reproduction. Upon coming to Earth, they had discovered human bodies made them smarter and sought human corpses for reproductive purposes as often as they could. Though she had also seen a few with gyik and fulek faces from a distance. The monsters didn’t like to get involved in fights; instead, they preferred to wait and simply consume the remains of the loser.

The fact that they had stepped in and saved her from the zyla birds was a big deal. And the fact that they were willing to help her save Arrow was an even bigger deal—assuming he actually lived, of course. She imagined they would love his corpse—a combination hulla and nowhere bear would be a truly terrifying sight, if it were even possible.

“What’s the favor? And do you have a name?” Askari met the creature’s eyes. She had faced and befriended a minket, a nowhere bear, and valik—a hulla would be a breeze. Hopefully.

“My name isss Envy,” the hulla answered, giving a shallow nod. “And we beg your aid.”

“What kind of aid?” Askari frowned. She didn’t like the sound of this.

“We ssseek refuge.”

Askari raised an eyebrow, waiting for the hulla to continue.

“The nearby city,” the hulla said. “We will live on itsss roof. And in exchange, offer protection, knowledge, resssources, and aid, ssshould the city become besssieged.”

“Why? Refuge from what?” Askari frowned again. This was a lot to take in all at once. Hulla? Requesting aid from humans? “And besieged by whom? What are you afraid of?”

Only a week ago, valik had surrounded the city and demanded an alliance. And now the hulla. This couldn’t be a coincidence, after decades of the monsters either eating humans or keeping to themselves.

“The voro.” Envy shuddered, and all of the other hulla around her began to hiss.

“Why is everyone afraid of them?” Askari asked, tilting her head and frowning. “I mean, I get why humans are afraid of them. But why are you afraid of them? You can fly! Surely—”

“There are too many,” Envy interrupted. “Before, when there were few, we felt confident we could sssurvive. But they have built a nessst, and more are born every day. Sssoon, they will become great in number, so great, we will not be able to resissst. They will fill thisss land with their most potent fog and control all we do and think and fear. They will take control of usss, of our children, of thisss whole world.”

A nest of voro. Askari shuddered. In all her life as a warrior, she had never heard of anything that terrified her more. A nest of voro. It seemed she had no choice but to listen to everything the hulla wanted to say. And she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like it.

“Okay, well, this doesn’t sound good.” Askari settled into a sitting position, her back up against Arrow’s warm side. “Why are there so many? Where are they coming from? And also, they built a nest?” What a horrific concept. She might have balked at the idea of murdering lecui babies, but if she came across a nest of voro eggs? She wouldn’t hesitate. Probably.

“Something is coming,” Envy replied in a whisper, and all of the other hulla began to repeat the phrase in like an eerie, grating echo: “Something is coming, something is coming, something is coming.”

“Okay, okay, I get it.” Askari shuddered as the grating sound of their voices sent shivers up her spine, then waved at them to quiet down. “It’s scary. But I’m not sure I can convince the humans to work with you. They are highly suspicious of monsters, particularly those with human faces. I need more. What kind of information can you offer? And how do I know you’re telling the truth?”

The hulla chattered at each other in their own language again, the clucking coming in strange, short bursts that sounded weird through a human throat.

Finally, Envy turned back to Askari. “We will show you the nessst.”

Askari raised her eyebrows as another shudder rippled through her. “The nest? As in, the voro nest?”

They started up another chorus in their eerie voices: “The nest, the nest, the nessst.”

“Okay, stop it!” Askari waved her hands again. The sound made goosebumps run up and down her back, making her tense and anxious. “I’ll tell them what you said, but that’s all I can do.”

“Much thanksss, granddaughter of Minda,” Envy hissed. “Whistle when you need usss.” She made a sharp whistling sound, clearly indicating the noise Askari should make, and launched into the air with the others following. A wind rushed past Askari from their sudden flapping of wings.

She watched as they soared through the sky. They weren’t graceful like hawks, or cute and chipper like songbirds. They were awkward and heavy; it almost felt like they didn’t even belong in the sky. But they were strong. At the edges of the field, they settled onto high tree limbs to keep watch, and oddly enough, Askari almost felt safe.

Arrow slept for most of the rest of the day. Askari hunted and managed to snag herself a nice, plump portos, a sort of rodent garg, which she cooked over a fire. She tried not to feel anxious, tried to ignore the















Sneak Peek at
Book 7: FOG & FLAME

“Going somewhere?”

Askari skidded to a halt as a tall, bluish valik stepped out from behind a large tree. Cleo. The leader of the valik who lived in Dwelling Town, a town filled with both human and monster inhabitants. She was flanked by two other valik.

They’d made it out of the trainyard, Askari noted, a bubble of concern for Moose knotting in her stomach.

“Polly!” Askari yelled. “Find Logan!”

I’ll be back.

“Cleo.” She faced the monster before her, shoulders squared and fingers wrapped around the hilt of her machete. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Human humor.” Cleo didn’t laugh, her face filled with an eerie emptiness. She might look vaguely human—though with blueish skin, extremely long neck and fingers, and no hair, “looking human” might be a bit of a stretch. “You’re coming with us. Cato has requested—no, demanded—your presence. And I certainly am not going to deny him.”

Askari slid her machete from its sheath, but immediately felt a strong hand clamp around her arm. An enormous valik stood behind her, scowling down.

One of the other valik stepped forward and yanked the weapon from her hand before she even had a chance to strike.

“I’m not going anywhere with you!” she exclaimed, jerking back and forth to escape their grasp.

Cleo just laughed and waved a hand. The third valik stepped forward and latched onto Askari’s other arm. She struggled, but despite her own monstrous strength, the two of them were still too strong for her. They dragged her through the forest, back toward the flames. The smoke thickened, and Askari noted that the fog was thickening again too. That must be the impact of the Dark Koponya. Tentacles flickered in and out of her sight but she ignored them.

Cleo popped a kod berry into her mouth, shooting a grin back at Askari as she did so. Askari knew helped her remain resilient within the fog, and the valik clearly expect Askari to feel the effects of it soon. She likely didn’t know that Askari was immune to it.

Askari fought the valik holding her tooth and nail. She wrapped her feet around roots, threw herself side-to-side, and did everything within her power to escape, every step of the way. She kicked at their legs and tried to launch herself into them, but they held on firmly. She tried biting their hands, but they seemed not to even notice. They were much, much stronger than humans. Askari might have struggled to get away from two large men, but she was pretty sure she could’ve done it. As it was, these two hardly even seemed to feel her kicking.

So she started throwing in shrieks and screams as well. Might as well make them think the fog was impacting her. She could always drop the charade whenever she wanted to, but there was no telling what sort of advantage the act might gain her. One of the valik scowled at her as she sent a particularly high-pitched shriek in his direction

In no time, they had navigated through the soon-to-be inferno, once barely managing to dodge a flaming falling tree limb, and found themselves splashing through the water that covered the ground beneath the train cars. Askari noted absently that the water, which had been freezing cold only a short time ago, was now warm. The breath of fire she’d used to set the place ablaze was clearing having a rapid and overwhelming impact. She just hoped the blaze would burn itself out without harming any humans.

The building in the center of the trainyard loomed before them, and Cleo led them up the steps and through the door. Askari stilled her screams as they dragged her through the door. This was where the portal was. It was where the Dark Koponya had emerged.

And yes. There he was. Floating in the center of the room, looking around with his deep, black eyes.

“Ah, I see you found our little rapscallion,” Cato crooned, a smile flickering across his lips. He stood beside the Dark Koponya, now wearing Hagan as his suit; the tall, imposing man was even more imposing with the voro’s deadly glint flickering in his eyes. He turned to the Dark Koponya. “My liege, this is the one we spoke of.”

“Biological?” The word the Dark Koponya spoke thundered as it resonated within the metal walls that surrounded them. Askari imagined that if a god spoke, that was what it would sound like.

“Indeed, my liege,” Hagan—no, Cato, now—replied.

“I will have need of it,” the Dark Koponya said. “Keep it.”

“Of course, my liege.”

Askari scowled at Cato’s… simpering. That’s what it was. Kowtowing to this new creature’s every whim. Well, if Askari had anything to say about it, she’d yank the damn garg’s head right off!

Cato turned, and without acknowledging Askari, pointed to his right. “Cleo, put her there.”

The two massive valik dragged Askari toward a cage which had been placed against the wall. The same cage they’d kept her in before.

“No!” Askari shrieked, kicking and struggling to get free.

“If you don’t remain silent,” Cato hissed, “we will force you to be silent. Consider this your last warning.”

“She’s affected by the fog,” Cleo murmured.

“She’s not,” Cato retorted. “She’s pretending. She’s been pretending all along. She likely was never impacted by the fog, and certainly isn’t now.”

“You little—” Cleo hissed at Askari. The words that followed were in another language, but Askari got the idea. Expletives. Insults. Things Askari preferred not to fully understand.

Askari scowled at him as she fell silent. She preferred to be disruptive, of course, but as long as she was going to be trapped in a cage again, she figured she would listen in on their conversation. The info could be useful. Besides, if she didn’t quiet down, they’d probably hit her on the back of the head. And if she was going to do anything to help this situation, being unconscious would defeat the whole point.

She idly wondered if a voro could inhabit a body that was already dead. She knew it could keep a dead body alive, but she had a feeling there would be thousands of voro running around if they could reanimate corpses, especially given how many humans had died in the last half century. As far as she knew, hulla were the only gargs who could do that.

Regardless, being unconscious or dead wouldn’t allow her to do anything about the dreadful situation at hand. Better to behave. For the time being, at least.

The valik shoved her into the cage, and the door clanged shut behind her. She yanked on the bars, but it was just as sturdy as it had been before, so she sat down and glared at Cato, waiting, watching, and most importantly, listening. Who knew what useful information she might learn sitting in here? And she had no doubt Polly would show up soon enough to set her free. Or Logan. And if not, well… she would cross that bridge when she came to it.

“And our allies?” the Dark Koponya asked.

“In position,” Cato replied. “Though we do have a small problem. A contingent of humans are on their way to join the hulla and valik who have already attacked. We believe there are more valik on their way as well.”

She frowned. How did he know all this? Then she remembered that valik could move through the woods so silently they were virtually undetectable. He probably had spies everywhere. He might even still have voro inside the human encampment, or traitorous valik still with Paityn and Elian.

“I will manage them,” the Dark Koponya rumbled.

“The humans are surprisingly resilient to the kod,” Cato replied, “so keep that in mind as you work.”

Kod? Askari frowned. Is that what they called the fog? It made sense the fog and berries would have related names. However, he hadn’t mentioned the kod berries Harcos had told her about, Askari noted. Which likely meant they were as of yet unaware of the fact that the Elnok had stolen Cleo’s supply of kod berries and delivered it to the humans.

There was a moment of tense silence before the Dark Koponya replied to Cato in a deep and threatening tone of voice, “Do not presume to tell me what to do.”

“So sorry, so sorry,” Cato groveled, bowing three times, each time a little lower than the last. “I overstepped. My sincerest apologies.”

Groveling. Simpering. A sniveling baby, was what he was. Afraid of the great big evil garg whose skull was barely attached to its body. She assumed its head wasn’t attached too securely, at least. It was possible, that because the koponya was inhabited by a voro, that made it harder to kill than other koponya. It was also possible, that since it was a dark koponya, it was somehow different than a regular koponya in terms of anatomy. But she would love to get her hands on its stupid skull head and find out.




For updates on Book 6, sign up for Ariele’s newsletter! Go to: www.arielesieling.com/newsletter-signup
And may the garg’s blood rain!
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