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  Chapter one
 The Journey Begins



The fire had burned down to embers.
The tribe sat in a tight circle. No one spoke. They didn’t need to. The soldiers were close enough to smell.
Waya stood beyond the glow, half in shadow. He listened. Not for movement — for the lack of it.
The forest was wrong. No insects. No wind. No birds.
“If we stay, they’ll find us,” a warrior whispered.
Tahiga didn’t turn.
 “We move at dawn.”
No one argued.
Blades were checked in silence. Bowstrings tightened. The women packed only what they could run with. Nothing else mattered.
Zayra clung to her mother’s waist. She didn’t cry. Her fingers dug in harder every time someone moved too fast.
The fire died.
No one slept.
At first light, they moved.
Fast. Quiet.
The ground held beneath them for a while. Hard. Frozen. Safe.
Then it softened.
Then it shifted.
Waya stopped and dropped to one knee. He pressed his palm into the soil.
It breathed.
“This way,” he said.
They followed without question.
The wagon fell first.
A crack split the silence. Wood snapped. The wheel vanished into the earth. The horses screamed and reared.
Dust exploded upward. Hands grabbed ropes.
“Pull!”
The ground shifted again.
Then the scream came.
Short. Thin. Cut off.
Zayra turned.
A boy hung waist-deep in a fresh split in the ground, the wagon crushing his leg. He clawed at the dirt, sobbing without sound.
Waya lunged and caught his arm.
The earth cracked wider.
Tahiga shouted:
 “Let go!”
Waya didn’t.
The boy’s fingers slipped against his wrist. Their eyes locked.
The ground swallowed him whole.
Silence.
Waya stood slowly. His hands were empty.
“Move,” Tahiga said.
They moved.
Faster now.
By midday they passed burned villages.
Ash drifted across the road like gray snow. Broken pots. Collapsed frames. Blackened beams clawing at the sky.
A doll lay face-down in the dirt. One eye gone.
No one stopped.
Waya halted beside a stump.
A body was tied to it.
Burned. Slow. Deliberate.
He stared at the rope marks, the charred hands, the melted skin.
“This wasn’t battle,” he said.
No one answered.
By dusk they reached open ground.
Hard soil. Water close.
They formed the wagons into a half-circle and lit a fire.
No one spoke.
Zayra watched the flames. The adults watched the dark.
The forest stayed silent.
Too silent.
Much later, when the fire died and the tribe lay frozen in their blankets, one thought moved quietly through the dark:
They were being hunted.
And somewhere beyond the trees,
something was already moving toward them.






  
  Chapter two
The Vision



Night pressed on the valley. The fire spat weak light, shadows crawling across the ground. Wind sliced through the camp, sharp as blades. Men stayed alert. Women clutched children. Zayra pressed against her mother, heart hammering.
Before dawn, Waya rose. “We move.” The tribe followed, silent but swift. Wagons groaned. Horses snorted. Children lifted into waiting arms. The clearing vanished behind them.
The river roared ahead, deep and merciless. Tahiga stepped to the bank. “Here.”
Horses balked. Stones slid under hooves. Water struck, shoving wheels sideways. One wagon tipped. Children screamed. Hands grasped anything steady. “Together!” Waya shouted. Men leaned. Horses strained. The river did not care.
At last, they reached the far side. No cheers. Only ragged breaths. “Move,” Tahiga said.
The land climbed. Trees thinned. Wind sharpened. Mountains loomed black and immense. On the plateau, Tahiga halted them. “Camp here.”
Wagons formed a half-circle. Fires flared. Women prepared food. Children watched the edges. Zayra stood at the boundary. Wind cut through her clothes. The mountains pressed down, silent and massive. Weight, not fear.
Nari stepped beside her. “Sit.” Zayra obeyed, glancing back once. The mountains did not move. They were not empty.
Night fell fast. Fire snapped. Voices lowered. A tree cracked somewhere. Every head turned. Nothing followed.
Zayra wrapped herself in her blanket. River’s chill lingered in her bones. Mountains’ weight did not ease. The fire burned low. Silence stretched across the camp.
Something was coming.






  
  Chapter three
   The Shadow of the Mountains 



Dawn bit into the plateau. Wind tore across the wagons. Zayra huddled beneath the shadow, blanket wrapped tight. Ashes smoldered faintly, too weak to warm her fingers. The river’s cold crawled up her skin. Mountains loomed—black fingers stretching, pressing down.
Tahiga moved through the camp, silent. “We leave today.” His voice carried like a whip. The tribe stirred. Zayra’s grip tightened on the wood. Heart hammering. Muscles locked.
The plateau tilted. Wind slammed the third wagon sideways. Horses screamed. Wheels skittered. Zayra gasped, then covered her mouth. “Hold it!” Tahiga barked. Four men lunged. Hands grasped. Horses shivered. Zayra’s fingers went numb. Her chest pounded.
The wagon steadied. Silence fell. Children whimpered softly. The wind roared. Mountains pressed their shadows down. Watching. Waiting.
Zayra’s gaze swept the plateau. Something moved—or maybe just waited. The ground beneath her seemed alive, pulsing. The world itself was awake.
She pulled the blanket tighter, chin to chest. Eyes forward. Whispered to herself: “I will reach where I must go.”






  
  Chapter four
 The Breath of the Earth




 “The forest sees what the eyes cannot.
The wind carries whispers no ear should hear.
 And some paths... choose the traveler.”
 — Old tribal saying



The tribe huddled around the fire. Tahiga was gone. The mountains pressed down, silent but heavy. A tremor ran beneath the soil—slow, deliberate, like the earth itself inhaled.
Zayra clutched Nari’s arm. Every sound was sharper. Birds vanished. The wind hung thick, carrying something unseen.
“Someone walks our land,” Nari said, voice low. “Someone the spirits do not know.”
Waya’s eyes stayed fixed on the rocks. Every movement taut, waiting.
The scouts moved east. Wakosi led. Nita’s hand trailed along the ground. The earth shivered beneath her fingers. “It listens,” she whispered. “And that… is worse.”
Zayra sat by the fire. Flames crackled. The stream whispered. The wind whispered back. All of it merged into something vast. Patient. Watching. Recognizing.
The sun sank. Shadows bled across the mountains. The scouts did not return.
A sudden tremor made the fire leap and die. Every eye turned.
“Something comes,” Waya said. “And we cannot see it yet.”
 „Zayra pressed herself against Nari, trying to make herself small. The wind cut across her skin. The earth felt alive beneath their feet, waiting. They felt it together: the valley itself was watching.” 
Answers would not come easily. But they were coming.






  
  Chapter five
The Scouts

The Stranger from the River



Only the scouts’ breathing filled the clearing.   Silence pressed down, heavy and cold, like the world itself had frozen.
A howl tore through the valley—deep, distant, carried on the wind like a spirit’s cry. The temperature dropped. Even the wind ceased.
The scouts froze. Wakosi’s hand hovered over his weapon, eyes scanning the shadows. “That wasn’t an animal,” he said, voice low, tight. Disturbing.
Seka stepped forward, curiosity fighting fear. “What if they saw us?”
“No. Too far. No tracks,” Wakosi said. “But something is wrong. Stay here.”
He moved along the cliff edge, each step measured, blending into the dark earth. Branches parted like living hands. Below, the camp shifted—restless. A small group gathered at the riverbank, hands raised as if feeling something beyond the world.
The water twisted, dark and heavy. A body surfaced—human. Foreign. Alien. The river resisted, but the scouts pulled it ashore. Its clothes strange, unearthly. A chill ran down Wakosi’s spine. The river had not given this man by accident.
He whispered, “Strangers… the river brought them. We leave.”
Mist curled around them, thick and possessive. The forest seemed alive. Trees leaned closer, watching, waiting.
Nita froze. Her finger pointed to a bend in the woods. “Look…”
Through the deepest shadows, a figure moved—or appeared to. Motionless. Upright, held by the forest itself.
The scouts stiffened. Maka’s hand went to his weapon. Wakosi raised a hand. Silence.
As they approached, the figure became undeniable. The same stranger the river had delivered now stood before them—whole, breathing, but not breathing. Alive, yet unreal.
His head tilted, listening. Nita’s whisper cracked, “This can’t be…”
Wakosi tried to speak. No words came. The air tightened, holding the body like a cage.
Then the stranger exhaled. A faint rasp. His lips moved. Voice hollow, echoing:
“The real danger… is not here. The sky, the rivers—they reveal everything. If you understand the signs.”
The scouts exchanged tense glances. Nothing was clear. But one truth shivered through them: the river had chosen this delivery, and it carried a warning.
Above, clouds twisted unnaturally. A shadow stretched across the valley. The forest exhaled, and the river roared.
Something was coming.






  
  Chapter six
The River’s Echo



The body was gone. No blood. No tracks. No fight. Like the river had taken it—and swallowed it whole.
Zayra’s stomach knotted. She hugged her knees, holding her breath. Mist curled at their feet, curling like fingers. Something was watching. Wakosi lifted his hand. “Move. Now.”
The forest thickened, shadows pressing close. Mist clung like cold breath. Zayra’s bare toes sank into the wet earth; it trembled beneath her. The river whispered—low, slow, speaking in a tongue older than memory. She thought she heard voices beneath the water.
Nita walked beside Wakosi, every step sharp, deliberate. Each echoed through the valley like a warning. A metallic, iron smell drifted on the wind. “Old rain… and blood,” Zayra murmured, shivering.
At the riverbank, the water twisted unnaturally, as if hands unseen clawed at its surface. Nita knelt. “The river remembers,” she whispered. Zayra pressed her arms to her chest. She did not want the river to remember her.
A rumble shook the valley. Not thunder. Not stone. Something older. Zayra pressed her palms to her ears. The sound throbbed inside her bones.
They followed the river upstream. Trees thinned, the gorge opening like a mouth. Strange marks burned into the stone—curved, precise, impossible. Zayra frowned. “Who did this? It’s… wrong.”
Wakosi’s hand hovered above the stone. Heat radiated from it. Too much. The river surged angrily. A cry split the air—human, desperate, echoing as if the canyon itself wept. Zayra wanted to run, but Wakosi’s hand held her still.
At the top, a clearing lay broken. Branches snapped, grass flattened, blood smeared on bark. A footprint rested at the center—massive, edges charred black.
Zayra whispered, frozen. “It’s… too big.”
The forest shuddered. Birds exploded from the canopy. The earth groaned. Zayra clung to Nita. Wakosi’s jaw tightened. “Back. The council must see this.”
Mist thickened, swallowing the trees. The river’s voice rose, insistent, commanding.
By the valley, dusk turned to shadow. Smoke drifted from the camp. Thin. Familiar—but wrong. Silent. Too still.
They crested the ridge. The camp opened before them, frozen in time. Not destroyed. Not abandoned. Empty. Everyone gone.
Zayra’s breath caught. Her eyes locked on the cooling fire. “They’re… gone,” she whispered.
A pulse rose from the river, low and insistent. Something moved beneath the water. Something alive. Deep. Patient. Watching.
Then a shadow detached from the edge of the forest—huge, impossibly dark, stretching toward the valley. Not human. Not animal. Zayra stumbled back.
The river roared, splitting the night. A voice, older than the forest, hissed through the mist:
“Run… before it takes everything.”
And behind her, the shadow moved closer.






  
  Chapter seven
The Secret of the Empty Camp



The embers glowed. No one sat around them.
The wagons stood still. Horse tracks pressed deep into the soil—like they had been left only moments ago.
Clothes. Pots. Weapons. Scattered.
No blood. No fight. Only emptiness.
Zayra hugged her knees. Her stomach hurt, like she had swallowed a stone.
Wakosi stepped slowly. Each movement pressed into the earth. He listened. The ground felt alive.
Nita knelt beside the fire. Her fingers touched the ash. “Warm,” she whispered. “They were here… just now.”
Zayra’s eyes widened. She whispered back, “Then… where did they go?”
Maka studied the wagon tracks. “They didn’t leave the camp… Something took them.”
Mist thickened, curling through the camp like a living thing. The river’s murmur pulsed. Deep. Urgent. Zayra thought it sounded like a heartbeat.
The scouts looked at one another. No human hand could have done this.
Sudden wind. A faint hum rose from the trees. Not insects. Not animals. Deeper. Stranger.
Zayra clutched the edge of her blanket. “I hear it too,” she whispered.
Nita froze. “The same sound… from the canyon.”
Wakosi lifted his hand. Silence.
The sound took shape in the mist. A shadow moved beside the fire. Not human. Not theirs.
The flames stretched, pulled toward something unseen. The ground trembled. Beside the wagons, a single footprint appeared.
Deep. Enormous. Edges burned black.
Zayra’s voice shook. “It’s too big… it’s following us.”
They stepped back. The mist held them in place.
The river’s murmur grew louder. Almost words. An ancient tongue. Unreadable.
Nita lifted her face toward the flickering light. Her eyes widened. “They didn’t vanish. They were taken.”
Zayra’s throat tightened. She wanted to cry, but no tears came.
Wakosi stared at the footprint, jaw tight. The tribe’s fate was bound to this force. There was no return.
“Now we understand why the river brought the body,” he said. “It was a warning.”
A wave rippled through the mist. Shadows drifted among the trees.
Figures that looked like their people. Silent. Transparent. Broken.
Zayra hid her face against her arms. She didn’t want to see.
The air stopped. Breath caught. Sight blurred. Truth or illusion—they could not tell.
The river’s murmur died. Silence pressed down. Unbreakable. Absolute.
And in that silence, a voice rose.
Deep. Trembling. Human—yet utterly alien.
“Run.”






  
  Chapter eight
 Shadow of Fear



The forest was no longer the same.
The sun had vanished, swallowed by a sky that refused light. The trees didn’t shelter—they watched. Shadows lay across the ground, unmoving. Twilight pressed down, thick, as if the world itself held its breath.
They left the camp in silence, following Wakosi east toward the river. No questions. No hesitation.
With every step, the air grew colder. Light crawled between branches, unwilling to stay. Nita walked beside Wakosi, eyes fixed on the canopy. Her voice barely a whisper: “I still don’t understand how the body reached the water.”
Wakosi’s gaze stayed forward. “The forest and the river speak,” he said. “Not in ways meant for us. Now… we listen.”
The riverbank rose from the mist. The tracks were deeper, clearer. Something had passed again.
By the rocks, Seka knelt, brushing wet leaves aside. His fingers trembled. “There’s a path,” he said. “Hidden. But it leads straight ahead.”
They followed without a word.
Branches bent at strange angles, the ground scarred and pressed flat. This was no accident. It was chosen.
A smell reached them—faint at first, then sharp: rot, wrongness, something neither fresh nor old. Maka halted, hand on his weapon. “This isn’t right.”
The brush shifted.
A body lay half-hidden among the roots. The man from the river. His eyes were open, empty. Deep, precise cuts scored his back—too deliberate, too exact. Not claws. Not human hands.
Wakosi crouched beside him, silent. “This wasn’t done by men.”
Seka circled the corpse, studying the soil. Footprints—wide, distorted, pressed deep—surrounded him. “Not from here. And not alone.”
Among broken branches, the remnants of a wagon lay splintered, canvas torn. Whoever came had fled. The man hadn’t fallen; he had run until his body failed.
This was no accident. It was a message.
Wakosi rose slowly. “The one who said ‘Run’ meant it. Something comes. And we’ve heard the only warning.”
They turned back without debate. The forest pressed tighter around them. Every step measured, watched.
By midnight, they reached camp. Fires burned low, smoke thin and uncertain, as if even the flames feared to rise.
Waya waited by the fire, face carved with worry. Wakosi stepped forward. “Worse than we thought.”
Waya nodded, motioning them to sit. Fatigue pulled them to the ground.
Maka broke the silence. “The body wasn’t a sacrifice. Those wounds… they were intent.”
The tribe listened, frozen. No one looked away.
“If strangers walked here,” Waya said, voice hard, “then we’ve stepped into something greater than ourselves. They fled. But what follows does not stop.”
Wakosi didn’t hesitate. “We leave. Now.”
The command sparked through the camp. Wagons creaked. Horses stamped, restless. No one questioned it.
They moved into the night. Shadows followed. The forest did not sleep.
Hours passed. Then the trees began to thin—not naturally, as if something unseen had opened the way.
A clearing unfolded. At its center, a narrow stream shimmered under the moonlight—silver, calm. They hadn’t sought it. It waited.
The horses slowed. Darkness clung to the forest edges, but the water reflected fragile, deceptive peace.
The stream whispered.
“Stop,” Waya ordered.
They made camp. Fires lit. Water carried. Watch posts mounted. Children slept. Adults kept vigil.
But peace never settled.
Shapes moved at the forest’s edge when no one looked. And as night deepened, the stream’s voice shifted—no longer gentle, but restless, insistent.
The clearing held its breath. The fire crackled. The tribe rested.
But the earth did not.
And beneath the soil, something ancient stirred, patient, waiting, remembering.






  
  Chapter nine
The Dream of the River



The forest was no longer the same.
The sun vanished, swallowed by a sky that refused light. Shadows lingered like waiting sentinels. Twilight pressed down, thick and suffocating. The trees didn’t shelter—they observed.
They followed Wakosi east, toward the river, each step measured, silent. Nita’s voice barely rose above a thought. “I still don’t understand how the body reached the water.”
Wakosi’s eyes scanned the canopy. “The forest and the river speak. Not in ways meant for us. Now… we listen.”
The riverbank emerged from the mist. The tracks were deeper, clearer. Something—or someone—had passed again.
By the rocks, Seka knelt, brushing wet leaves aside. His fingers trembled. “There’s a path,” he said. “Hidden. But it leads straight ahead.”
Branches bent unnaturally, the ground scarred, pressed flat. This was no accident. It was chosen.
A smell hit them, faint at first, then sharp: rot, wrongness, something neither fresh nor old. Maka halted, hand on his weapon. “This isn’t right.”
Then they saw the body. Half-hidden among roots, eyes open, empty. Cuts scored across the back, precise, deliberate. Not claws. Not human hands.
Wakosi crouched beside him, silent. “This wasn’t done by men.”
Seka circled the corpse, studying the soil. Footprints—wide, distorted, pressed deep. Not from here. Not alone.
Among broken branches, a wagon lay splintered, canvas torn. Whoever had been here fled. The man had run until his body gave out.
This was no accident. It was a message.
Wakosi rose slowly. “The one who said ‘Run’ meant it. Something comes. And we’ve heard the only warning.”
The forest pressed tighter around them. Each step watched. Measured.
By midnight, they reached camp. Fires burned low, smoke thin. Even flames seemed uncertain.
Waya waited by the fire, face carved with worry. “Worse than we thought,” Wakosi said.
Maka broke the silence. “The body… it wasn’t a sacrifice. Those wounds… they were intent.”
The tribe listened, frozen. No one looked away.
“If strangers walked here,” Waya said, voice hard, “then we’ve stepped into something greater than ourselves. They fled. But what follows does not stop.”
Wakosi didn’t hesitate. “We leave. Now.”
Commands sparked through the camp. Wagons creaked. Horses stamped, restless. No one questioned it.
The forest moved with them. Shadows followed. The night refused to sleep.
Hours later, the trees thinned. A clearing emerged, centered on a narrow stream that shimmered under the moonlight. They had not sought it. It waited.
The horses slowed. The water reflected fragile calm, deceptive peace. The wind carried a soft whisper.
“Stop,” Waya ordered.
They made camp. Fires lit. Water carried. Watch posts mounted. Children slept. Adults kept vigil.
But the forest had not released its hold.
Shapes shifted at the edges of sight. The stream no longer whispered gently. Its voice was restless, demanding.
The clearing held its breath.
And beneath it all, the earth itself waited, alive and patient.
Something was coming.





OEBPS/cover.jpeg







