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Prologue

 

 

The wind blew softly through the night, as if the earth itself was asleep and breathing peacefully. The black sky was dotted all over with glittering stars. There was no sound of owl wings flapping, or raccoons scurrying anywhere. It was one of those rare nights that a creature could sleep soundly, knowing that there was no danger. All this was lost, though, on a single saloli who was racing across the upper branches of a tall beech tree. Coming to the end of the branch, he flexed his powerful back legs and leapt across the open air to the closest branch of the next tree, which he landed on top of, and continued sprinting, all without a single pause.

 

What could Faith want to tell me that would have to be so far away from camp?
He wondered,
And so late at night?
He trusted the old saloli, though, and didn’t question her reasoning.

 

This was Rust, chief of the tribe named Icefire, named for the dark red of his pelt. He was a young saloli, but ruled his tribe well. Faith was their prophet. Coming at last to his destination, the five hundred year old oak tree named Bleachwood, Rust spotted the old prophet who was the reason he was out this late. Springing onto the branch on which she sat, he quietly made his way over to her.

 

“
Faith,” he said. Faith turned her head to look at Rust, and then slowly moved her body to match. Even after knowing her his whole life, Rust was still amazed by the wisdom that shined through those old eyes.

 

“
Hello Rust,” she said in greeting, “I’m glad you decided to come. There is something I feel I must share with you.”

 

“
You can tell me anything, Faith,” Rust assured her, his heart already beginning to race. He could tell from the look on his prophet’s face that this was going to be big news. “What is it?”

 

The prophet bowed her head, closed her eyes, and began to pray. Rust wondered what she was saying. It was common knowledge that the prophets had a special connection to Valde Abbas, the deity that the saloli worshipped. Each of the four tribes had one prophet.

 

“
Valde Abbas has shown me what will soon come to pass.” She said at last, raising her head to look at her chief once more. “And it is a dark future, indeed.”

 

“
What has he shown you?”

 

“
I saw the forest spread out in front of me, as a bird in flight would see it. From the south, there came a great shadow. It quickly covered the southern tribe’s territory. It then moved and took the tribe in the west land as well. The east was soon to follow. Soon, the only part of the forest that still saw the light of day was the north. Icefire’s territory.”

 

“
Then what happened?” Rust encouraged her.

 

“
The shadow moved to take our land, and seemed to succeed. Icefire fought valiantly, but the shadow now had the strength of the other three tribes to aid it. Our defeat was imminent, but just as all hope seemed lost, a bright flash of white light erupted, and the shadow was gone. The tribes resumed their lives as if nothing had happened. Then, in the south, from land beyond the tribe’s territory, there came a flash of green light, and I saw no more.”

 

Rust cast his gaze downwards. “What does it mean?” He asked.

 

“
I am not entirely sure myself, but I am certain that the shadow represents a great evil. It will originate in the south, and then spread to the east and the west. After that, it will come for us.”

 

“
What must we do?”

 

A shade of grief clouded Faith’s eyes. “There is only one thing we can do.” She answered. “We must prepare for war.”

 

Unbidden, images of bloody, gruesome battles appeared before Rust’s eyes. Saloli corpses littering the battlefield, the rivers running red with blood. A terrible thing to behold, even in one’s own mind. He nodded gravely. “I will alert Icefire in the morning.”

 

“
No,” the old saloli reprimanded him, “we need not worry them. Not yet.”

 

A spark of anger ignited inside Rust’s heart. “What would you have me do then? Keep them ignorant until the day we are attacked?”

 

“
It may seem wrong, Rust, but trust me. Valde Abbas has assured me that things will work out just as they need to. We need only to let it happen.”

 

As his anger drifted away, like ice being washed down a river, it was soon replaced by worry. “What are we supposed to do?”

 

“
Leave the first bit to me. All I can tell you is that in two days time, I will bring a new saloli into our camp. You
must
accept him into our ranks.” Faith’s eyes glared at her chief now, knowing how important this was, yet unable to say why.

 

This struck Rust as a very strange request. Outsiders were looked down upon by all the tribes, and even executed if found on tribe territory. They weren’t even civilized enough to have names. Why would Faith ask him to accept one of them into Icefire? He voiced this question.

 

“
I can not say,” Faith replied, “All I know is that this is what must be done, or we will perish.” Though she could not explain her reasoning, she still stood with the conviction that it was right.

 

Rust contemplated this new turn of events. He despised outsiders, but was he willing to condemn his tribe because of that hatred? “Very well,” he answered, “I trust you more than any other saloli in Icefire, Faith. You know this. Whatever needs to happen, I will leave it in your paws.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

“
Jeremy, dinner is almost ready!”

 

Jeremy Lander poked his head out of the bedroom door, brown hair mussed from the nap he had been taking. “Okay,” he responded, slurring his words from sleepiness.

 

Going first into the bathroom, Jeremy splashed cold water onto his face to wake himself up. Whipping his head from side to side, he looked at himself in the mirror until he felt his brain become fully active again. Leaving the bathroom, he galloped down the stairs to find his mother laying a baked potato onto his plate, alongside a grilled chicken breast. He sat down at his spot, and his mother soon joined him. While unwrapping his potato, his mother began the usual dinner table conversation.

 

“
So, how are you enjoying your last real summer vacation?” Although it seemed impossible, next year would be Jeremy’s senior year in high school, which meant that this, truly, was his final summer vacation.

 

“
It’s okay,” he responded, not feeling any of the excitement that he put into his words.

 

“
I still think you should get a job,” she reminded him, as if he could forget. She was always nagging him to go out and find a job so that he could begin saving money up for college.

 

“
Mom, you know how unlikely that is.”

 

“
You don’t know that.” She reprimanded him, waving her fork in the air in front of him for emphasis. “Why, I’d think that there would be a ton of places willing to hire a healthy, active young man like you!”

 

“
I was talking about my lack of a way to get there.”

 

She shrugged. “I could always drive you on my way into work.”

 

“
What if it’s nowhere near where you work? What if my hours don’t match yours? And did you say healthy and active? Mom, I haven’t been out of the house for three days except to take out the trash. I may only be sixteen, but I’ve got the same beer belly that my dad probably has.”

 

Jeremy immediately regretted this last statement as his mother averted her eyes. His father had abandoned them to live by himself before Jeremy could even speak, let alone remember his face. He had never particularly minded, as his mother did a great job of taking care of him by herself, but the thought was still enough to bring her to tears. Jeremy had convinced himself that his father was living somewhere out in the forest, in an old hobo shack, spending his life drinking beer and shooting at anything stupid enough to come within eyesight of him.

 

“
I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean it.”

 

“
Don’t worry,” she reassured him, “I knew that man wouldn’t be happy settling down like I wanted to. I should have seen it coming.” She wiped her eyes dry and smiled at her son. “So, how about we make a deal? If you will apply at all the places within ten minutes of where I work, I’ll buy you that video game you’ve been wanting so badly.”

 

This got Jeremy’s attention.
Final Fatalities 7
? No way, she hated that game!

 

“
Really?” he asked.

 

“
Really,” she agreed, waving her fork again, “but, if you’re hired, then your new job will be your first priority, not that game, got it?”

 

“
Yeah, sure!” he agreed, whole heartedly.

 

“
Shake on it,” she ordered, putting the fork down and holding her hand out. Anyone else would have tried to simply shake her hand, but she and Jeremy had a special way of doing it, known only to them. Instead of holding her hand, he grabbed her by the wrist, and she did the same. They slowly turned their hands to the right, then the left. It was symbolic of how much they cared for each other, by showing the bond they shared.

 

“
Good,” she said, smiling, “I think you should try that burger place that you like so much first.”

 

Smiling back, Jeremy took a bite of his dinner.
This,
he thought,
is how it’s meant to be. Nothing can ever tear us apart.

 

 



 

 

It was night again, though the peace from the previous evening had all but disappeared. Now the wind blew furiously, shaking trees and branches alike. Thunder bellowed, and lightning flashed through the stormy skies, but no rain fell. Inside a ring of tall trees, a small fire burned. Dozens of saloli danced frenetically around it while hundreds more sat in the trees, chanting an old war song. One saloli observed quietly from a high branch. He was larger than all the other saloli, and was thusly given the name Goliath. He was the chief of the tribe named Darkcover. As he watched, his tribe mates grew more and more hysterical.
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