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CHAPTER ONE

ARIK-  THE TOWER

The rain had stopped, but everything still dripped.
Water beaded along the sagging window frame, gathering and dripping onto hardened wood and old stone. Vines pushed through the stone, pale shoots curling inward as if testing the air. Moss filled the fractures in the concrete floor, softening what had once been sharp, patient in the way only things that outlived people could be.
The overcast sky offered only a thin wash of gray, enough to leave the room in uneven silhouettes. The low fire beneath the brewing pot pulsed and guttered, throwing restless light across damp walls. Shadows slid and stretched with each flicker, never still long enough to settle into anything familiar.
The tower had once been a human place. Offices, maybe. Apartments. Arik had never known for certain. That had been before the rains, before the forest clawed its way back through concrete and steel, and the passage of 300 years. Now only the lowest two floors remained intact, fused together by the massive tree that had grown straight through the center of the structure.
If not for that tree, the tower would have collapsed decades ago.
Its trunk split floors and rooms as it climbed, rough bark pressing tight against old walls. Roots bulged through stone at ground level, holding the lower structure together through sheer stubbornness.
Arik slouched in a wide-backed chair near the open window, the kind of seat that sagged under a man’s weight and never complained about it. Heavy. Worn. Patched together from scavenged scraps. A half-empty clay bottle dangled loosely from his fingers, knocking softly against the chair’s arm each time his hand twitched.
A breeze slid through the cracked frame and lifted his hair, cold against the back of his neck. He barely reacted. His eyes drifted over the ruins outside without really seeing them.
Broken buildings lay scattered below like toppled gravestones. From the second floor, he could see a bent girder jutting from a sunken wall across a narrow alley far beneath the window. The taller ruins around him choked off what little light the morning offered, leaving the district dim and heavy even at midday.
Mist brightened the valley below. Up here, the chill clung to stone and skin alike, settling into Arik’s bones the way rot settled into old wood. The smell of the place might have been worse if not for the constant haze of fermenting beer thick in the air. Sour-sweet. Heavy. His own brewing, masking mildew, wet stone, and the old smoke that never fully left the walls.
He had chosen this place because it was high and hard to reach.
Once, it had been a home.
The tree had already been there when he arrived. Mira, seven years old and fearless, had climbed it without waiting for permission, scraping her knees and laughing when he yelled. She had learned the bark faster than she learned words, hands and feet finding holds that made his stomach knot just watching.
He did not look at the tree now.
Amara’s shop sat one level down, tucked beneath beams that no longer kept the rain out. She had carved animals there. Spirit figures. Totems meant to be touched, turned over, felt. The tools were still where she’d left them. He had closed the door once and never opened it again.
Some places weren’t meant to be disturbed.
He took another drink and grimaced.
Too much root... Not enough berry. He told himself he’d fix the next batch. He always did. He drank anyway.
The air around him carried wet stone, mildew, and old smoke. Somewhere below, the fire pit had gone out again. A pan of half-eaten berries and boiled acorn mash sat beside the dead coals, cold and untouched. He’d eaten enough earlier… or thought he had.
Books leaned in warped stacks against crates and rusted filing cabinets. Some lay open where he’d left them, pages curled from damp air. One rested face-down on a bench, charcsmeared across the margin.
His sister, Elara would have scolded him for that.
Books mattered in the valley. More than tools, sometimes. He knew that. He just hadn’t cared enough to remember what he’d been trying to write.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and leaned out the window.
Far below, the cracked roadway gleamed with rainwater. Saplings pushed through old pavement inch by inch, claiming what had once been straight and deliberate. Movement flickered everywhere if you knew how to look, rats along the walls, mice in the weeds.  Quick gray shapes slipping between shadows before the light could catch them.
The river ran in its deep stone channel, steady and unchanging, threading its way through the ruins the way it always had.
Mira had loved to sit and watch it.
The village lay miles beyond the treeline, hidden behind broken towers and tangled green. That suited him fine. He only went there when he had to. When he hauled barrels down the road and traded beer for whatever the town decided he’d earned.
Everyone had a trade. Wood. Paper. Dairy. Meat.
Beer was his, passed down from his father, and from his grandfather before that. He was good at it.
The bottle slipped from his fingers and thudded softly against the floor.
He had drifted off.
Arik startled awake and rubbed his eyes, dragging a hand down his face and letting it rest there. The sound of dripping returned, patient and steady, as if something in the room were waiting.
Something always was.
A small pot shot across the floor and struck the stone near his feet.
Savannah tore across the room, gray-striped fur a blur, swiping at something darting through the shadows. A mouse burst from beneath a stack of books and sprinted across the floor. Savannah barreled after it, skidding through loose pages, sending a borrowed stack tumbling.
She pinned the mouse’s tail beneath a broad paw, and gave a wicked grin with gleaming teeth and pointed green eyes.
Then she froze. Slowly, Savannah lifted her head and looked at Arik as if just realizing he was there.
In his mind, sharp and irritated, came a single word.
“What?”
Arik exhaled slowly. A delusion, he knew. That was all. Too much drink. Too little sleep. He’d been having this delusion for the last six months, and it startled him still.
Savannah blinked once. Her tail gave a slow, unimpressed twitch.
“My daughter used to laugh when cats did that,” Arik said quietly. “Said it meant trouble.”
Savannah’s ears tipped forward.
“She wanted one,” he added. “A real cat.”
He stopped there.
Savannah watched him without blinking.
The room felt colder.
She lifted her paw and let the mouse go, as if the effort of catching the mouse was all that mattered and she had no use for it now. It vanished beneath a broken drawer. Savannah hopped onto the sill and settled there, gazing out over the ruined city as if nothing in the room had ever moved at all.
Arik watched her. He found he often watched her when he wasn’t busy. She was silent as a wraith with wicked pointed eyes that were always alert, always judging, while they held that aire that said it didn’t really matter.  He’d often find her in odd high places, staring at him.  It was, he knew, his own mind playing tricks on him.  He often head whispers he couldn’t explain, telling him things.  The things they told him spoke of weather, of complaints about conditions. A time or two he’d seen a rat or two arguing in the street in words like two men drunk at the bar.  His mind had to have been deteriorating for some time, he knew.  She was again, watching him now.  
He felt a bit unnerved.
For the first time that day, something unsettled him that had nothing to do with memory.
He pushed himself away from the wall. The room felt too still now, the quiet pressing in where the rain no longer did. He’d had enough of sitting with himself for one morning. He put an arm to the wall to catch his balance and swayed a bit, trying to clear his head.  When he finally felt it, he ignored the cat and made his way to the far wall near the exit to the lower floors.
“Time to get back to work,” he muttered.
He pulled on his coat and crossed the room, slowing near the stairwell where the boards dipped. He stumbled at the first steps to the dark stairway and caught himself. He took the first steps carefully. The stairs were dark and uneven, roots breaking through the old concrete, each one groaning under his weight as he made his way down, one hand trailing the wall longer than necessary.
By the time he reached the bottom, the rain had thinned to a cold mist, the steady drumming fading into a soft, reluctant patter.
Outside, the world smelled rinsed and raw. He led the mare from her stall, fumbling once with the latch before finding it by feel. The barrels were waiting. He’d staged them the night before, straps checked, wheels greased. The town would be expecting their share. 
He felt heavy as he hauled himself into the driver’s seat bench, and signaled his horse to begin. Her hooves clopped softly on the stone as he hitched her to the wagon already loaded and waiting. Leather creaked. Metal settled. He checked the knots twice, then once more, just to be sure.
When everything was finally in place, Arik climbed onto the seat and gathered the reins, pausing until the slow tilt in his head eased. The road stretched away from the ruins, damp and shining, bending toward SkyReach.
He did not look back.

ARIK -  SKYREACH

The road into SkyReach followed the river’s curve, easing downhill through land that had once been scrub and stone.
The village had taken its name long before Arik was born, back when people first came up into the light and kept walking until the ground fell away beneath the sky. For hundreds of years they had been in some sort of giant complex during the long sickness. No one remembered exactly where they had surfaced, only that it had been from underground, and that they had not wanted to stay there once they could breathe open air again.
They had wandered until they found the plateau, until the river spilled clean and endless over its edge, dropping away into the valley below. Water from the mountains behind the old ruins followed stone channels through the broken city, widened into a steady river, and ran unbroken to the edge of the plateau, where it dropped in thunder and mist into the valley below. There, before that waterfall they had built their new town. SkyReach, they had called it; a place high enough to see storms coming.
The mare pulled steadily, hooves knocking softly against patches of old pavement where the earth hadn’t yet swallowed everything whole. The wagon creaked behind him, barrels shifting just enough to remind him they were there.
Mist clung low along the water, lifting in pale strands as the morning warmed. Arik kept the reins loose in his hands. The rhythm of travel, wheel, hoof, breath, settled him more than drink ever did.
SkyReach never appeared all at once.
First came the smell: wood smoke, damp grain, fermenting mash. Then the sound, hammers on anvils, voices overlapping, laughter rising and falling in uneven bursts. By the time the first huts came into view, the village already felt awake, moving with the kind of confidence that came from believing tomorrow would arrive much like today.
Children darted between buildings, barefoot and loud, weaving around carts and adults without being scolded. Women knelt along the riverbank, pounding washed clothes against smooth stones, sleeves rolled high. Their laughter carried easily over the water, bright and sharp.
Men worked nearby, mending fences, stacking timber, repairing wheels. Everything had a place now. Neater than it used to be. More deliberate. Many houses, as he got closer, he noticed, were being updated with the much thinner planks of wood from the saw mill. They replaced the heavier sections that had been built of logs.  The town used to be a gathering of log houses built haphazardly along the path, badly built, but serviceable.
Progress, Elara called it.
Arik passed fields that hadn’t existed a few years ago. Grain bent in clean rows, fed by narrow channels that carried water from the river in careful, measured trenches. Stakes marked boundaries. Ropes stretched taut where once there had been nothing to claim. Elara’s years of research had found the designs in the old library and convinced the leadership to build the dam. Everything else had followed. Fewer lean seasons. Less scraping by. 
He remembered it hadn’t been all that long ago when you saw starving people along these paths.  Hand hauled water was enough to produce small gardens, but the large ones had required measured rains and more often than not, the rains wouldn’t come reliably. Up on this plateau, the rains that came daily to the rain forests didn’t effect this open plateau as much, and whole harvests died.  The dam had changed all of that. Now THEY controlled the water and harvests were plentiful these last years and the people began to prosper.
When the wagon wheels struck cobblestone at the edge of the square, the jolt ran clean up his spine. Stone underfoot still felt wrong to him, too permanent. Things that lasted invited expectations.
He guided the mare toward the public house, a solid timber-and-stone building set back from the square. Its walls were newer than most, its roof properly pitched. Warm light glowed in the windows even at this hour, and the smell of old ale and roasted grain drifted out through the open doorway.
Two men stepped forward before he’d fully reined in the mare. They didn’t greet him. They didn’t need to. One took the lead rope. The other reached for the first barrel.
Arik dismounted and rolled it down himself anyway, bracing his shoulder, feeling the familiar strain in his back. The work steadied him. Roll. Brace. Lower. Honest effort, clean and simple.
By the time the last barrel thudded into place, his shoulders ached. He looked up at the mare and patted her snout with care. “Good girl.”
The mayor emerged from the doorway, wiping his hands on a cloth that had once been white. He wore the same layered work clothes as everyone else, dyed wool and patched leather, but they fit him better than most, cut to his size and kept clean. He was broader than Arik remembered from years past, well-fed in a way that showed in his shoulders and belly.
A thick beard, more gray than brown now, framed his mouth, and heavy brows shadowed pale gray eyes that moved quickly, taking in the wagon, the barrels, the men already hauling them inside. His eyes moved quickly, taking in the wagon, the barrels, the men already hauling them inside.
“Arik,” he said, smile easy and practiced. “Right on time.”
Arik shrugged. “Weather helped.” 
The mayor nodded, as if that settled something, and opened his ledger. He flipped to a marked page, scanning it longer than necessary.
“Your credit’s recorded,” he said at last. “Same arrangement.”
He didn’t say what that arrangement was. He never did unless Arik pushed it. It meant grain and lamp oil, meat when there was extra, and whatever else the town decided he could do without that season.
Arik nodded anyway.
“Town’s grateful,” the mayor went on, tapping the page once with his finger. “Your beer keeps things… smooth.”
His gaze flicked toward the hall behind him, where voices rose and fell, then back to Arik.
“We’ll want this batch strong,” he added lightly. “Long days ahead.”
Arik met his eyes. Something there felt sharp. Measuring. As if the mayor were counting more than barrels. “I keep experimenting.” said Arik.
“If anything changes,” the man said quietly, lowering his voice just enough to feel private, “you’ll let me know.”
Arik nodded once more.
The mayor smiled again and turned away, already calling for someone else, his attention shifting without effort.
Arik lingered by the wagon, listening to the sound of mugs clinking inside the hall. Laughter spilled out in bursts, loud and careless. This place was warm. Busy. Full of people who expected things to keep working.
He went in anyway.
The heat hit him first. Smoke curled along the rafters, thick with the smell of damp wool and old ale. Tables filled most of the room, cards spread across scarred wood. Mugs passed from hand to hand. Someone shouted over a bad draw. Someone else laughed too loud.
“Hey, brewer,” a voice called. “You planning on losing again today, or drinking through it?”
Arik slid into the empty seat without answering.
Tamber grinned at him from across the table, cheeks flushed. Tara, the tanner’s widow, dealt the cards with quick, practiced hands. Joss leaned back in his chair, boots hooked on the rung beneath. Fenric watched the table from under heavy brows, fingers stained with wax and smoke.
No coins lay on the table, as had been the practice before the long sickness. Instead, small markers sat near each player’s hand, scraps of leather, carved notches, bits of colored stone. Promises. Favors. Tallies only some people remembered clearly.
They played. Arik lost and won in equal amounts. No one commented on it. They never did. He played slow, distracted, patient in a way caused him to lose more than he won. Cards passed. Markers shifted.
Between hands, mugs were refilled. Someone mentioned sawmill output, complaining that the last delivery had gone “somewhere else” first. Someone else joked about grain allotments being adjusted again.
“Funny how it always adjusts the same way,” Joss muttered, not quite looking at anyone.
The mayor drifted past once, pausing long enough to glance at the table. His eyes lingered on Arik for a fraction longer than they should have, then moved on. This talk did little to encourage him. He too was a big player who tended to a lot when he played… when he wasn’t busy scheming.
Tara dealt again.
“The wolves are pushing closer,” Joss said casually, eyes still on his cards.
Fenric snorted. “Everything pushes closer when there’s food.”
“Not like this,” Tamber replied. “They’re testing.”
Arik laid down his hand without looking at it.
“They took more than goats,” he said quietly.
The table stilled.
Tara’s hands froze mid-deal. Fenric cleared his throat. Joss leaned back, gaze drifting past Arik toward the hall door.
“That so,” Tamber said after a moment.
Arik nodded once. “dogs, chickens, horses.” he scratched at his scalp. “I heard the stories on my way down from the old city.”
No one asked him to say more. They’d all experiences like that on the outskirts of town. It was getting more frequent.
The game resumed, slower now. Quieter. Markers shifted again. No one laughed as loudly.
The mayor returned to the hearth, pipe glowing as he watched the room. His eyes flicked to Arik, then away. Calculating.
A sharp metallic sound cut through the hall.
Once.Twice… the gong.
Every chair scraped back at once.
Arik was already on his feet. The room became a stage of action.
Outside, the sound rang again, faster now. Urgent.
The village shifted as one, easy noise collapsing into motion. Someone shouted for children. Someone else ran for weapons kept near doorways. The practiced rhythm of it made Arik’s stomach tighten.
He pushed through the doorway and into the square.
The sound carried from the treeline. Low, Fast, and close- Too close.
The gong rang again.
Arik broke into a run. He was a little unbalanced but managed to keep his feet now that adrenaline was coursing through him.
The square had already begun to change shape around him. What had been loose movement and shouted conversation moments before collapsed into purposeful motion, doors slamming, people peeling off in practiced directions, hands grabbing whatever had been left within reach. Not panic. Not yet. Something older than that.
The wolves made themselves known in a series of howls. Children and mothers screamed in fear. It was unusual. They used to howl at a distance but now they did so only after they were right on top of the town, like they were trying to cause fear. The sound came from beyond the outer pens.
Low. Fast. Many bodies moving together through brush.
	“Inside!” someone shouted. “Get the children inside!”
Arik reached the edge of the square just as the first figures burst from the treeline.
Gray fur flashed between fence posts. Lean bodies slipped through shadows, low to the ground, eyes catching light like broken glass. They didn’t rush blindly. They spread. Fanned out.
Too organized. They had been getting more organized with each attack, like they were learning with each encounter.
	“Hold!” Kael shouted. “Hold the line!”
A spare club was shoved into Arik’s hands as he stumbled into position. He barely registered who’d given it to him. The weight felt wrong, too light, too smooth, but he tightened his grip anyway.
The smell hit him next. Wet fur. Hot breath. Iron and fear.
A wolf lunged. Arik swung hard, catching it in the shoulder. The impact jolted up his arms, rattling his teeth. The animal yelped and stumbled back, but didn’t flee. It circled instead, head low, eyes never leaving him.
Testing.
Another darted in from the side. Arik turned too slowly, felt teeth scrape fabric as it snapped at his sleeve. Someone shouted. A spear drove the wolf back, barely.
“They’re splitting!” someone yelled.
Arik saw it then, the way the pack flowed around the line instead of crashing into it. Two pulled wide. One feinted. Another slipped through the gap left behind.
This wasn’t hunger. The wolves weren’t really looking at the animals, but rather the people, judging and gauging strength’s and weaknesses.
A shape slammed into him from behind.
Arik hit the ground hard, breath tearing out of his lungs. The world narrowed to dirt and pressure and snapping jaws. A wolf bore down on him, weight crushing his chest, hot breath flooding his face as teeth flashed inches from his throat.
He fumbled for the club, wedging it sideways just as jaws snapped shut.
Pain flared, fear followed.
Then the sound changed...
Not a growl. Not a snarl… a word.
	“Die!”
It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t shouted. It was intent pressed into sound, clean and sharp, cutting through the chaos like a blade.
Arik froze.
The wolf’s eyes held his, too focused, too aware. Its grip adjusted, claws digging in as it shifted its weight with purpose.
That wasn’t instinct.
That wasn’t an animal he knew. Somehow these animals we… focused
Arik twisted hard, throwing his weight sideways. The wolf slipped just enough. A spear struck its flank and it recoiled with a sharp yelp. Arik scrambled backward, gasping, dragging himself upright as another villager pulled him clear.
The sounds didn’t stop.
	“Kill them.” the words snapped from many wolves from the pack as they moved through.
The words threaded through the howls, quiet and precise, slipping between noise and thought alike. The pack surged together, movements tightening, attacks aligning as if drawn by an invisible line.
Someone or something was driving them. The realization hit harder than the fear.
Arik staggered back into the line, legs shaking, breath burning. He swung again, driving a wolf back from the corral gate. Another darted in. Another replaced it.
The villagers shouted. Steel rang. Wood cracked. Arrows hissed overhead.
A sound cut through the chaos, not a howl, not a snarl, but something sharper. Short. Commanding.
Arik heard it as words.
	“Drive them out.”
The wolves shifted as one. Not because the sound was loud, but because it was answered. The call passed along the line in quick bursts, throats lifting, voices snapping out and being taken up again, a signal moving through the pack faster than motion.
The pressure broke. Snarls cut off mid-breath. Bodies that had been pressing forward drew back together.
“withdraw” came the order from among the wolves passing from wolf to wolf as they moved in sequence.
The forest swallowed them whole, leaving only the certainty that they had not fled, but been called off.
The wolves shifted as one. Arik felt it more than he saw it, a sudden tightening, a shared pause that rippled through the pack. Snarls faltered mid-breath. Bodies that had been pressing forward drew back in the same instant.
This was no panic. No scatter.
They disengaged cleanly, breaking contact in short, coordinated bursts. One stepped back, then another, then three more at once, covering each other as they withdrew. Shadows peeled away from the line and slid into the trees, gray shapes dissolving into darker ones until the forest swallowed them whole.
In seconds, the clearing was empty but for the sound of breathing, human and animal, and the lingering certainty that the wolves had left because they had been told to.
Arik bent forward, hands on his knees, breath tearing through him in ragged pulls. His ears rang. The words echoed in his skull, thin and wrong, like something whispered too close.
Something had spoken through them.
Around him, SkyReach gathered itself, wounded men being dragged clear, voices calling names, women moving with cloth and water. The fence leaned but held. The cattle bawled, alive.
Elara reached him, weaving through the mess. “Arik?” Her hands hovered, unsure where to touch. “Are you hurt?”
	“They spoke,” he said hoarsely. “Elara… they spoke.”
She stilled, studying his face. In her typical judgmental way only a sister can have, she frowned. “How much did you drink today?”
“A lot, but it wasn’t the drink.” He turned toward the treeline, stomach twisting. “Those wolves have drive and direction… leadership.”
She swallowed, eyes flicking past him to the dark trees. “We survived,” she said carefully. “That’s what matters.”
He nodded, though the words barely reached him.
Later, when the dead had been hauled away and the square had emptied into uneasy knots of people, Arik saddled his horse without speaking. His hands shook as he tightened the straps. No one stopped him.
He told himself it was the drink. The exhaustion. The noise of the fight still ringing in his head.
But the words he’d heard had been too clean for that. Too deliberate.
The ride back through the ruins felt longer than usual. Every sound seemed to arrive a heartbeat late,  the scrape of hooves on stone, the creak of leather, his own breath. He kept turning the moment over in his mind, trying to make it blur the way false things were supposed to. It wouldn’t.
What if it hadn’t been his mind filling in the gaps? He thought suddenly of all the voices he’d been hearing, rats, and bats, and mice and… cats?
The thought unsettled him more than fear had. He urged the horse on, suddenly eager to put the distance behind him, the broken streets falling away faster beneath the hooves.
He needed to get home.
Everything felt stark, the air felt too cool, the river too loud.
When the tower came into view, the last light of day catching on broken stone, he slowed. Shadows engulfed the building, the moon lit more of the surrounding branches that supported the building, than the building itself.
Savannah was there. He could see her with the new moon lighting her shape as she sat on the broken balcony railing two stories above him, a dark silhouette against the pale sky. She looked down as Arik crossed the open ground, her stillness deliberate, expectant… Watching.
He dismounted and climbed the stairs slowly. Each step creaked beneath his weight. The room above was dim, quiet, unchanged. The brewing pot still warm. The window still open to gray sky.
Savannah sat on the railing above the stairwell, tail wrapped neatly around her paws. She had not moved since he left.
Arik’s footsteps reached her before he did; slow, uneven, careful in the way of someone who expected the ground to betray him. He climbed the stairs cautiously, one hand brushing the wall as if to steady himself.
When he stepped into the room, Savannah opened her eyes. She slowly turned her head to look at him.
He was unshaven. Hair pushed back without care. Clothes stiff with sweat and river damp. A dark smear drying along one knuckle he hadn’t noticed yet. He smelled of iron, wet stone, and fear.
She did not rise. She did not blink.
Arik stopped just inside the doorway. The room felt suddenly smaller, as if it were waiting with her.
He swallowed.
“...You’re real.”
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